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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Ten Years Ago...
 
    
 
   LITTLE JYLL WHIMPERED as her mother’s strong arms pushed her into the cupboard, pushed her back as far as she could go into the tiny wooden space. The screams outside grew closer. She dropped Dana, her favorite doll, and clutched her mother’s sleeves.
 
   “Jyll, please!” Yara, her mother, knelt before the cupboard in a brown flour-stained dress. “It’s only for a moment.”
 
   “No!” Jyll pushed at the back of the cupboard with both feet. “Let’s run! We can still run!”
 
   Yara flinched as a deafening crack sounded from outside and another shrill scream echoed down the street. Light from distant fires flickered through their home, falling on tall wooden posts supporting cedar panels sealed with clay. Jyll had seen fire through her windows before, but never this much and never this close.
 
   Her mother stopped pushing and dragged her into a hug. Jyll clutched her mother as Yara stroked her red curls. Her mother wouldn’t let go. She wouldn’t.
 
   “I love you,” Yara said. “I’ll always love you.” Then Yara let her go, pushing her back toward the cupboard. “I need you to be strong for me. It’s like our game, remember? Your favorite hiding spot.”
 
   “It’s dark!” Jyll clutched her mother’s sleeve. "There’s roaches."
 
   Someone rattled the lock on their front door. Yara ripped free of Jyll and hopped up, grabbing a knife off their nocked wooden table. Then the front door burst open and Marel stumbled inside.
 
   “We lost the gate.” Jyll’s oldest sister wore a boiled leather breastplate with the crest of Talos, their small village. Her cloth pants were torn and her muddy boots had splotches of red splatter all over them, but she still clutched her axe. Gunk matted her tangled red hair.
 
   Marel shut the door, lugged the heavy wooden bar off the wall, and dropped it into place. “Lehma and Nat are dead.” She stumbled to the table and tossed down the house key. “I couldn’t save them.”
 
   Jyll gasped. Marel was lying, playing some cruel game. Jyll might only be eight years old — she might still be little — but she knew a cruel game when she heard it. Lehma and Nat weren’t dead. Sisters did not die.
 
   Yara’s knife clattered to the wooden floor. Her mother stood, silent, and stared at the door. Another scream sounded down the street, several screams, over and over and over.
 
   Marel propped herself against the table, breathing hard. Then she looked up. “Mother?”
 
   Jyll only then noticed how pale Marel looked. She only then noticed the red all over her sister, oozing and dripping. Why was there blood on her?
 
   “I understand.” Yara straightened and clenched her hands. “Is there any way out?”
 
   “They’ve got both gates. We fight or we die.” Marel pushed off the table and readied her axe. “Get Jyll hidden. Do it now.”
 
   Yara worked her fingers open. She wound her shoulder-length red hair into a ponytail, cinched it with a cloth wrap, and knelt once more. “Yes, all right.” She turned to Jyll, mouth a flat line.
 
   Glass shattered outside and horses thundered past their house. Then Yara grabbed Jyll and pushed her into the cupboard, pushed her so hard she could barely breathe. Her mother’s wet eyes were wide, her chest heaving, and Jyll gasped and squirmed as her mother pushed.
 
   “Don’t,” Yara pleaded. “Don’t fight me.”
 
   Another crash, another scream. Someone pounding on their door and yelling for help.
 
   “We need you safe,” Yara said. “We love you and we need you so please, stay in this cupboard and don’t make a sound. It’s only for a moment.”
 
   Jyll couldn’t breathe. Her mother was crushing her.
 
   “Everything will be all right.” Her mother took a deep breath and stopped pushing. “We’ll just wait for them to go.” Yara’s voice grew even and calm, a pleasant tone, the way she sounded when she read bedtime stories. “Just be quiet until they leave.”
 
   Jyll’s lip quivered but she refused to cry. Marel made fun when she cried. “Okay.” She could do this for her mother. She could do this one thing.
 
   Her mother smiled. She let Jyll go and all at once Yara’s trembling eased. She picked up her knife, her smile spreading across her face. She rose and looked to the door.
 
   “I’ll see you soon. Not one sound. You promised.” She closed the cupboard and dropped Jyll into darkness.
 
   Cold and the cupboard pressed in around her. There were bugs coming. Jyll fumbled until she found Dana, swept her dolly up, and stroked its thin straw hair. Dana was afraid too.
 
   A man screamed outside the door and heavy boots thudded on their porch. The barred door rattled. Then a great crack made Jyllith jump and she smashed her head on the top of the cupboard. That stung but she dared not cry out. She had promised she wouldn’t.
 
   “They’re coming!” Marel yelled.
 
   The crack came again, dozens of them. Then heavy metal boots stomped across their hard wooden floor. Jyll heard the ring of steel meeting steel. She hugged Dana and dared not breathe.
 
   She heard boots scuffing, blades ringing, Marel grunting the way she did when she trained with Lehma. All pretend. She heard a curse, a thump, and then her mother, screaming the way she had when the Mynt dragged Jyll’s father away.
 
   Jyll’s heart pounded in her ears as tears stung her eyes but she kept quiet, kept her promise to her mother. She had to keep her promise even though she couldn’t breathe.
 
   Armored boots clanked closer. Her mother’s screaming stopped and someone gurgled then, like when Jyll gargled water. When her throat hurt. Then the armored boots stomped away. Then screaming started down the street.
 
   Jyll’s breath burst from her lungs. Her eyes watered and her nose ran no matter how often she wiped it. She waited as long as she dared and then pushed against the cupboard door. It rattled against its thin lock.
 
   She and her mother and all her sisters would run away now. It was time. Once they ran away they would be safe.
 
   She pushed again, pushed harder, pushed her feet against the wooden back, and then the door burst open and she tumbled out. That was when little Jyll saw her mother on the floor with her arms and legs splayed out, eyes closed and mouth wide.
 
   There was no blood. There was no blood on her mother and that meant she was resting, not dead. Just asleep.
 
   “Wake up.” Jyll scrambled over to her mother and tugged her arm. “Let’s go. You promised.”
 
   That was when Jyll noticed Marel in the corner. There was blood on Marel, and dirt and gunk and bone, and one eye, Marel’s left eye, had burst open like a grape. Jyll’s own eyes flooded. Once her mother woke up, maybe they could help Marel.
 
   “Please!” Jyll tugged on Yara’s sleeves, tugged hard. “Wake up!”
 
   Slats creaked on her front porch. Jyll snatched her mother’s knife. She would protect her mother until she woke up and then they would run, together, with Marel and Lehma and Nat.
 
   A man stood in her doorway, a big man in thick red robes. He had a bald head, dark eyes, and spiky tattoos that ran from mouth to ears. He was alone.
 
   “Stay back!” Jyll’s knife shook.
 
   The man’s dark eyes narrowed as he frowned. Then he knelt and extended a calloused hand, palm first. The tip of one finger slid across her vision as he drew on the air in his own blood.
 
   “It’s all right, child.” He smiled. “Everything will be all right.”
 
   “Who are you?” Jyll’s eyes grew heavy and her knife clattered to the floor.
 
   “My name is Cantrall.”
 
   “Will you help my mother?”
 
   “Of course I will.”
 
   Cool oozed through Jyll’s bones, through all her insides, and it felt very good. It made her feel safe again. Happy.
 
   “I’m going to take care of you now,” the big man told her as she settled to the floor. “I always will.”
 
   Jyll smiled.
 
   Then she went to sleep.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Now...
 
    
 
   JYLLITH MALCONEN WOKE with one cheek pressed on a musty tome. Her jaw hurt. She sat up in a hard wooden chair in darkness and her heart hammered until she remembered where she was.
 
   Terras. She slept inside Terras, a devastated magic academy in the middle of a lifeless province covered in magical storms. She was searching for a way to stop demons from eating Sera Valence’s soul.
 
   Jyllith fumbled across the scarred cedar desk until she found the cool metal shaft of a glyph-candle. She pressed two fingers to the base and summoned its warm yellow flame, casting light across dozens of open tomes. Everything beyond remained dark.
 
   Jyllith pushed aside a plate, stood, and checked Melyssa for any change. Kara’s great-grandmother slept with arms crossed over her plain white dress on a bed of cushions. Her white hair sprawled in curls upon her thin shoulders and she breathed every so often.
 
   Melyssa had used her blood to heal the others, those injured in the aftermath of their battle with Cantrall at Terras. She had used too much blood. She was dying. They both were.
 
   It was simply a question of who went first.
 
   Jyllith brushed reddish hair from her face and stretched. She had slept in her clothes again: leather riding pants, a stained linen shirt, and a fur-lined leather vest. This library was cold, silent, and she wished she had someone to talk to about her dreams, about the books, about anything. Someone human.
 
   “Melyssa?” she asked softly. 
 
   No answer. The demon now living in her head taunted her with memories of all those she had murdered and damned. Her memories of their twisted, terrified faces waited just beyond the light, but she picked up the glyph-candle and headed for the stacks anyway.
 
   Jyllith measured each breath and focused on her surroundings. The first stack to her left was massive, eight shelves filled with twenty to thirty ancient tomes apiece, but it held nothing of interest. Neither did the twenty that followed.
 
   The Terras mages had organized their tomes well. Jyllith focused on that. Book names were written in the Ancient language, glittering white sigils on leather-bound spines of brown or black or green.
 
   The mages had divided their library into histories, memoirs, and countless other categories, but only the glyphs section interested her. Confining her search to that limited it to thirty stacks. Two hundred forty shelves. Six thousand books.
 
   She had read one-hundred fifty-six of them.
 
   The demon whispered louder as she walked. It scratched around inside her head, a gleeful monster that begged her to listen to it. Promising power and joy. Then Cantrall stepped through a stack and into her path. She cried out and backpedaled.
 
   He couldn’t be real — he must be a hallucination — but he looked real and that had her heart pounding in her chest. His black eyes bored into her as his mouth mimed words she could not hear.
 
   Jyllith squeezed her eyes shut and willed the hallucination away. If she was hallucinating it must be because she had spent too much blood last night, keeping Melyssa alive, but she needed Melyssa alive. If Melyssa died she would be all alone.
 
   When Jyllith opened her eyes the man who ruined her life still stood, still stared, and he had no right to stare at her. She stalked closer and clenched her hands as she remembered every last one of his horrible lies.
 
   “You did this to me. You made me a monster.” She had tortured for a lie, killed for a lie, sold her soul for a lie, and nothing Cantrall did could ever make that right. “Get out of my way!”
 
   Her shout echoed through the library, echoed off the walls and the ceiling, and Cantrall vanished just like that. Jyllith only then noticed she had reached the glyphs section of the library. Her legs trembled and sweat rolled down her back.
 
   The echoes of her rationalizations rang hollow, self-righteous excuses and feeble attempts to shift blame. Cantrall had altered her memories, certainly, but he had not made her murder. He had not made her hate. She had done that all by herself.
 
   The demon in her head whispered platitudes, words she almost understood. She ground her teeth as she forced that demon down, forced it back to sleep. The demon grew stronger each day and soon it would whisper to her whether she allowed it or not.
 
   Her candle illuminated the stacks as her arm trembled. She was running out of time to save Sera, and hating herself would not make her read any faster. She pressed her finger to the first book in the sixth stack and marked her place.
 
   Jyllith could read the Ancient language — Cantrall had taught her how — but translation remained slow and headache inducing. Even worse, she had to pull anything promising and peruse it at length. Formless Links and Elements of Heat. Poisons of the Valerun. Secrets of Breath and Land.
 
   Her finger reached a tome on a lower shelf and slid to an unexpected stop, a feeling not unlike tripping over a root. She read the title twice more before she accepted that the words she had translated were correct.
 
   Wards Against the Alcedi.
 
   The title brought a cold sweat to Jyllith’s brow. She knew the name Alcedi because Cantrall had invoked it every time she balked at torture or hesitated at murder. The Alcedi were the endless evil, the storm on the horizon, the harbingers of the apocalypse. They wanted her world and all its souls and only the Mavoureen, an army of demons from beyond her world, could stop them.
 
   Jyllith set the candle down and tugged on the Alcedi tome with both hands, prying with her fingertips until it slid out enough to offer a grip. It was as thick as her forearm and heavy, heavy enough that her arms shook holding it, but she opened it anyway.
 
   The first page was blank. The second was illuminated with pictures of tall soldiers in golden armor marching before a bright yellow sun. Around them were complicated glyphs unlike any she had ever seen, rounded and dotted in ways that made no sense.
 
   The page held a single paragraph written in elegant golden script. The Teranome must never be opened again. The Alcedi are above and beyond us. To offer one’s prayers to the golden horde is to offer one’s soul.
 
   Jyllith had convinced herself that Cantrall’s talk of the Alcedi was madness, a lie conjured by the Mavoureen to compel his obedience to them. Yet this book, tangible evidence of the Alcedi’s existence, changed Cantrall’s ravings into something else entirely. It suggested his worries about an Alcedi invasion had been right.
 
   Jyllith closed the tome with an echoing thump and tucked it under her arm. She needed Melyssa, needed the old woman’s knowledge and counsel. She would have to rouse her even though that meant spending precious blood.
 
   She hurried back to Melyssa’s cot and set both tome and candle on the scarred desk. She closed her eyes and took the dream world. Cantrall had taught her to do that too, and his lessons were among many wonderful memories of the man who murdered her family.
 
   In the dream world, jagged brown lines formed the library’s stone floor and straight black lines made stacks, desk, and chair. Melyssa was a luminous orange blob tucked into the winding black lines of blanket and cushion. Jyllith sliced her index finger with the sharpened nail on her thumb and concentrated until she saw the bones and veins inside Melyssa’s frail body.
 
   Jyllith traced complex glyphs on Melyssa’s chest and arms, enhancing her blood flow. This school of magic was called bloodmending and it had always been her favorite. These glyphs would not heal her permanently — Melyssa’s body had lost the ability to sustain itself — but it would allow Melyssa to wake up.
 
   Finally, Jyllith ignited her glyphs and gasped as each consumed the blood she’d used to scribe them and more, sliced fingers healing over as they always did. Burning that much blood at once left her dizzy and light-headed, the price the Five demanded to change the world, and when Jyllith opened her eyes her vision swam.
 
   Melyssa’s breathing steadied as her healthy pallor returned, but Jyllith knew this health was temporary. Flash heals decayed rapidly and real healing took days. Once she was certain Melyssa was asleep, not unconscious, Jyllith touched the old woman’s arm.
 
   Melyssa’s eyelids fluttered open. She stared at Jyllith, recognized her, and then closed her light blue eyes and looked down at her body in the dream world. When she opened them again she fixed Jyllith with a disapproving frown.
 
   “You can’t keep doing this.”
 
   “I have reason this time.” It seemed odd that Jyllith still had to justify saving Melyssa’s life, but that was how things were now. “I found something and I need you to tell me what it means.” She set the tome between them. “It’s called ‘Wards Against the Alcedi’.”
 
   “Alcedi?”
 
   “Yes. What do you think that means?”
 
   Melyssa sat on her cushions and tapped her chin with one finger. Her eyes grew distant and her breathing remained steady. Jyllith wondered then if Melyssa was as alert as she seemed.
 
   “We’re among the few who know that name.” Jyllith leaned close. “Could Cantrall have been telling the truth about their invasion?”
 
   Melyssa shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Had we let Cantrall bring the Mavoureen here to protect us, as he wished, we would simply have traded one slaver for another. I shudder to think what would have happened if he opened that portal.”
 
   Jyllith shuddered as well, all too conscious of the Mavoureen demon whispering inside her head. As much as it tried to appear friendly she could sense its lust for blood, its hunger for agony. She felt those things because she once desired them herself.
 
   “Child,” Melyssa said softly, “Something else is bothering you. Not just this book.”
 
   “It’s not important.”
 
   “Of course it is.” Melyssa took Jyllith’s hand, her skin dry and her grip weak. “Do you think I don’t know how you torture yourself? You need to stop.”
 
   “Not if I deserve it.”
 
   “If you are to find peace before the end, you must let go of your guilt. Concentrate on making amends, not punishing yourself.”
 
   “How can I possibly make amends?” Jyllith pulled her hand away and stood, every weight pressing down at once. “I helped Cantrall feed Aryn’s soul to Balazel! I murdered Byn!”
 
   “To be fair, he did come back.”
 
   “And that makes it better?” Sometimes, Melyssa’s dry humor infuriated her. “Sera scribed demon glyphs because of what I did. I’m the reason she bears this curse!”
 
   Melyssa stood. “Jyllith…” Then her face paled. “Cantrall?”
 
   Jyllith saw Melyssa staring past her and a lump rose in her throat. Melyssa was hallucinating again, overtaxed by their argument. She had tried to help and Jyllith had hurt her again.
 
   “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you.” She took Melyssa’s arms and steadied the old woman. “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Melyssa said. “It’s him we need to worry about now.”
 
   Jyllith felt a chill crawl up her spine. “Who?”
 
   “Cantrall.”
 
   Jyllith found the will to turn around and wished she hadn’t. Cantrall’s forlorn ghost stood right behind her. Melyssa saw it too, which meant it wasn’t some hallucination. He was here. Now.
 
   Jyllith sliced her fingertips with both sharpened thumbnails and stepped between the specter and Melyssa. Had Cantrall been corporeal Jyllith would have used a Hand of Breath to snap his neck. How did one go about murdering a ghost?
 
   “You made a bargain, didn’t you?” Melyssa asked Cantrall. “That’s how you returned.” She approached the shade.
 
   Jyllith grabbed Melyssa’s wrist. “Stop! You can’t fight him.”
 
   “I’m not going to fight him. I’m going to channel his soul.”
 
   Jyllith tried to take in the stupidity of that. “You can’t. That’s far too dangerous, especially in your condition.”
 
   “Cantrall sold his soul to something very evil to come here and speak with us. I think we’d best hear him out.”
 
   In addition to bloodmending, Melyssa knew glyphs used by Soulmages. So far as Jyllith knew a Soulmage could control any spirit they channeled, including Cantrall, yet she did not trust any of this. Cantrall’s return was too sudden, too strange.
 
   “Be ready.” Melyssa settled cross-legged on the hard stone floor and closed her eyes.
 
   Jyllith almost demanded “For what?” but held her tongue. She knew no way to stop this. When Melyssa made up her mind about something, that thing happened.
 
   Melyssa scribed a complex blood glyph on the air, one with different lines and switchbacks than those Jyllith knew. Few mages could learn glyphs from more than two schools and Jyllith knew only Aerial glyphs and Bloodmending. Cantrall’s shade vanished.
 
   Melyssa straightened and opened her eyes, black now, not blue. Cantrall’s eyes.
 
   Jyllith glared at him. What could she do? Punch Melyssa in the face? She couldn’t hurt Cantrall if she hurt Melyssa with him.
 
   “Jyllith.” A strong male voice rose from Melyssa’s throat. “I’m so sorry for what I did to you.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be here.” Cantrall had been like a father to her. “I hope the demons rip you apart.”
 
   “Listen. There are more like you. More children. I changed their memories and made them hate.”
 
   “More ... like me?” Jyllith knelt before Melyssa’s possessed body. “You twisted other children?”
 
   “Too many. Now they have found each other.”
 
   Jyllith imagined a dozen more families like hers, a dozen children hiding in cupboards. “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “I bring a warning. My children have gathered in a town called Knoll Point, above Pale Lake. They are bringing the Mavoureen through.”
 
   “That’s not possible.” Jyllith stood and glared. “We locked the gate!” She had done that, with Kara, and Trell, and Byn and Aryn and Sera. They locked the gate to the Underside forever.
 
   “You locked this gate,” Cantrall said. “My children made another.”
 
   Jyllith took the dream world and focused on Melyssa’s orange body. Bloodmenders learned to tell truth from lie by watching a person’s dream form. If Cantrall lied, Melyssa’s body would react.
 
   “Say that again,” Jyllith ordered.
 
   Cantrall repeated the absolute truth. He had murdered more parents, stolen more children, and raised them to hate. Like her. Now those misguided children were summoning the Mavoureen.
 
   This was too much to stomach, too much weight on her shoulders. It wasn’t something she could deal with now. “What do you want from me?” Jyllith whispered.
 
   “I want you to stop my children.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Join them. I spoke of you often and they will trust you.”
 
   “So I can murder them all in their sleep?”
 
   “So you can close their portal.”
 
   “How do I do that? I don’t even know how we closed this one!”
 
   “All I know is their leader is Divad, a man I trained personally. He opened that portal. He must know how to close it.”
 
   “That’s not good enough!” Jyllith gripped Melyssa’s shoulders and fought the urge to shake the woman’s body. “Give me something. How many demons has he brought through?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Where will they attack first?”
 
   “I don’t know!” Then Cantrall stopped talking. Then Melyssa’s body choked and coughed.
 
   “Cantrall?” She pulled him close. “Talk to me!”
 
   “Please.” He coughed again. “Not yet.” Then Melyssa’s body spasmed, coughs coming in waves. Cantrall screamed, a raw scream like a man being ripped apart. It set Jyllith back on her heels.
 
   Cantrall kept screaming as Melyssa’s body twisted about on the floor. A sadistic puppeter had turned him into a marionette and was now twisting his strings. Bone snapped and flesh split.
 
   Jyllith pinned Melyssa’s thrashing body. “Push him out! Now!”
 
   Then Melyssa vomited blood. It went everywhere, on her face and up her nose and down her neck and dress, but Jyllith knew that meant Cantrall’s soul had left her. A channeling gone bad could tear the user’s insides apart and this channeling had done just that.
 
   Melyssa coughed up more blood as Jyllith took the dream world, stared at the damage inside the old woman, and cried out. Cantrall had undone all her healing and more. Melyssa was dying and it was happening right now.
 
   “He was right,” Melyssa whispered. No soul possessed her any longer.
 
   “I should have channeled him!” Jyllith hugged Melyssa close. “It should have been me!”
 
   “Enough. Listen.” Melyssa felt so frail and warm. “Stop Divad. Stop his cult.”
 
   “I will.” Jyllith lifted Melyssa — she did not weigh so very much now — and carried her to the bed of discarded cushions. She dampened a cloth and dabbed blood off Melyssa’s fingers and arms, face and neck, teasing it out of Melyssa’s hair and making little progress. There was just so damn much of it.
 
   “His cult won’t trust you,” Melyssa said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Cantrall’s dead and you’ve been gone too long.”
 
   “I know! I’ll find a way around that.”
 
   She would find a way to make a cult of damaged children trust her. She would somehow close a portal to the Underside that shouldn’t even be possible to open. She would defeat demons that could not be hurt by mortal weapons or harmed by mortal glyphs.
 
   She would get herself killed. Horribly, brutally, and then the demons would spend eternity ripping her apart in the Underside. Yet what else could she do but try?
 
   “I’ll figure something out,” Jyllith repeated softly as she dabbed at Melyssa’s forehead. “You just rest.”
 
   Melyssa straightened the hem of her dress, a small bit of dignity in a dying old woman. “You’ll need more than words. You’ll need proof you still serve the Mavoureen.”
 
   “So I’ll bring them a demon glyph or an ancient tome. Something. We don’t have to worry about it right now.”
 
   “I have a better idea.” Melyssa glanced at the red staining her white dress, uncurled her fingers, and smiled up at Jyllith. It was a wide smile unlike any she had offered these past few days.
 
   “Jyllith,” Melyssa said softly, “you’re going to bring that Demonkin cult my head.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   JYLLITH FELT LIKE SOMEONE had punched her in the stomach. “No.” She couldn’t breathe. “You’re mad, you old crone.” She stood, stepped back, and raised her hands. 
 
   “Mad or not, you still serve me.” Melyssa coughed blood on cushions and blanket. “You swore an oath.”
 
   Jyllith trembled as Melyssa traced glyphs Jyllith knew well on her pale skin, strengthening her own limbs, and those were the last glyphs she would ever scribe. No Bloodmender could thin her own blood to this degree. Melyssa had just murdered herself.
 
   Melyssa reached into her robes, produced a dagger, and offered it to Jyllith hilt first. “Take it.” The old woman looked strong, now, but she would die the moment her enhancement ended.
 
   “Please don’t make me.” Jyllith remembered the first man she murdered begging for his life. “Make me do anything but this.”
 
   “This struggle is bigger than either of us. Presenting that cult with the head of Torn’s wife will convince them to accept you.”
 
   Jyllith had done all she could to help Melyssa, but what the old woman asked now was unfair, evil. Insane.
 
   “I’ve lived a long, lonely life,” Melyssa said, “without the man I love. Torn is free from the Underside and I want to be free too.”
 
   Jyllith took deep breaths, forced herself to think and speak. “You’re dying already. Why make me murder you?”
 
   “The Demonkin can use a person’s blood to see how they died. They will do that with my head and they must see you murder me.”
 
   Jyllith knew Melyssa was right. She knew that glyph because Cantrall had taught it to her. She wanted to take that knife and jam it into her own heart.
 
   “There is a cure,” Melyssa said. “For the Demonkin curse.”
 
   “What?” Jyllith wanted to scream at her. “Why didn’t you tell me? We’ve been looking for a week!”
 
   “I had hoped you would find another way.”
 
   “Why? What’s the cost of this cure?”
 
   “Those cursed must trade another’s soul for theirs.”
 
   Jyllith sagged in place, an empty pit opening in her stomach. Sera would never send another soul to the Underside, yet there was a possibility there. One hope.
 
   “What if I went in place of Sera?”
 
   “Oh, child.” Melyssa smiled at her, like her mother smiled when Jyllith answered a question right. “You can’t. Only an uncursed soul may be given in trade.”
 
   Uncursed. Well. Jyllith was far from that.
 
   “Now, while I can still stand.” Melyssa stepped closer. “Kill me and take my head.”
 
   “I hate you for this.” Jyllith took the dagger and gripped it so hard it hurt. “I’ll never forgive you.”
 
   “Just forgive yourself.”
 
   Melyssa had trusted and forgiven her. Melyssa had saved her when no one else would. Melyssa even made her happy, sometimes, when she knew the old woman wasn’t looking.
 
   Jyllith drove the dagger right between Melyssa’s ribs.
 
   Melyssa gasped, eyes wide. She fell and Jyllith caught her. She held Melyssa as she trembled, shook, and choked on her own blood.
 
   “Thank you,” Melyssa whispered.
 
   Jyllith refused to cry. Melyssa didn’t deserve to see that. “I’ll stop them. I won’t fail you. Thank you for everything.” She kissed Melyssa’s forehead. “I wish we had more time.”
 
   Melyssa smiled at her. Her face relaxed. For a moment Jyllith felt like she had always felt when her mother smiled at her, warm and safe and happy. It felt like holding her mother again.
 
   Then Melyssa died.
 
   Jyllith held Melyssa on the cold stone floor and wept. She hugged the old woman’s still warm body. Finally, she set Melyssa beside her cot and closed the woman’s sightless eyes.
 
   “Wherever you are, I hope you found Torn.” Jyllith raised the bloody dagger. “Five guard your soul.”
 
   It took some time to saw through Melyssa’s neck. Most daggers balked at bone and when it was done her hands were slick with blood. Numb and messy, she took her gruesome trophy and left the library for the first time in a week.
 
   She was all alone now.
 
   The gloss-stone walls surrounding the academy were charred and cracked. The plain white cobblestones that formed the ground were broken and choked by hard black scrub. Brilliant clouds roiled in the sky, the spectral storms Torn had summoned raging still.
 
   It did not take Jyllith long to find supplies. No looters had ever reached Terras and the belongings of the departed dead were bountiful. She found a bucket and heated some pitch. Then she lifted Melyssa’s head by its long white hair and dipped it.
 
   The pitch smelled terrible. She whispered an apology. Then she went inside to pick up Melyssa’s headless body.
 
   It took her an hour to dig the grave and another hour to put Melyssa to rest. She had no time to leave a marker. It was already mid-afternoon and with only two weeks before this Demonkin curse consumed her, she needed every hour.
 
   Even with a horse, the journey out of the Unsettled Lands and then to Pale Lake would take eight days. More than half of what remained to her. Her demon’s whispers would grow louder all the while, and listening even once would be the end of her.
 
   Any mage who dared scribe demon glyphs, as she and Sera had done on the journey to Terras, allowed the Mavoureen to latch onto their souls. Those demons consumed them, slowly driving them mad, until nothing was left but a demonic shell and endless hate.
 
   That was the Demonkin curse. That was her fate if she did not kill herself before two weeks elapsed. It would be Sera’s fate, too.
 
   Jyllith gathered a heavy oak quarterstaff, a travel pack with a blanket, flint and steel, and coins of various denominations. It was enough for a horse and supplies at the first town she reached. By the time she finished foraging, Melyssa’s head was ready.
 
   She dropped the pitch-covered thing inside a waterproof sack and tied the top tight. Her final task was to pen a note for Sera and Byn. She detailed Melyssa’s cure for the Demonkin curse.
 
   She knew Sera would not use it but they deserved to know. She signed it with Melyssa’s name — they would never trust hers — and slid it into a weatherproof parchment tube from the library.
 
   Finally, she strapped her quarterstaff across her back and took up travel pack, tube, and sack. She walked for the Terras gates. The sun closed on the horizon and a stiff wind rose as she stepped off the academy grounds. It chilled even through lined leather.
 
   She pulled out the weatherproof tube. It had a long metal spike on one end. She jammed that spike into the ground as hard as she could, driving it until she was certain it was secure. It would not blow away or come free and anyone returning here could not miss it.
 
   One way or the other, Sera Valence had her cure.
 
   Jyllith straightened. A long road waited and she would walk it without any friends. Kara had endured much as Jyllith and Cantrall hunted her, but she had people she loved, relied upon, trusted. Byn Meris. Sera Valence. Aryn Locke and Jair Deymartin.
 
   Jyllith had no one. Everyone she loved was dead. Her family was somewhere wonderful, but even if she stopped this cult and saved the world she would never go where her family was.
 
   She would go somewhere else.
 
   Jyllith stopped at Jair’s grave. She and Melyssa had buried him beside the Terras gates a week ago. She almost imagined she could feel him standing by, watching her.
 
   “I don’t know if you can hear me.” Jair had been a Soulmage as well, and he had given his life to give Kara hers. “I don’t know how I’m going to do this. It doesn’t seem possible.”
 
   Jair had been under Cantrall’s thrall for a brief time, done horrible things for reasons not his own. She imagined he understood her, just a little bit. He had been a kind and patient soul.
 
   “Watch over me,” Jyllith whispered. “Don’t let me fail.”
 
   She looked out over the empty gray earth and made herself stop feeling anything. She made herself numb. She had to once more become the hard, vindictive woman she hated.
 
   She had to deliver Melyssa’s severed head.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ARYN LOCKE HALTED on the meandering muddy road and cursed under his breath. A horde of people surrounded him, but he could make out nothing but their shapes in dream world orange. With his skin charred black and his eyes gone, dream world sight was all he had.
 
   “There he is!” one man shouted. “The thief! The monster! Don't let it escape!”
 
   Why couldn't anything ever be easy? Aryn was going home — he needed to go home — and this stupid mob stood in his way. What if he just sprinted past them? Would anyone actually try to stop him?
 
   He stood on a muddy, wheel-cut road drawn in the jagged black lines of the dream world. It ran between a mess of orange oak shapes, interspersed with what Aryn assumed was grass and wildflowers. The mob hemmed him in, the dead black sticks in their hands ranging from torches to pitchforks.
 
   Aryn pulled his cowl closer around his blackened, ruined face and stood straight. He had no hair, no fine clothes, and barely enough copper left to buy bread, but none of that mattered now. He was of noble blood and no mere peasant could question his honor.
 
   “I'm no thief.” He spoke with every ounce of eloquence he could muster, drawing on years of training in public speechmaking. “I'm just a traveler on his way to seek work in Locke.” He tried to remember life before fire burned away his skin. “Do the honorable stonemasons of Dane greet all travelers like this?”
 
   Aryn had hoped to bypass their little village, starting his journey as soon as the sun set. Dane was a quarry town in the shadow of the Ranarok mountains a few day's walk from Highridge Pass. It was only on the most complete maps and its stonemasons were not well known. Sometimes flattery worked.
 
   “Liar!” an orange dream form shouted, this one holding a pitchfork. “He stole apples from my orchard not an hour after sunset, free as you please!”
 
   “Bread from my porch!” another man yelled.
 
   “Milk from my stoop!” a third added.
 
   Aryn huffed loudly for their benefit. “If you had bothered to look on your stoops you'd find the payment I left. Is copper not enough? Do you require blood?”
 
   “It's demon coin, no doubt!” the pitchfork-wielding man yelled, gesturing to his fellows. “Payment to entice us into abiding the presence of this ... monster!”
 
   The others nodded, murmuring among themselves. Aryn took another look at the mob, but saw no easy way out. He might glyph up some flames, but would that frighten the mob away or convince them to attack?
 
   “When I yelled from my house, he turned on me,” pitchfork man continued. “I saw black holes where his eyes should be, pools black as the Underside.” The man pointed at Aryn. “He'll leave us coins, all right, for everything he steals. He'll pay us for our children next!”
 
   The mob's shouting grew into an uproar even as Aryn shouted back, lost in the clamor. “I was only hungry!”
 
   “We can't let it live!” another man shouted, brave as could be with all these others around him. “You heard what Zeb said about the eyes!”
 
   “It's a demon!” the third man yelled. “Same as the monster that tore up Lared's Row last week. Murdered the women and devoured the kids!”
 
   Several men advanced, pitchforks raised as the shouts grew in volume and frequency.
 
   “Not here!”
 
   “Not among the good people of Dane!”
 
   “Kill it! Kill the demon!”
 
   Aryn reached for the quarterstaff strapped across his back, over his gray travel cloak, and took a firm grip. He had saved Sera, saved Kara, saved the bloody world, and now a mob of inbred commoners were going to beat him to death with their black sticks. How had it come to this?
 
   Jyllith. She was the reason this was happening to him. Two weeks ago, her gnarls captured him, captured Sera. Two weeks ago Jyllith and Cantrall gave Aryn to the demon Balazel, tossed him into the Underside to be torn apart. Two weeks ago, the Five brought Aryn back.
 
   This was not two weeks ago. This was now and he didn't really feel like dying again. Aryn unslung his quarterstaff and spun it twice. He ended his impressive maneuver in a low guard, hands together just below his waist and staff tilted toward the sky.
 
   “Seeing as you have convicted me already, I won't belabor the point.” He could swing his dead stick about too. “Do you know what a good solid swing can do to a man's skull? It pops open like a ripe melon.”
 
   The men with the pitchforks stepped back. A traveler who knew how to use a quarterstaff was far harder to lynch than one who did not. Aryn had just made this already unpleasant encounter quite a bit more complicated.
 
   Aryn moved from a low guard to a middle guard, staff straight, then to a high guard, arms raised and staff tilted to the ground. It shocked him how good his weapon felt in his hands. Fighting with a staff was the one thing at Solyr he had been very good at. 
 
   The time since he parted from the others at Highridge Pass was a blur, days shuffling from place to place in his gray cloak and hood. He traveled only at night, avoiding passing travelers, taking what food and drink he required and leaving payment. He had to get home. He had to see if his family would take him back.
 
   Aryn heard the tale of Lared's Row from an old peddler too blind to see his charred skin. Some thing tore the town apart and fifty were dead, children among them. Given the hysteria sweeping through Mynt, it was only a matter of time before Aryn's blackened skin got him mobbed.
 
   “I'm no demon,” he told them. “I'm no thief. But if you won't let me go my own way tonight, more than a few of you won't be going home.” Aryn slipped into a low guard, the safest stance, and glanced at each of them in turn. “So. Who'll be the first to have his skull caved in?”
 
   “The first?” A new voice rose over the murmuring mob, female and far more amused than she had any right to be. “That'd be me, I suppose.”
 
   Aryn turned his staff toward the newcomer. Her slim dream form was small compared to the men who stepped aside to allow her through, but the way she walked and held himself reminded him of Kara Honuron. She carried a quarterstaff easily in both hands.
 
   “Lady Tania, you shouldn't be here tonight,” pitchfork man complained. “You know what we do with thieves in Dane, and this one's far more than that.”
 
   “A demon, yes. You mentioned that.” Tania's tone revealed nothing of what she thought about that claim. “Well, what does the demon have to say for itself?”
 
   Aryn spun his staff and settled it vertically by his side. “I'm just a traveler passing by your town.”
 
   “Liar!” a woman shouted, and soon the mob took it up. “Thief! Demon!”
 
   Tania raised a slim hand and silenced them. That impressed Aryn. They respected her.
 
   “Say he is a demon,” Tania said into the silence. “Zeb, you brought us the story of Lared's Row.”
 
   The pitchfork-wielding mob leader — now Zeb — offered a nod. “I did.”
 
   “So what makes you think,” Tania swept her staff to indicate the crowd, “what makes any of you think you can stop something that tore through trained militia and all of the brave people in Lared's Row?”
 
   Some of the men shuffled their feet and a few women shifted closer to their men. Aryn smiled to himself. Tania was fast convincing them to leave him alone. His only question now was why. Why would she help him?
 
   “Lady Tania, we can't just turn around,” another man said, a bigger man than Zeb. “It'll come for our children next.” Unlike Zeb, this man seemed genuinely concerned for his people's welfare. “Beggin' your pardon, but even if it's like to kill me, I can't let it slip away.”
 
   “I suppose you're right,” Tania agreed. “Demon or no, anyone skulking about must be dealt with.”
 
   Aryn ground his teeth. “I've already told you I'm no demon. Must you hold me on this road while you debate how best to murder me?”
 
   The big man who spoke last stepped forward, but Tania put a hand on his arm.
 
   “Peace, Bart. I'll handle this.” Tania glanced at Aryn and settled into a low guard, staff raised with her right foot forward. “I know how to handle demons, if this traveler is indeed among their number. Either way, I will ensure he leaves here and never troubles you again.”
 
   She nodded to Aryn. “How about it, stranger? We'll have a friendly duel. Should you win, you walk out of here, never to return. Should I win, you'll pay twice for the things you've taken while skulking about ... and then you'll walk out of here, never to return.”
 
   Either way, it sounded like he walked out of here. “You've set fair terms.” Aryn liked her way of thinking. He matched her stance, testing the slip of his boots against muddy ground. “I accept.”
 
   “Now hold on a moment—” Zeb started, but the woman behind him cuffed his head.
 
   “Enough!” that woman shouted. “You got us together and told us there was a demon we needed to find and stop. Well, we found it, and now Lady Tania's going to stop it. Don't you dare question her.”
 
   Aryn smirked inside his lowered hood. Folk might be more simple on the fringes of Mynt, but couples were the same everywhere. Tania offered a small, graceful bow, and Aryn reflexively returned it. It almost felt like a triptych duel at Solyr, what felt like years ago in a life long burned away.
 
   “How does our duel end?” Aryn asked.
 
   “If you knock me on my ass, I'll cede victory.” Tania edged closer. “If I put you on yours...”
 
   Aryn almost laughed. “Simple and direct. One caution, my lady. I don't often lose.”
 
   “Something we have in common.” Tania's right foot crept forward. Then she moved and thrust.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   ARYN SLIPPED AWAY from Tania's first attack with a movement as reflexive as breathing, but she flowed into another and spun her staff around high, nearly taking his head off. He blocked the blow but staggered back.
 
   Tania kept at him, each step like a dancer's, every motion flowing into the next. He could find no opening. His staff bucked in his hands as he blocked her thrusts, over and over, and what few thrusts he launched met nothing but air. He was already breathing hard. Not good.
 
   Tania did not seem at all winded and Aryn had to do something about that. He feinted, drawing her right, and then spun his staff over and across his forearm. It whipped toward her unprotected left side.
 
   She slapped his thrust away with the flat of her palm and spun her staff one-handed, balanced inside her arm. Her staff's tip brushed the tip of Aryn's nose and sent him stumbling. He barely kept his feet.
 
   No follow up came. Tania stepped back, snorted softly, and returned to a low guard. She let him recover. That showed how little she thought of him.
 
   The crowd cheered and yelled, thrilled by this display of martial prowess. Aryn edged forward, feinted twice, and thrust again and again. Tania laughed and stepped this way then that, toying with him.
 
   Aryn's breath burned in his lungs as he fought on, futilely. It reminded him of how it felt to crawl from the mouth of a demon. His lungs had burned like this as he emerged, weak and charred by flame, from a demonic underworld of spikes and torture. The Underside.
 
   Tania chuckled and knocked away his latest strike. Aryn snarled, charged her, and one boot slid on treacherous mud. Her staff slammed the other, taking his feet out from under him, and the dream world spun around him just before he slammed down hard. Defeated.
 
   “He's no demon,” Tania said, breathing loudly as she withdrew her staff, “but he did take your goods and skulk around your homes like some monster out of a bard's tale.” Her dream form head tilted. “He's not evil. He just didn't think through all the consequences.”
 
   Aryn scowled at her from inside his lowered hood, but did not dare rise. He wanted to stand, puff out his chest and declare her mistaken, but he could not think of a single way she was wrong.
 
   “So then...” Bart glanced at Zeb and the others with him. “Lady Tania?”
 
   “What do we do now?” Zeb's wife asked.
 
   “Nothing.” Tania lowered her staff and slung it across her back. “This man is leaving. I'll collect your payments and ensure he never troubles you again. Provided you're agreeable?”
 
   The mob murmured among themselves but none of them, even Zeb, expressed any disagreement.
 
   “Thank you,” Zeb's wife said for all of them. “Thank you for coming back to us. You're a good woman.” The somewhat befuddled mob dispersed.
 
   “I do try.” Tania casually waved off the villagers. “Five guard your souls.”
 
   “Five guard your soul,” a few murmured back, before hurrying off to safe, warm homes.
 
   “So.” Tania leaned forward and held out her hand. “Can I offer you something to eat?”
 
   Aryn stared up at her. Her dream form appeared relaxed despite the cold night and the emptying road. Then again, he had not lost a quarterstaff contest in fifteen years. With Tania's skill, she had little reason to worry.
 
   “You're offering me supper?” The cold mud all around him smelled like horse manure.
 
   “It's a bit late for supper. Consider it an early breakfast, one you won't have to skulk away with.”
 
   Aryn pushed up, clenched his jaw, and brushed dirt off the front of his robe. “You don't want a meal with me.”
 
   “Because of your burned and blistered skin? Or because of your missing eyes?”
 
   Aryn stiffened. “I'd thought the robe—”
 
   “It hides you well from other people.” Tania retrieved his quarterstaff from a stand of tall grass. “My neighbors didn't see it, thank the Five, or there'd have been no stopping their accusations of demon and worse.”
 
   Aryn's damaged skin flushed as she returned holding his staff. At least he could still blush, even with all his skin charred. “So why doesn't my appearance bother you? Why don't you think I'm a demon, Lady Tania?”
 
   “Because I see you in the dream world,” Tania told him, “as you must now see me.”
 
   Aryn felt stupid all over again. “You're a mage. Solyr?” He should have known.
 
   “Now journeymage,” Tania said. “What rank are you?”
 
   “Doesn't matter.” At least he had lost to someone a rank above him. “The man I once was made Firebrand, but that man died.”
 
   “Pity. He wasn't all that bad looking.”
 
   His head snapped up. “You're insane to say that.”
 
   “I'm not talking about the skin you wear today.” Tania offered his quarterstaff. “I'm talking about your soulform. That, as I can see it, hasn't changed.”
 
   Aryn took his staff, even though it was a clear reminder he had lost their duel. “You honestly expect me to believe you can see how I looked before I burned?”
 
   “I don't expect anything.” Tania leaned in and he smelled her, a mixture of grass and sweat. “But I could train you to see as I do, if you're willing.”
 
   “To do what? Become your apprentice?”
 
   “How about my friend?” Tania crossed her arms and stepped back. “Though as you said, you are traveling. I doubt you'd have any interest in staying in a dry house with food you don't have to sneak away with in the night.”
 
   Aryn couldn't trust this. It was too easy. “You don't know what I've done or where I've been. You don't know me. Why would you offer a complete stranger a warm meal or a bed under your roof?”
 
   “Because I know how it feels to lose your sight.” Tania tapped one finger to the side of her head. “I've been blind for a very long time now.”
 
   Aryn connected her blindness to her first name — Tania — and everything clicked. All the stories about Solyr's blind Earther prodigy returned, the only student to ever challenge Elder Halde to a triptych duel. She had graduated shortly after he became an initiate.
 
   “You're Tania Lace.” She had lost her duel with Elder Halde handily, of course, but just challenging an elder had made her legend at Solyr. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “This is my home. Where else would I be?”
 
   Aryn had at least a dozen questions, but there was only one he couldn't hold back. “How did you go blind?”
 
   “Gradually,” Tania said. “The world started turning dark when I was six, just before a journeymage judged my blood strong enough to train at Solyr. By my eighth birthday it was all dark, but the elders made accommodations. Elder Cantrall taught me how to grasp the dream world. Elder Halde taught me how to see in it.”
 
   “You know Halde's dead.” Cantrall, Halde’s Mavoureen worshipping twin brother, had killed Halde when he infiltrated Solyr. Cantrall roasted Halde in phantom fire and took his place.
 
   Tania stood silent for a moment. “That's a terrible shame.”
 
   “It was recent.” Aryn wondered just how much he should say about the events surrounding Kara's journey to Tarna. “I'm not sure if the news has left Solyr.”
 
   “How did Elder Halde die?”
 
   “A demon did it.” That, or a man close enough.
 
   “Those can be troublesome.” Tania sighed heavily. “Such a loss. Both brothers dead, good men gone.”
 
   Aryn scowled at Tania calling Cantrall a good man, remembering all whom the resurrected elder maimed and killed in his quest to open the gates at Terras. Cantrall made him into a harvenger, a demon that summoned the dead and hungered for living flesh. Only Kara's flames and the intervention of Heat saved Aryn's soul from suffering forever in the Underside.
 
   “I was there when Elder Cantrall burned,” Tania said softly. “It happened on Selection Day. None of us had ever seen so much phantom fire on a single man.”
 
   Aryn thought back to the day Tania spoke of, the confusion that followed Cantrall's murder. Alarms were raised across Solyr and journeymages and apprentices rushed the fledglings to the safety of the dorms. Aryn had been herded along with his fellows. He remembered Elder Halde striding past them at the head of the Solyr Guard, his mouth a firm line but his cheeks wet with tears.
 
   Mayor Dupret Locke, Aryn's father, taught him that a ruler must never be seen crying. At the time, seeing such weakness in Solyr's leader had disturbed Aryn, but now he understood Elder Halde just a bit better. He understood how it felt to lose all he cared about, how anger and grief merged into one emotion, an empty hole inside you.
 
   “I was a fledgling,” Aryn said. “When it happened.”
 
   “When did you lose your eyes?”
 
   “That came later.”
 
   “Ah.” Tania waited, but when Aryn did not offer anything else she continued. “Well, you trained at Solyr, you're not a demon, and you've lost your sight. Three things we have in common. That's good for a meal and a night under a dry roof. I've a small spare room you can use for as long as you like.”
 
   “You're kinder and far more intelligent than I'd expect anyone in this backwoods to be.”
 
   “These are good people.” Tania led him east down the road, away from the road leading up to Dane. “Don't think otherwise. They're scared, and scared people can be rash, but they've a right to be. The stories of Lared's Row are legion. Some say a demon forced parents to watch it eat their children. Others say it made the children into demons, sent them after their own parents.”
 
   Aryn shuddered as he walked, and not just from the night's clinging cold. Scattered images of a flaming pit filled with knives and shrieking flooded his mind. Balazel tortured him there for a very long time, though Melyssa Honuron wiped away most of those memories.
 
   “These people don't know demons,” Aryn said.
 
   “You're right.” Tania led him down the quiet, muddy road. “I thank the Five for that every day.”
 
   Aryn sighed. “It's too late for this conversation. You're a kind and generous host, and you bested me as we discussed. I'll go to your dwelling and pay your fee, and yes, I'll accept a meal and a night under a dry roof.”
 
   “And what of my offer to help you see?” 
 
   “I'll think about it. I don't know if I'm ready to stop moving.” No, he was not ready for that at all.
 
   “Fair enough. We'll start with the meal and your name.” Tania glanced over her shoulder at him, and Aryn wished he could see her face. See anything other than a featureless blob of dream world orange.
 
   “It's ... Aryn.” He had not spoken his name aloud since leaving Kara and the others at Highridge Pass, despite their protestations. He needed to find his father. He needed to know if Dupret would take him back, even though Aryn had disappointed him in every way possible.
 
   “That's all?” Tania asked.
 
   “That's all I can give you,” Aryn said. “So for now, it'll have to be enough.”
 
   “It'll have to be.” Tania looked back to the road. “My home is close. We'll be there long before sunrise.”
 
   “And does the Lady Tania live in a mud hut?” Even as he said it, Aryn cursed his glib tongue. He had lost his manners when he lost his skin.
 
   Tania simply laughed. “More like a hovel of clay, wood, and stone, and it's only Dane's people who call me lady. They seem to think that's the proper title for a journeymage, no matter how often I tell them otherwise.”
 
   “I'm sure it's a wonderful home.” Aryn's shoulders sagged. “Forgive my ingratitude and my rude tongue. It's been too long since I've had civil company.”
 
   “It's been too long since I've had the ear of a fellow mage.” Tania turned down a narrow animal trail. “I've been working with nature since I moved back after graduation, experimenting with glyphs to aid plants and crops, but I've had no mages to critique my work.”
 
   “I was a Firebrand. The discipline doesn't have a lot to do with making things grow.”
 
   “You're a student of magic. You'll find that never changes no matter what rank you attain. Glyphs are glyphs and I'd welcome feedback.”
 
   “I'll offer whatever I can.” Aryn watched the back of her dream form as she walked. “Just don't expect much.”
 
   “I don't expect anything save a bit of company and talk of Solyr. I miss it as much as I missed Dane when I was there. One day, when I know my people are safe, I'll visit.”
 
   “I won't.”
 
   “Don't be so sure. Your body may have changed but your life isn't over.”
 
   Aryn raised his blackened hands and held them out before his charred eye sockets. “You call this a life?”
 
   “I call it a quiet night when nothing is trying to kill me.” Tania paused and stared up at the sky. “It's enough.” She started off again.
 
   Her sudden melancholy tone surprised him. There was more to her time in Dane than experiments with Earther glyphs. Had Tania faced demons as well?
 
   They both had more than enough secrets. Whatever Tania hid about her past, she seemed no threat. For tonight, Aryn had a meal and a bed under a dry roof.
 
   Tania was right. It was enough.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA HONURON WOKE when a thump echoed through the cavernous hidden hallway. The sturdy door to the royal infirmary had opened, finally, and she hopped up so fast spots danced before her eyes. The royal infirmary hid in a tunnel of gray stones beneath King Haven’s palace, reserved for royalty and nobility. And the people they didn't want anyone to see.
 
   Trell emerged without a Bloodmender escort and that was a good sign. His steps remained cautious and measured. His face was pale and his thin beard looked ragged, but he wasn't coughing any longer. Not yet.
 
   “Hey,” Kara said. Trying to smile.
 
   “Hey.” Trell did smile, a real smile, and it warmed her. “Shouldn't you be studying?”
 
   “I'm done with that for today.” Kara guided Trell to the bench where she had dozed far longer than she liked. “Relax. Sit.” After he sat down, she sat beside him. “What did the Bloodmenders say?”
 
   Trell ran his hands through his sweat-matted hair, trailing fingers along his thick black ponytail. “Bloodmender Pula gave me a tonic to ease the coughing. I should be able to sleep tonight.”
 
   The infirmary door closed with a thump that echoed through the tunnel, startling them both. When it faded, Kara leaned as close as she dared. “You know that's not what I meant. What's wrong with you?”
 
   “No one knows.”
 
   “That's ridiculous. Someone has to know.”
 
   “Perhaps we'll learn more tomorrow. We can hope.”
 
   Kara wanted to hug him but knew that wasn't a good idea. She loved Trell — she was certain of that now, having had more than a week to consider everything he had done for her on their journey to Terras — but she did not know if he loved her. She didn't know if he could. It had only been a month since the Mavoureen murdered his wife.
 
   “Is it because of what Life did to you?” Kara whispered. They were alone in this dark tunnel, and could speak freely of the Five Who Had Made the World.
 
   “Perhaps.” 
 
   “Then we're going to tell them everything.” Kara stood and marched for the infirmary door.
 
   Trell's hand snatched hers. She looked back at him, surprised by the strength in his grip. “No.”
 
   “If they knew that Life brought you back from the dead, that she made you her champion—”
 
   “No,” Trell repeated, as he gently pulled her back to the bench. “No one can know you are Torn's great-granddaughter. Someone else might try Cantrall's plan.”
 
   Kara sat and pulled her hand away. “It wouldn't matter. Torn sealed the gate. Nothing can open it.”
 
   “That doesn't mean a Mavoureen servant won't come after you. And besides, you could not tell them about Life without telling them about Ruin. About Sera.”
 
   Trell was right. He was always right. The Five Who Had Made the World all took champions in their quest to stop Cantrall — Life for Trell, Heat for Aryn, Land for Byn and Breath for Jyllith — but the most powerful among them took someone else. Ruin took Sera.
 
   Ruin could only possess someone who had scribed demon glyphs — Kara read that in one of Solyr's many histories of the All Province War — and Kara could not reveal Trell's possession without revealing them all. The Five had left them, banished by Cantrall in the bowels of Terras, but the trauma inflicted on everyone Kara cared for remained.
 
   Heat had burned off Aryn's skin, and losing Land's strength had left Byn weak as a child. Sera had two weeks until the Demonkin curse devoured her soul, and now whatever Life had done to Trell in their final battle with the Mavoureen was killing him.
 
   Trell took her hand again. “This is not your fault.”
 
   “Right.” Everyone kept saying that.
 
   “Now. How are you studies going?”
 
   Kara rolled her eyes. “You don't want to hear about that.” He was still holding her hand.
 
   “Is something wrong? Is Adept Anylus not pleased with your progress?” He leaned closer, dropping his voice to a whisper. “Did you accidentally blow something up?”
 
   “Of course not!” He was teasing her now, and she was not sure she liked that. “Don't change the subject.”
 
   “I'd never dare, but you're an amazing mage. Have you learned any new glyphs from Anylus this week?”
 
   A smile reached Kara's face. “You're horrible at distracting people. Seriously. It's blatant.”
 
   “But did it work?”
 
   A laugh bubbled up before she could stop it. “Fine.” Kara stood and pulled him up. “We'll stop talking about your problems, but only because I need to meet Sera soon. Your legionnaires must be getting anxious.”
 
   “Yes.” Trell could not forget the two Mynt soldiers who had shadowed him every moment since he entered Tarna. “We should not keep them waiting. It's rude.”
 
   Kara led Trell to the rising stairs at the end of the tunnel. “I'll talk to Prince Beren about that.”
 
   “Again?”
 
   “As many times as it takes. You saved my life, saved all of us. You should be a guest, not a prisoner.”
 
   “At least I'm alive.”
 
   “Yes.” Kara took a breath. “There is that.”
 
   Trell was Tellvan and she was Mynt, two provinces now engaged in genuine warfare. Cantrall had started it, leading his army of davengers and revenants to slaughter towns on both sides of the border under false flags. The chaos he had begun now spiraled out of control.
 
   Inciting the Five Provinces to war had been the Mavoureen's plan all along, of course. They wanted the provinces divided so they could invade after each army shattered the other. Just because Kara had stopped the Mavoureen didn't fix the damage they had done.
 
   If only that was the worst she had to worry about.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SERA VALENCE HAD A DEMON inside her head, and she could not make it stop talking.
 
   “Why do you deny the truth?” The demon whispered, an alluring female voice that was impossible to ignore. “You understand me.”
 
   “I understand you're evil,” Sera thought back. “You want to take my soul and torture me forever.”
 
   Sera always felt her demon's presence more keenly at night, and tonight's moon was high. She crouched amidst the gray stone columns that surrounded the Imperial Library of Tarna, a cathedral-esque building at the base of the royal palace complex. The sprawl that housed the Mynt government was impressive, amphitheaters of domed stone and stone towers that scraped the sky.
 
   “All lies, my sweet child.” Her demon sounded hurt. “Slander from those who fear our protection. I want to take you to a better world.”
 
   “Stop talking!” Sera focused on making the voice go quiet, put all her will into it, and it faded. She collapsed against a column and gasped for breath.
 
   With each passing day the Mavoureen that had latched onto her soul grew harder to suppress. With each passing day, she wanted to listen just a bit more. How long would it be until she lost the will to take her own life?
 
   Byn would not let her. It was Byn who kept her going, Byn who held her in the night and made the voice go quiet. He assured her they would find a cure, yet there were no tales of a cure in any history Sera had ever read.
 
   She stared at the dark sky and wondered if her father was watching the stars in Cyan. Dared had often pointed out shapes and patterns as Sera's mother once pointed them out to him. Her mother was dead fifteen years now, and Sera was all Dared Valence had left. He had written twice in the last week, but she had not written back.
 
   What could she tell him? Your daughter is a monster? Your daughter is going to kill herself? She just wanted one more day on their back porch with him beneath the real sky. The great lamps of Tarna dampened all but the brightest stars.
 
   Byn and Kara should have joined her already. Had they been caught sneaking onto the library grounds? Sera huffed and searched the library plaza for anyone or anything.
 
   In front of her, mottled stone steps descended to a wide plaza. Cobblestone roads bordered by waist-high hedges cut through green grass, all immaculately trimmed. It seemed wasteful to devote such a large area to grass when it could grow wheat or hold animal paddocks, but most of what Tarna consumed came in from the vast expanse of the Martial Steppes beyond its walls. Those inside the walls enjoyed the luxury of beauty without purpose.
 
   Voices murmured and light flickered, and Sera pressed against a column. Her astral concealment glyph held, one of many she had learned this week. Her demon insisted her unnatural aptitude for absorbing new glyphs was one of its many gifts, and Sera was terrified it might be right.
 
   Yet what harm was there in learning? Why fail to improve herself, even if a demon aided her in that improvement? Every glyph Sera learned and mastered was another chance to stop the monster inside her.
 
   Two Mynt soldiers walked by without seeing her, armored plates clanking. The patrol had no sooner rounded the corner before two shadows darted across the empty plaza and up the library steps, one figure lagging behind the other and running with an odd gait. Byn. Sera stood and beckoned them over.
 
   She recognized Kara's jawline beneath the hood that topped her heavy cloak. Byn was with her but running remained difficult for him, one cost among many others they had both paid to keep Kara alive on their journey to Tarna.
 
   Before Byn died in Highridge Pass, he often lifted Sera in a single arm. He easily dragged massive boats ashore. After surviving a davenger's fierce poison, Byn now had difficulty walking down the street. Everyone had lost so much, but Sera refused to question any sacrifice.
 
   They had, after all, saved the world.
 
   Kara carried a leather satchel but didn't open it. Instead she pulled a long key from her brown cloak, copper faded with age. Hers for tonight only.
 
   Kara slipped that key into the lock and turned it with a click that echoed in Sera's sensitive ears. Once inside, they closed the great doors with only a moderate racket. Those soldiers would not hear it.
 
   “I'm sorry we're late.” Kara tucked the key back into the pocket of her cloak, then pulled back her hood to reveal her flushed face. “I went to Prince Beren again, to talk about Trell. We argued a bit too long.”
 
   Sera still wasn't used to seeing Kara's brown hair cut short. It hung to just above Kara's shoulders now, yet Kara had worn her hair in a long braid for as long as they had known each other. Sera supposed a week of fleeing demons with frazzled hair changed one's priorities.
 
   At least Kara's hair still had its color. Sera's once dark hair grew grayer by the day, ever since Sera channeled her blood into Kara's body to defeat Jyllith. Sera wished the worst she had to worry about was going gray.
 
   Byn pushed back his hood, his round face pinched with worry. “Won't they hear us?” Sweat clumped his tousled blond hair. “What if they—”
 
   Sera put two fingers to Byn's lips and offered a warm smile. Five take her, she loved him so damn much. He was the reason she wouldn't kill herself. Not yet, anyway.
 
   “These doors and walls are thick.” Sera stepped back. “We will not be disturbed until morning.” She was going to lie a lot tonight. “Did you bring the magesand?”
 
   Kara fiddled with her leather satchel. “I want to go over this again, first. I don't understand why this glyph requires three of us, or magesand. I just want to—”
 
   “Has anything changed?”
 
   Kara's mouth stayed open, but she did not respond. Sera spoke again before she could.
 
   “Melyssa was very clear about how long I have until the curse consumes me. Two more weeks. Now. Did you bring the magesand?”
 
   “Yes.” Kara's voice held real shame.
 
   “Then we're doing this,” Sera told them. “Tonight.”
 
   She led them between rows of massive wooden shelves, walking a plush red rug that stretched from the doors to the back wall. Sera heard the scuff of Kara's sandals, the shuffle of Byn's walk. She would not have been able to hear those sounds a week ago, but the demon kept enhancing her senses. Another sign of its growing influence.
 
   “How is Trell doing?” Byn whispered.
 
   “Getting worse,” Kara whispered back. “He's coughing all the time, walking slower each day, and Beren's legionnaires won't let him out of their sight.”
 
   “That's so stupid. Tellvan or no, I'd trust him with my life. He's one King Haven should trust.”
 
   They passed tall shelves filled with tomes both new and musty. The Imperial Library mixed ancient books with fresh material requested by the public, popular ballads and heroic tales. Even sappy love poems.
 
   Soon they reached an unremarkable locked door on the eastern wall. “My sweet child,” Sera's demon whispered. “Do you remember our glyph?”
 
   Sera slashed her index finger with her thumbnail. She drew the glyph from last night's dark dreams and ignited it. The door popped open with a quiet click.
 
   “I don't recognize that one,” Kara said quietly. “What was it?”
 
   “It unlocks things.” Sera dared not reveal where she learned it. “I'll show you how to scribe it when we have more time.” Lying to those she loved grew easier every day. What did that say about her demon?
 
   Sera scribed Flaryen. A small ball of light appeared inside her open hand and then she led her friends down a narrow flight of winding stairs. Byn shut the door behind them, a sensible precaution.
 
   “She's been learning everything,” Byn whispered to Kara, but Sera heard him even over their shuffling footsteps. “All the schools, more than I can follow. She's a fast learner.”
 
   “I know,” Kara whispered back. “Drown me, I know how fast she learns.”
 
   Sera resisted the urge to hunch her shoulders. What had Kara expected her to do as a maniac hunted them, murdered them one by one? Just watch those she loved die?
 
   Scribing Davazet on that Sentinel corpse had been the only way to find Jyllith and stop her harvenger, even if it cost Sera’s soul. Byn had just been murdered and Kara might soon join him. Then the Five resurrected Byn and returned him to her safe, alive, and lost until he tried to sell his soul, too.
 
   Sera wondered if there were any sappy love poems in the Imperial library about that.
 
   The stairs descended without end, winding around and around until Sera lost track of how deep they might be. Just how vast a network of tunnels existed beneath the Imperial library? Sera almost asked the demon inside her, then bit her tongue instead.
 
   If only she could tell Byn about the demon speaking in her head, warn him and Kara of the danger! Yet Sera could not speak of the voice. The demon would not let her, and that was why she had decided to lie to her friends tonight.
 
   At least the demon could not read her mind ... at least not yet. It could only hear what she thought directly to it, and Sera had to take permanent action before that changed. Before it knew everything. 
 
   The stairs ended. Sera scribed and unlocked another door, this one ancient and iron. “We're here.” She hurried in before hesitation could make anyone suspicious.
 
   Flaryen lit the musty interior of a circular room with walls of wet brown stone. Kara shut the small door and closed them inside a perfect circle — perfect, Sera knew, because perfection was necessary for the grim rituals Mynt's mages conducted after the All Province War.
 
   “Torches.” Sera pointed to four sticks set into wall holders. “They'll only light with phantom fire. Light three and bring the last one to me.”
 
   Byn grasped a torch with one hand. He pulled against its rusted bracket again, and again. His muscular arm trembled.
 
   “Here.” Sera pressed her slim body against Byn’s and wrapped an arm around his waist. She slid her other arm down the length of his. She gripped the torch and tugged it free.
 
   Byn hung his head and Sera bit back frustration. She kissed his ear, his cheek. She lifted his chin with two fingers and kissed him gently on the mouth. She kissed him until Kara's feet shifted on the stone.
 
   “Everything you've lost,” Sera whispered, “you gave up for Kara, and for me.” She squeezed Byn's hand. “We'd never think less of you for that and I love you, Byn Meris, with all my heart.”
 
   Byn smiled. It lit up her world. Sera took the torch from Byn, ignited it with Flaryen, and filled the circular room with flickering white light. Sera gave Kara a glance and pointed to the other torches.
 
   Kara lit torches one after the other, mouth a firm line. Sera reminded herself why she was lying so much. Kara and Byn thought tonight's glyph would cure Sera of her Demonkin curse, and it would ... in a sense.
 
   “The glyphing ritual is straightforward but complex.” Sera sat with knees spread in the center of the room as Byn held a torch near the ceiling. “It begins with the contact mage ... that will be you tonight, Kara ... scribing a containment glyph around the soul to be cleansed. Me.”
 
   Kara nodded. “Where do I begin?”
 
   Sera reached into her dress pocket and pulled out a single page of fresh parchment. She flattened it on the floor so they could all see the patterns.
 
   “I copied this from one of the tomes Melyssa sent us here to retrieve. I didn't want to damage the original.” In truth, Sera did not want Byn or Kara to read the dire warnings surrounding the original glyph. “Use the magesand you brought to make the containment glyph shown here.”
 
   Kara examined the page in the even light of the phantom fire torches. Sera calmed herself with deep breaths. They would believe her.
 
   “I've got it,” Kara said.
 
   “While you do that,” Sera said, “I'll scribe a blood glyph in the center of the circle.” She retrieved the second, hand-copied page. “Byn, this is for you. Once we begin, you'll need to scribe your glyph along with mine, at the same rate. So memorize every line.”
 
   “Got it.” Byn sat down to study the page, brow furrowed and brown eyes intent.
 
   Sera smiled as she watched him. Some might think Byn's large farmer frame made him slow and ignorant, but those people were idiots. Byn would follow the instructions without error because he was a mage of Solyr, and a good one. He soon handed the page back.
 
   “The execution is the most straightforward part,” Sera said, “but also the most difficult and precise. Kara, you must start the containment glyph at the same time Byn and I start the glyphs at its center. Just move along at a steady pace. We'll follow your scribing with ours.”
 
   “This glyph will cure you?” Byn asked.
 
   “Of course.” It was harder to lie when she looked into Byn's eyes, so she didn't. “It's a mirror, love. We'll mirror each other's scribing as Kara encircles us from without, and then I'll be safe from this Demonkin curse.” That was the truth, shaded as it must be.
 
   “Foolish lies,” the demon whispered, yet Sera detected something else in its tone. “Our union is not a curse, but a blessing.” Was it nervous? “Embrace me, child.”
 
   Sera looked to Kara. “Ready?”
 
   “Ready.” Kara stuck a steel spout in a hole in the jar of magesand and prepared to pour. “Give the word.”
 
   Sera's thumbnail cut her index finger. Once her blood welled up sufficiently, she glanced at Byn. His finger bled as well.
 
   “On three,” Sera said, “we begin. One. Two. Three.”
 
   As Sera and Byn scribed Kara poured a line of magesand, glowing orange inside the dream world. Years of study at Solyr allowed Sera to forget everything as she scribed, seeing the complex glyph in her mind. Kara's pouring matched Sera's scribing as, along with Byn, they completed a circular glyph of interlocking lines. Once they finished, Sera ignited it.
 
   The containment glyph glowed bright red.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   SERA KNEW THE TIME FOR LIES was over. The glyph was scribed, the deed done. Her father would understand.
 
   “What,” Kara whispered, “did we just do?”
 
   “I didn't tell you what this glyph would do because I was afraid of how you'd react. But know this. I'm safe.”
 
   Byn cursed. “This won't break your curse, will it?”
 
   “I did it for you, both of you, and our world. It was the only way I knew to keep you all safe.”
 
   “Will this kill you?” Kara demanded.
 
   “Not tonight. It will kill me two weeks from now, if I'm not cured. I'll die before I turn into a demon.”
 
   Byn gripped her wrist as hard as he could manage, a decent grip. “How do we remove it?” His eyes were wide.
 
   “Together. You can break the glyph if I let you, but we must both agree.” Sera rested her other hand on top of his. “Once I'm cured, we'll break it together, but if we can't find a cure ... I won't turn.”
 
   Kara sat down hard. “Why didn't you tell me?”
 
   “I wasn't sure you'd agree with me. I won't risk hurting anyone. I won't let myself become a demon.”
 
   “Foolish girl.” The demon inside her hissed. “Why waste your life?” It was angry and that gave her hope.
 
   Sera looked to Byn. “I wanted to tell you, love, but I didn't think you could keep it from Kara, even if you tried. You're not the best at lying.”
 
   Byn drew her into his arms and Sera pressed against him. He understood. He loved her. They fit together so well. The thought of losing him forever made her breath catch in her throat.
 
   Kara rubbed her eyes. “Why make me do this?”
 
   Byn nuzzled Sera's hair and rested his chin on her head. “Because she's not certain we can find a way to fix her.” He squeezed Sera tight. “I get it, honey. You couldn't find a cure in the tomes Melyssa asked you to retrieve. Instead you found this, and you estimated how long it would take before the Mavoureen stole your soul.”
 
   “Melyssa estimated.” A single tremble shook Sera's frame. “I confirmed it. We have two weeks.”
 
   “That's not enough time!” Kara hopped up and glared at them. “We can't find a cure in two weeks!”
 
   Sera pushed off Byn and stood. “Melyssa has been searching since we left Terras. Maybe she's found something.” Sera grabbed Byn's hand. “If there is a cure for the Demonkin curse, it has to be there.”
 
   “How can you know that?”
 
   “If the cure was in the libraries of Solyr, or Lunyr, or Tarna or Vortos, someone would have found it by now.”
 
   “And if you don't find it at Terras,” Kara said, “you'll die.”
 
   “Yes. I'll die, even if we miscalculated, before I can harm anyone or devour any innocent souls.”
 
   Cold clutched at Sera even as she held Byn's warm hand. Her demon scratched at the inside of her mind. “If there was anyone else I could trust—”
 
   “Enough.” Byn led Sera to the door and gripped Kara's shoulder. “We can't be angry with her. This was the only way.”
 
   “I know.” Kara threw her arms around them with a quiet cry. “Five take me, I know. We can't risk what might happen. You saw that even if I didn't.”
 
   They hugged each other and Sera no longer felt cold. She felt safe and warm and protected, at least until Kara let them go. Time was precious now.
 
   “We leave tonight.” Sera focused on walking, breathing. “Byn's already made arrangements for horses. We have the coin you gave us.”
 
   “That Adept Anylus gave me.” Kara looked at the floor. “I stole it like I stole that magesand.”
 
   “You're doing the right thing. Just remember—”
 
   “I know.” Kara's mouth quirked. “I won't betray you. It's not the first time I've lied to everyone.”
 
   Sera almost smiled. Kara had kept her Transference glyph secret for years, from her mother and everyone else. Kara would never betray them.
 
   “Thank you. If Byn and I find a cure—”
 
   “When.” Byn poked her.
 
   “When we find a cure,” Sera agreed, so he wouldn't worry about her, “we'll turn ourselves in. Anylus will be too curious about how we cured it to execute us.”
 
   “Let's hope.” Byn brushed Sera's hair from her ear. “I like your head right where it is.”
 
   “That's not funny.” Sera gave his hand a warning squeeze. “You be careful, Kara. Watch over Trell. War makes people do stupid things.”
 
   “Don't worry about me.” Kara stepped away from the door. “I'm the reason you're in this mess.”
 
   “You're the reason the Mavoureen did not devour our world a week ago. You're a hero.”
 
   “I'm never going to see you again, am I?” A tear rolled down Kara's cheek.
 
   “Don't say that!” Byn grabbed Kara's shoulders and pulled her close. “Everyone's being so dramatic. It's stupid! We'll find the cure, break the glyph, and go sailing outside Boon. Like old times.”
 
   Fresh tears welled from Kara’s eyes.
 
   “I swear to you,” Byn said softly. “We'll come back.”
 
   “Go then.” Kara wiped her nose and kissed Byn's cheek. “Go before I change my mind.” She shoved him. “Go before I punch you.”
 
   “I'm going. We're going.” Byn took Sera's hand and led her up the stairs, and Sera let herself be led. “We'll see you soon. Promise.”
 
   Sera put one foot before the other and focused on the letter she would write to her father, tonight. Dared Valence would understand why she had scribed this glyph. He would mourn her, but he would understand.
 
   “Don't be so certain of death, sweet child.” Her demon whispered in the darkness of the stairwell. “We still have a very long journey ahead.”
 
   Sera clenched Byn's hand. As much as she had hoped tonight would feel like a victory against the demon inside her, all she felt was cold.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ARYN LOCKE WOKE to a feeling he had hoped never to experience again. Impossible hate. A demon had broken the warding bubble Aryn placed around Tania's house. It was less than a hundred paces away.
 
   He rolled out of the cot in Tania’s spare room and reached for his quarterstaff. Even as he stood a dream form slipped soundlessly into his room, so silent he flinched before he recognized her. “You felt it?”
 
   “I did.” Tania already had her quarterstaff strapped across her back. “I saw no reason to trust in a single bubble. Is it here for you?”
 
   Her steady voice held no hysteria, no accusation. She did not blame him for this demon’s arrival. She simply wanted to know.
 
   “I don't think so. I've seen no demons since...” Aryn felt knives tearing his skin and shuddered. “They've no reason to hunt me. Not anymore.”
 
   “Then it must be here for me. If you head due north, you'll find Dane soon enough. Warn them. I'll do what I can to stop this demon here.”
 
   “I'm not letting you face that monster alone.”
 
   “You've experience fighting demons?” Tania led him to her front door, the only wooden part of her home. She had formed the rest of it with Earther glyphs, elegant and precise work that would make an elder proud.
 
   “I know enough,” Aryn said.
 
   “And what will you do to stop a demon?”
 
   “I'll give you my blood.” If he channeled his blood through her, she could make her glyphs that much stronger. “If nothing else, I'll give you that.”
 
   Tania cracked her door and peered out. “There's no shame in running.”
 
   “I've run enough.” Aryn clasped her hand and found it pleasantly warm. “I'm open to you.”
 
   “I'll take no more than I need.”
 
   “If you don't take all you need to kill that demon, we're both dead. I've endured worse.”
 
   Tania led him outside, still holding his hand. “I imagine you have.” The door closed behind them.
 
   The night was cool, dry, and silent. Aryn focused his dream world vision and watched the twisted green form of a davenger crest a rise to the south. It strolled toward them like one traveler greeting another on a summer's day.
 
   Davengers were hunters that took many forms. Some, like the davengers Jyllith made as she hunted Kara, were ape-like monstrosities. Others were demon hounds with tracking abilities beyond anything that lived. The books in his father’s forbidden library even spoke of davengers who could fly.
 
   This demon didn't match any of those. It had legs like an ape, horns like a hound, and a head like a massive owl. It stood twice as tall as he did.
 
   Tania slammed the tip of her quarterstaff into the ground, drawing blood from Aryn’s body through their joined hands. She scribed powerful glyphs down the length of her staff, and glyphs were one detail Aryn could see in the dream world. His body ached as his blood burned.
 
   The davenger demon sauntered closer, each step as quiet as a cat's. Nothing should move like that, demon or no. Tania finished scribing.
 
   “Wait,” the davenger said.
 
   “I'd rather not.” Tania ignited her glyphs.
 
   A sinkhole opened beneath the davenger. It tumbled inside and rock slammed together above it. Invisible needles poked Aryn’s veins as earth moved. Tania channeled blood like a Solyr elder.
 
   Finally, Tania released his hand. Together, they stared at the rocky boil on the hill, all that remained of that terrifying davenger. An unexpected grin spread across Aryn’s face. “Drown me. You killed it.”
 
   “Well.” Tania shrugged. “Every so often I—”
 
   The demon burst from the earth and knocked Tania flying with a swipe of its long arm. She landed paces away and went still. The demon snorted and shook its head like a dog that had stumbled into a prickly plant.
 
   Aryn smashed the davenger's head with his quarterstaff. It felt like hitting oak and the impact numbed his arms. The demon snatched his staff, snapped it like a twig, and tossed it aside.
 
   Aryn backed away, frowning. He had rather liked that staff. He scribed four Fingers of Heat and covered his hand in rippling flame, but he didn't send them at the davenger. They were a bluff.
 
   His weak flames would not even singe the demon's scales, but it did not know that. Until it figured that out, they had a standoff. He hoped.
 
   “You are Aryn Locke,” the ape/hound/owl said in a raspy voice. “You are Heat's Champion.”
 
   “Once upon a time.” Aryn had not known davengers could talk, but he had not known they could stroll or burrow, either.
 
   He backed down the hill. He had to draw this demon away from Tania. If he gave her time to recover, perhaps she could...
 
   “We faced the Five beneath Terras.” The davenger matched his pace. “Remember? You wielded Heat's flame, and Life's Champion dueled Abaddon with his sword of ice.”
 
   “That's right.” Aryn bared his charred teeth and hoped that appeared threatening. “Trell cleaved your general right in half.”
 
   “You misunderstand. We are Mavoureen. For us there is no death, only change.”
 
   “Your general looked pretty dead to me.” Aryn glanced behind him. Clear ground, clumps of wildflowers, and a few stubborn trees. Nowhere to hide and impossible to run.
 
   “The forms you fought at Terras ... they were shells, not Mavoureen. Like you. Do you understand?”
 
   “Sure.” So long as Aryn kept it talking, it would not make him dead. “When a Demonkin glyphs you on some poor bastard, you're just here until that body dies. Then back to the Underside you go.”
 
   “I remember you.” The davenger flexed its hands. “When Balazel tormented you, he gave you to me for a time.”
 
   What few memories Melyssa had not wiped away came rushing back: the knives, the flames, the Underside. Aryn shuddered but forced himself to remember how he had escaped, pulled himself through fire and torment to return to the living world. Changed, charred, but alive.
 
   “I survived your worst.” They were fifty paces from Tania. “I think I might have grabbed you in the Ranarok mountains and tossed you away like trash, while I was on fire.” Aryn shrugged off his hood and stopped backing up, smiling at the demon. “Shall we try that again?”
 
   His heart hammered in his chest. This was lunacy. He did not wield Heat's power and he no longer had Balazel's strength. Yet here he stood, acting as confident as if he were the incarnation of Heat himself. Smiling.
 
   He was going to die a bloody fool.
 
   The davenger tilted its owl-like head. “I seek no quarrel with you, Aryn Locke.”
 
   Well. That was something.
 
   “I have come under flag of parley to extend an invitation. Paymon, my master, invites you to his realm. I am to escort you to the Underside.”
 
   Paymon was the king of the Mavoureen. He ruled the Underside. He was as powerful as the Five.
 
   “What does your master want with me?”
 
   “He wants to make you scream.”
 
   Of course it would be something like that. Screaming was what the Mavoureen made people do. “Why would I agree to join you?”
 
   “Because you do not wish me to devour her soul.” The davenger caught a chunk of rock as big as Aryn's chest and shattered it. Tania had tossed it!
 
   The demon's hand burst into a mass of clutching tendrils. Wind roared and Aryn spotted Tania tumbling through the air. She flew into the crook of the demon's elbow and choked against it, trapped.
 
   How could this demon wield Aerial glyphs? What was it?
 
   “Should you refuse,” the demon said, “I will also devour the souls of every person in Dane.”
 
   Tania urked. She thrashed, kicked, and wriggled, but the demon held her with little effort. It was also freakishly strong.
 
   “Allow me to explain the great respect I accord you.” The demon extended its other arm, the one that was not strangling Tania. “You look upon me as none have looked in thousands of years.”
 
   Aryn's mouth went dry. “That's not possible.”
 
   “I am Davazet,” the demon said. “And you dare refuse me?”
 
   This was impossible. The Mavoureen could not enter Aryn's world in their true forms, and even if they could, Kara had closed the gate at Terras forever. How had Davazet come to be here? How had Paymon sent it?
 
   “You slaughtered the people of Lared's Row.” Aryn's stomach knotted up. “I passed through there three days ago. You ... tracked me?”
 
   “I hungered. You would not stop moving.” Its free hand burst into more scattered tendrils and those wrapped around Tania's arm. “I tormented those people for some time. Like this.” Its tendrils twisted.
 
   Tania's arm snapped, a sickening sound of bone breaking. She screamed, muffled by more tendrils, and the unnatural bend in her arm made Aryn cringe. The demon had snapped her elbow backward.
 
   “Come with me, Aryn Locke,” Davazet said, “or we will make music with her bones. She has so many.”
 
   Aryn had already thrown himself into the Underside once — to save one person, not a hundred — and his memory of Balazel's tortures terrified him. Yet heroes did not merely endure endless hardship. They also died, bravely, and dying was something Aryn could do.
 
   Aryn launched his Fingers of Heat at Davazet's head, eliciting a surprised snort. He lunged for Davazet's eyes and clawed, rending nothing. He punched and kicked and screamed as he assaulted scaled flesh.
 
   Tendrils snatched him up and choked him, ripping him right off his feet. His feet kicked and his spine screamed with pain. It felt like his head would pop right off.
 
   “Malkavet insisted you'd come if I was polite.” Davazet now held Tania in one arm and him in the other. “We wagered twenty vacuous souls.”
 
   Aryn couldn't breathe.
 
   “I'm so glad you attacked me. It's been so long since I've tortured anyone while they were still alive.”
 
   Aryn knew what a noose felt like now, wrapped around his neck. He knew what it felt like to be drawn and quartered. He couldn't even scream.
 
   “You remember my tortures, don't you? Will her shrieking rival yours?”
 
   Davazet adjusted its grip on Aryn, allowing him to breathe once more, and Aryn gasped. Breathing never felt so good! He stared as Davazet's long dark tendrils melted into sharp knives.
 
   “Tania,” Davazet said, rubbing its knives together, “in a moment I’m going to cut off your face. That will hurt you, very much. Please scream.”
 
   A dozen glyphs passed through Aryn's mind, all useless. One lingered and a desperate plan consumed him. Even if it succeeded he would damn himself forever, but he couldn’t watch this demon cut off Tania's face.
 
   He scribed the glyph of Davazet on Davazet himself.
 
   The Mavoureen dropped them both. It stared at its own chest as Aryn's blood glyph glowed and grew. Purple tendrils spread across its skin.
 
   “You.” It looked up. “What have you—”
 
   Purple ivy burst from Aryn's glowing glyph, eating its way across Davazet’s face and torso in a ravenous wave. That ivy consumed scales that regrew as fast as they were eaten. It consumed the whole of Davazet as the whole of Davazet grew right back.
 
   Aryn dragged Tania to her feet. Her neck was purpled and her face was ashen, but she coughed and stumbled away with him. “What?” she managed.
 
   “It’s a loop.” Aryn found himself laughing as they fled, laughter that sounded far from sane. He could not believe that worked!
 
   When a mage scribed Davazet's glyph on a person, Davazet remade that person's body in its own image. It stopped remaking them once that transformation was complete. The glyph’s termination point.
 
   Yet Davazet was already Davazet — it could not remake itself as itself — and so Davazet’s demon glyph would never reach its termination point. It would simply loop, remaking without end. Recursive glyphing.
 
   Davazet shrieked as its arms burst into tendrils that burst into knives that burst into arms. Its head blew apart only to grow again, purple ivy bubbling over its black scales and destroying its flesh. Aryn almost felt sorry for it until he remembered it wanted to carve off Tania’s face.
 
   “Run!” Aryn shouted.
 
   “I am!” Tania shouted back.
 
   They were in sight of her house when Aryn glanced behind them. The space Davazet occupied was now a globe of greenish energy as tall as a tree. It glowed bright, bright as the sun, and that was probably very bad.
 
   Tania dashed inside her house. Aryn tried but tripped on her front step. He went down hard and cracked his chin.
 
   That was when Davazet decided to explode.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   TRELL OPENED HIS EYES when he heard a quiet click. He sat up on the narrow bed in his spartan guest chamber and watched Kara enter. Her orange eyes were red from crying. He pushed up and grunted, pain stabbing his joints and bones, but Kara raised a hand.
 
   “Stay there.” She walked to the bed, lifted his heavy legs with both hands, and sat down. She dropped his legs atop hers, settled against the wall, and wrapped her arms around his chest. She wasn't supposed to do that.
 
   They had discussed this, hadn't they? Trell wasn't sure he was ready to love a woman again, not after learning Mavoureen revenants had murdered his wife. Not after her ghost came to him in a storm of bone powder.
 
   “Kara—”
 
   “I killed Sera.” Her head thumped the wall.
 
   Trell tried to understand and failed. “Why?”
 
   “She tricked me. She made me form a glyph that will execute her in two weeks. She left for Terras with Byn and if they don't find a cure, she's going to die.”
 
   Trell breathed. “This was a failsafe in case she becomes Demonkin. If they can't find a cure in time.”
 
   “And she's right,” Kara said. “And I hate it, but there's nothing I can do to help them. It's like my mother all over again, watching as that illness ate her away.” She squeezed him. “Like watching you.”
 
   Trell took her hand. Ona, Kara's mother, was in Tarna and doing well. Kara had cured her wasting disease shortly after they left Terras, but Trell saw the parallel with Sera and himself. “I'm sorry.”
 
   Kara nuzzled against his chest. Trell knew she was hurting and did not want to hurt her worse. One of her fingers traced circles on his chest and that felt very good, even though it shouldn't.
 
   Kara was not his wife. She also wasn't dead.
 
   “I thought finishing things at Terras would make everything better,” Kara said quietly. “It didn't. Everyone's going to die anyway.”
 
   “We don't know that.”
 
   “We might. Life certainly did.”
 
   “She warned her power would forever change me.” Trell remembered ice crackling through his bones, his blood, his veins, making him stronger. “Giving myself over to her was the only way I could defeat the revenant general who led Cantrall's army. It had to be done.”
 
   The giant soldier in the grinning skull helmet had wielded a lightning sword as it faced Trell at the head of a demon army. Life had told him it was no champion or construct, but an actual Mavoureen. The demon had bowed to him as he sliced it in half.
 
   Kara snuggled against him. “Are you still cold?”
 
   “No,” Trell said, though he was cold all the time. His joints ached with constant pain and cold lived inside his flesh, his bones. It had started the day after he arrived in Tarna and grown worse with each new morning. In a week, he might not be able to walk.
 
   Kara rested her chin on his chest, staring up. Very close. A bit of newly shortened hair fell across one orange eye. “I've told you how I feel. How about you?”
 
   Trell didn't answer. He didn't know.
 
   “I don't want you to die.” She slid her arm across his chest and grabbed his other shoulder.
 
   “I won't die,” Trell said. “I'm not ready yet.”
 
   “Stubborn,” Kara agreed. She climbed on top of him and pressed so close a jolt of nervous energy crackled down his spine. “I'm tired of hiding how I feel and holding back. I think I'm in love with you.”
 
   Trell felt himself responding. “You think?”
 
   Kara held her face above his and smiled, even though her eyes glistened. “Well, I really don't know. I've never been in love before, but I know I want this.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You.”
 
   Her lips came for his and Trell rolled right out of his bed, almost taking her down with him. She yelped and caught herself on the edge. He hit the floor hard.
 
   Kara stared at him in shock, her face beet-red. Then she rolled up and clambered onto his bed, pressing against the wall. She drew her legs to her chest, eyes wide.
 
   “Drown me,” she whispered. “I'm sorry. I have no right.” She was trembling.
 
   “It's fine.” Trell blushed furiously as he stood, the heat pushing back the endless cold. “It's just—”
 
   “I know.” Kara rocked herself. “I don't know what I'm doing. I betrayed Anylus. I murdered Sera. I watched her march away to die and I can't make peace with that.”
 
   “You couldn't know what that glyph would do.”
 
   “But I would have scribed it if I did. I executed my best friend, after she gave her soul to save my life. What kind of a monster does that make me?”
 
   “It makes you human.” Trell sat beside her and took her hand, unwilling to let her hurt alone. “It makes you who you are, kind and brave. You worry about everyone, even when you know you shouldn't.”
 
   “How do you do it?” Kara did not try to hug him again. “How do you deal with losing those you love? Your wife died, and I know you loved her.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Which makes what I did even worse. I shouldn't even be here. I'm being horrible and I have no right to be.”
 
   Trell relaxed. “You're not horrible.”
 
   She brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Well, thanks.”
 
   What could he say that was real? Lying wouldn't help her and he didn't want to promise affection he couldn't deliver. Then again, he did think about Kara an awful lot when they were apart. Would Marabella forgive him?
 
   “I do care about you,” Trell said. “We've been through so much together, horrors people should never endure. That's why we must be careful, why we can't be certain of anything right now.”
 
   “Because of the trauma.” Kara smiled faintly. “Because we don't know if this is real, or if I only want to jump your bones because I'm freaking out.”
 
   “Right.” Trell smiled back. “We have time. We'll take it day by day.”
 
   “You're right. You always are. Honestly, it gets kind of annoying.”
 
   Trell shrugged. Kara hopped off his bed and planted a kiss atop his head. She walked for his closed door.
 
   “You're going?” That was what he wanted, wasn't it?
 
   “I probably should. I did knock you out of your bed.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I'll find a way to save you. I mean it.” 
 
   “I believe you.” If anyone could figure out what was wrong with him, what Life's power had done to him, Kara could. “Now get some sleep.”
 
   “I'll try. Five guard your soul, you gorgeous man.” Kara blew him a kiss and left. He was alone, again.
 
   Trell watched the closed door for a time. When he finally settled back on his bed, he knew there was no possible way he could sleep. He was all knotted up.
 
   His feelings for Kara were impossible to define, and was that so strange? He had died, after all. Life brought him back and made him her champion specifically for the purpose of protecting Kara. Life ingrained that desire deep within Trell's soul and it remained there, even if Life did not. Life made him care about Kara.
 
   Yet why wouldn't he? Kara was amazing, brave and loyal and smart, and any reasonable man would fall in love with her whether the Five were involved or not. Yet Trell could not be certain of his feelings, not yet. Not with Marabella's death so recent.
 
   The worst part was that he couldn't remember Marabella. He couldn't remember his own wife. Almost a month ago Cantrall's army of revenants slaughtered everyone in his birth town of Carn. They killed his parents and his wife and left a Mynt flag in the carnage, along with dead Mynt soldiers. Trell knew that now, but had not then.
 
   He understood why Melyssa had erased his memories — the entire world was at stake — but that didn't make it easier to lose everything and everyone he had known. It didn't make it easier to miss people he couldn't remember.
 
   It didn't make it easier to know if he was in love.
 
   Trell stood and practiced steps, working the ache from his joints. If he moved long enough, exerted himself enough, the pain lessened and he could wield a sword. He would be dueling tomorrow in the martialing yard.
 
   That was something he could still control.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “ARYN. LET’S WAKE UP now, shall we?”
 
   Aryn murmured and hunched up. Tamen, his eldest brother, would be after him if he overslept. Tamen always slapped Aryn when he wanted attention, sometimes very hard. Aryn braced for the hit.
 
   “You're safe, Aryn. Remember me? I'm Tania, the talented and wonderful woman who offered you a free meal. You're in my home. There are no demons here.”
 
   Demons. Aryn had been a demon but was not one any longer. A cool cloth soothed his head as a soft finger eased his mouth open. A trickle passed his lips, water. Wonderful water.
 
   Aryn swallowed and remembered why he could not open his eyes. He did not have them. After the water was gone, after the spinning slowed and he grew calm, he took the dream world.
 
   Tania leaned over him, a blur of dream form orange. She was alive and so was he. “Are you all right?” he asked.
 
   “You're the one who broke my stoop with his head.” There might have been humor in her tone, but Aryn couldn't be sure. “I'm fine. I splinted my arm. It'll do until we find a Bloodmender.”
 
   Davazet had broken Tania's arm and tossed her like a scarecrow. Still, with one arm broken, she had dragged Aryn into her home, put him to bed, and splinted her own arm. She was amazing, but if Davazet returned...
 
   “We're safe,” Tania said. “I have a bubble up, but I doubt we'll need it. Whatever you did set that demon off balance. It won't return until it understands it.”
 
   “That's good,” Aryn said, “because I don't think it would let me do that again.”
 
   “Aryn Locke is the third-born son of Dupret, mayor of Locke. A powerful and wealthy man. Is Aryn Locke the man who saved my life?”
 
   Tania had listened to Davazet. She knew everything and there was no hiding it now. “What else did you hear?”
 
   “Everything after it started choking me. I also saw the glyph you scribed on Davazet's chest.” Tania leaned closer. “Where did you learn demon glyphs?”
 
   “I'm not Demonkin, if that's what you're thinking.” To Aryn's surprise, that was true. He had scribed a demon glyph, yet felt nothing of their influence.
 
   From the forbidden texts in his father's library, he knew the Mavoureen influence weighed on a soul, a weight that grew heavier with each passing day. That was what Sera was dealing with, stuck in Tarna waiting for a cure.
 
   How could this be possible? Tania waited. She had stood beside him against a Mavoureen made flesh, risked her life and soul. He could risk telling her the truth.
 
   “I saw a Demonkin scribe it when she made a man into a davenger,” Aryn said, “and it seems scribing it on an actual Mavoureen doesn't have the same effect as scribing it on people. I'm not damned and I don't know why.”
 
   “I'll take your word for that.” Tania settled cross-legged by his bed. “Now explain the rest.”
 
   Aryn did. He told Tania everything that had happened on the road to Tarna, every trial, every mistake, every death. He told her of his torture in the Underside and his time as a harvenger. He told her of their fight with Cantrall, Kara's resurrection, Jair's brave sacrifice. He told her Trell was the bravest soldier he had ever met.
 
   When Aryn finished, Tania nodded and tapped her chin. “Cantrall was nothing like the cruel man you described. He was a good man and a good teacher.”
 
   “That's the part you don't believe?”
 
   “I believe everything.” She dabbed at his forehead with the cloth. “But the Mavoureen can ruin a man's soul when they capture it, drive it mad and twist its thoughts.”
 
   Aryn's memories of torture made it far too easy to agree. What evil things would he have done to escape the agony of Balazel's furnace? What would he have become?
 
   “They took Cantrall's soul,” Tania said, “and turned him against all he loved. The best way to destroy Solyr would be to enslave one who knew all its secrets.”
 
   “But how did they get in?” Aryn asked. “I've always wondered that. How did they get to Cantrall in the first place? Solyr's wards should have kept them out.”
 
   “Ah.” Tania hesitated. “I know a bit about that. I may tell you some day.” She set the wet cloth aside and stood. “For now we must ride to Tarna and tell your friend, Kara, what happened here.”
 
   Aryn nodded. That made sense. “What about Dane?”
 
   “They'll do fine without me. So far as I know, the Mavoureen have never entered our world in their true forms. If that was Davazet, I don't know what to think, but Kara might. Tarna's mages will. Our world's in danger.”
 
   “Five take me.” Aryn sat up with a grunt. “How many times must I save it?”
 
   Tania brushed his blistered cheek with a finger, an unexpected touch that tingled. “You'll save the world again, soon enough. Now, you're sitting. Can you walk?”
 
   “Probably.” Aryn swung his trembling legs off the bed. “I don't feel broken.”
 
   “Then we'll head to Dane tonight, take horses and provisions. Kendra trusts me and Zeb won't question her. If we ride hard and rest perhaps six hours each night, we'll reach Tarna in five days.”
 
   “It takes a bit longer,” Aryn said. “Walking.” The way she seemed certain of everything reminded him of Kara, though not in an unpleasant way.
 
   “Trust me, Aryn Locke.” Tania rested her working hand on his shoulder. “I'll get you to Tarna.” Her hand felt warm and soft. “It might even be a pleasant trip.”
 
   Aryn didn't know what to make of this. She couldn't be attracted to him. He was a monster now.
 
   “You're very kind.” Aryn looked down at the bed.
 
   “Yes.” She pulled back her hand. “I am.”
 
   Aryn somehow knew she was smiling, and that felt better than it should. He missed a woman's touch and knew he would never enjoy that again. Not now.
 
   Tania sat on the bed beside him, closer than he found comfortable. Her proximity made his body tingle and he couldn't trust that. What did she want from him?
 
   “I do have one question before we leave,” Tania said. “The sensitive kind.”
 
   Aryn shifted on a bed that now seemed much smaller than before. “Ask.”
 
   “The woman you gave your soul to the demons to save. Sera. What happened between the two of you?”
 
   “Nothing.” Aryn didn't dare look at Tania's dream form. “She's safe in Tarna, and I pray Melyssa finds a way to cure her. But if not ... she's going to kill herself.”
 
   “That's terrible,” Tania said, “but that's not what I asked.” She pressed two fingers to his blistered chin and turned him to face her. “Why isn't she with you?”
 
   Aryn clenched his teeth. “She loves Byn.” He slapped Tania's hand away and stood, blood rushing to his face. “She always will.” He wanted to walk out of Tania's home but didn't know where to go. He needed a horse.
 
   Tania was mocking him, pretending to be interested when she saw nothing but a charred and broken man. Of course Sera hadn't stayed with him. Why would she?
 
   “I understand perfectly.” Tania stood but didn't approach. “Yet doesn't this make you all the more impressive? You gave yourself to torture for a woman who did not love you back. You loved her that much.”
 
   Tania turned him around, slid her working arm around his waist, and kissed him on his blistered forehead. Her lips were warm and moist. Aryn froze.
 
   “I doubt there are a hundred men in this world who would do that for the woman they loved. I doubt there are ten.” She smelled like grass and earth, a comforting scent. “What you look like now doesn't matter. You are a good man, brave and true, and there's no reason for you to give up on finding love again.”
 
   Tania kissed him on his blistered mouth, fingers resting on the back of his scarred head as she held his lips to hers. It felt very, very good. Finally, she stepped back and adjusted her splint.
 
   Aryn couldn’t say anything.
 
   “See?” She sounded amused. “Everything still works.”
 
   Aryn tried to remember words. He had never thought anyone would kiss him like that again. He was not sure anyone had ever kissed him like that.
 
   “Now get your robes on.” Tania pulled on a travel cloak and took up her quarterstaff. “You've incited enough mobs.” She walked out the door of this small room.
 
   Traveling. Yes, it was far past time for that. Tania's gentle kiss reminded Aryn of his first romance at Solyr — a comely young woman named Gery Taen — and that turned his skin cold. Gery had taught him that most women at Solyr only sought him out because they hoped to inherit his fortune or his father. They wanted a noble's life.
 
   Did Tania think she had some chance to inherit his father's fortune, even though Aryn was a third son? Did she hope to gain favor with the nobility, or did she hope to use his connection with Kara to get her closer to King Haven? What was her scheme?
 
   “Aryn!” Tania called. “Let's be off.”
 
   Aryn pulled on the cloak Tania had left for him. He wouldn't be tricked, not again. Whatever Tania wanted from him, she wasn't going to get it.
 
   Aryn walked into her front room to find her waiting at an open door. “What if Davazet comes after us?”
 
   “Then you'll destroy him!” Tania strolled out the open door. “Or he'll devour our souls.”
 
   Aryn frowned and followed her.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   “JYLL!” HER MOTHER shouted. “Wake up!”
 
   Little Jyll opened her eyes. Their house burned around them and a Mynt soldier died on the floor. Marel stood over him with a bloody axe in hand. She was alive. Her oldest sister and mother were alive!
 
   Yara pulled her out of the cupboard and placed little Jyll on her shoulders. Jyll wrapped her arms around her mother's neck and buried her face in her mother's floury hair. She knew better than to cry.
 
   “Where now?” Yara asked.
 
   Marel grimaced at the broken door. “Out there. If we can get to Nat and Lehma, we can get out of here.”
 
   “They're alive?” Little Jyll could not believe it. “You said they died!”
 
   “Don't talk nonsense.” Marel's lopsided, cocksure grin gave Jyll hope. “No one kills a Malconen woman with a blade in her hand.”
 
   Marel led them through the broken door, Yara following with Jyll on her shoulders. Jyll gasped at the devastation the Mynt had wrought in Talos. In the distance, the tall wooden palisades that warded the town were shattered.
 
   Homes burned everywhere and smoke thickened the air. Giants in blood-red armor, Mynt legionnaires grown impossibly large, stalked and hacked away at the last of their small militia. They were killing people, people Jyll knew, but her mother was still alive and her sister was too. Little Jyll knew it was selfish to be grateful for that when so many others were dead, but she was. Grateful.
 
   “The north gate.” Marel jogged off at an easy pace and Yara followed, one hand holding Jyll and the other gripping her knife. Screams sounded all around them as legionnaires kicked in doors and people died, but no one challenged them.
 
   Nat fought at the north gate, facing down a massive soldier with nothing but a pair of iron daggers. Even at thirteen she was faster than the wind, her red braid whirling behind her like a tail. The giant's lumbering strikes could not catch her as her knives stabbed his knees, his elbows. Nothing could drop him.
 
   Marel rushed forward. “Distract it!”
 
   Jyll wanted to cheer as Marel and Nat surrounded the giant, Nat stabbing his knees and forcing it to turn its back on Marel. Marel swung her axe and took off its helmeted head.
 
   Blackish blood spurted as the dead soldier slammed onto his knees, then his chest. The gate was clear. They were going to escape!
 
   Nat ran over, a wisp of a girl. She was skinnier than Marel but tall and quick, and a match for any boy in Talos. Her freckled face was flushed from exertion.
 
   The gate pushed open. Lehma was pushing it from outside, her thick boots digging in the mud. She was sixteen and muscular as a boy, the only Malconen sister with dark hair. Lehma took after the father stolen from them years ago, and shared his large frame.
 
   “Move!” Lehma roared.
 
   Together, Jyll and her family fled into the burning fields outside Talos. Crops had grown here, corn and barley. Now all that grew was flames.
 
   “Where do we go?” Yara asked.
 
   “Pale Lake.” Lehma led them to a wagon wrecked by Mynt giants, then motioned them down behind it. “No one will look for us there. We'll be safe.”
 
   “Then we'd best get moving.” Yara set Jyllith down and Jyllith stumbled, confused. She was a woman once more, tall and slender and practiced at death. Why had she been scared of the Mynt?
 
   “Hurry!” Nat pleaded. She took the lead.
 
   They hurried down a muddy road choked with smoke and ash. This world blurred at the edges of Jyllith’s vision yet the ash she breathed felt real, catching in her throat. Hard rock pushed against her tired feet.
 
   Something was wrong with this world, but Jyllith couldn't remember what.  Her mind felt muddy and unfocused. That bothered her for some reason she couldn't recall.
 
   “You all right?” Marel asked. “You're slowing down.”
 
   “I'm fine.” Yet the farther they moved the stranger the terrain became. Trees bent oddly. The path shimmered.
 
   Rain — Jyllith's home province, the place she had grown up — was a mass of rainforests bordered by open grassland. The older tribes lived in treetop villages high above the ground. They built around trees as thick as castle walls.
 
   The newer tribes, those who regularly met and traded with people from other provinces, made villages in the grassland beyond the forests. Talos had been one such village. To the forest tribes, Jyllith and her family were Flatlanders — those who left the safety and bounty of the trees to make their lives beneath open sky. Yet all from Rain aided and supported each other.
 
   They should be heading south, to the great rainforests and safety, not Pale Lake. In Mynt's long war to conquer Rain, they had never truly conquered the forest tribes. They had settled for the Flatlanders.
 
   “Mother?” Jyllith asked.
 
   Yara shushed her and kept them walking. “Wait until we're away from the village.”
 
   Jyllith glanced behind them. No Mynt pursued and Talos was little more than a smoking pyre in the distance. She looked ahead and stopped walking. She would walk no more until she knew why everything felt wrong.
 
   “What are you doing?” Marel spun on her and started back, fists clenched. “C'mon!”
 
   “No.” Jyllith stood her ground. “Something's wrong with what's happening to us.”
 
   The Mynt weren't killing people back in her village. Cantrall's revenants were doing that. Someone showed Jyllith that truth, someone she needed to remember. Her grandmother? No, her grandmother was years dead.
 
   Nat grabbed Jyllith's hand and tugged. “Did you hit your head? Keep moving.”
 
   “Where? Pale Lake?” Jyllith focused her thoughts as Cantrall taught her, breathing in deeply, then out. She made herself stop seeing what she wanted to see and did all she could to see what was actually there.
 
   In the years Jyllith served as Cantrall's apprentice he had taught her methods to focus through drugs, exhaustion, even torture. She breathed and counted blades of grass. Pale Lake was important, but not for the reasons Yara said. Jyllith had to go there, but why?
 
   Her family was dead. Yara, Nat, Lehma and Marel — all of them were dead. Their deaths were the reason Jyllith had damned herself a dozen times over. She might be awake, walking, but she was not seeing.
 
   “Move, damn you.” Marel turned on her, shaking an axe stained with red blood. “You're going to get us caught!”
 
   Revenants bled black, not red. More wrongness. The details of this world were melting together.
 
   Lehma grabbed Jyllith's arms and locked them behind her. Why would she do that? Yara walked toward her, knife raised, eyes narrow and hard.
 
   “I won't let you endanger this family,” Yara said. “Start walking or I'll drag you.”
 
   “I did not endanger anyone.” It surprised Jyllith how easy that was to admit. “Revenants attacked, you all died, and Cantrall took me. It wasn't my fault!”
 
   “Who is this Cantrall?” Yara asked. New blood trickled down her face, one thin stream and then more. “You are changing the story.”
 
   Jyllith trembled in Lehma’s grip as fresh blood pooled at the edges of Yara’s nose. Flesh slipped away below her gray eyes. Her mother’s skull split, baring bloody gray matter.
 
   Jyllith understood. Every time she questioned something, she made this world less real. Who would create a world so horrible as this?
 
   “This is no story!” Jyllith bucked in Lehma's arms. “This was our lives, and I won't let you use those against me! You aren't my mother!”
 
   “You let us die while you cowered in that cupboard.” Yara leaned close, her voice a low hiss. “Now you disown us?”
 
   “I did not kill you!” Jyllith broke from Lehma's arms and backed away. “I was eight years old!”
 
   Marel had a giant gash in her head now, and a necklace of blood wrapped Nat's throat. A nightmare was too simple for horrors such as these. This was something else, something real. How to escape? How to wake up?
 
   “You were old enough to fight,” Marel said.
 
   “Old enough to die,” Lehma added.
 
   “I'm very disappointed in you.” Yara dashed forward and throttled Jyllith. Jyllith gurgled like her mother had once, failing to breathe.
 
   More flesh peeled from Yara’s bloody face, wet veins and raw muscle pulsing underneath. “Join us,” her mother whispered. “We miss you.”
 
   Black spots danced before Jyllith’s eyes as impossibly strong hands crushed her neck. As much as she had thought she wanted it, she was not ready to die. She took the dream world and scribed a bubble of air.
 
   The world exploded. Jyllith opened her eyes, gasping and choking, as thunder rumbled around her. Her mother landed on the blasted earth and rolled end over end. Yara tucked her knees against her chest and sat.
 
   The spectral storms of the Unsettled Lands lit Jyllith's surroundings in purple and green and gray. Cracked rock formed the ash-covered ground. Jyllith's camp site, her pack, and everything else was gone.
 
   As the thunder faded, Yara's corpse bared rotting teeth. Her false mother’s flesh caught fire, sloughing off her blackened body in waves. A nightmare uncurled on the broken ground, and when it stood it was twice as tall as Jyllith. It had thin black legs that bent backward at the knees.
 
   Jyllith stepped back, trembling. A demon smiled at her now. Was she already in the Underside? 
 
   This demon looked like a twisted, walking tree. It had an emaciated black torso and stringy arms and fingers that resembled gnarled tree limbs. Its oval eyes glowed yellow and its head sported horns longer than a buck's. It bared sharp yellow teeth.
 
   “Malkavet,” Jyllith whispered.
 
   She could not mistake it for anything else. She had come across sketches of this horrific Mavoureen in the library of Terras. Now it smiled at her in a real world that was far more nightmare than dream.
 
   Davengers surrounded Jyllith, massive demon hounds who had once looked like her sisters. Now they were four-legged beasts with dark skin, thick horns, and dagger-sized teeth. Malkavet was a master of deception, illusion, and nightmares, and it had come here to deceive her.
 
   Why would it do that?
 
   “I am impressed.” Malkavet sketched a gracious bow, bending like a tree in a fierce storm. “Few maintain the presence of mind to tear through a waking dream.” It rose and winked an oval yellow eye.
 
   Jyllith found her voice. “What did you do to me?” How could Malkavet be in the Five Provinces? How could it make the real world look so much like a dream?
 
   Malkavet waved her concern away. “I offered you a bauble. My master desires the pleasure of your company, and I thought this a pleasant way to obtain it. A lovely walk with those you love.”
 
   Jyllith scribed two Hands of Breath. They hovered before her, vortexes waiting to be unleashed. “I'm not going anywhere with you.”
 
   “I'm truly terrified, you foolish, luscious girl.” Malkavet spread its spindly arms. “Destroy me.”
 
   “Don't think I won't.” That was an empty bluff, but it gave Jyllith time to take a few steps back and evaluate her options. How could she escape?
 
   The storm roaring overhead would kill anyone without Melyssa's blessing, so humans could not help her here. Jyllith had never learned to scribe the Hand of Heat and certainly couldn't channel enough blood to destroy a davenger. She could run, but these demons were faster.
 
    Malkavet glanced at its davengers. “Take her down, please. But gently. I want to see her struggle.” Three demonic hounds advanced on Jyllith.
 
   Jyllith turned her Hands of Breath on herself and catapulted her body out of reach. She spun in midair and spread her arms, channeling more Hands of Breath one after the other. Blood left her body in a sickening rush.
 
   A vortex caught the first davenger, spinning it about. Another vortex hit the second, flattening it against the cracked earth. Her last two Hands of Breath converged on Malkavet from either side, but the demon turned to shadow.
 
   Jyllith spotted her camp in the distance from her elevated vantage point. She had walked in Malkavet's dream for quite some time, but her escape couldn't start until she gathered her things. She could not leave without her provisions, her quarterstaff, and Melyssa's head.
 
   Jyllith dropped into a controlled fall, using another Hand of Breath to guide her gliding body to the south. It was difficult, but she had trained years to do this. She landed on a cushion of dense air, snatched up her belongings, and sprinted for her life.
 
   Davengers huffed behind her, closing. Spending blood and sprinting would only exhaust her, and then these demons would run her down. What now?
 
   Jyllith took the dream world and scribed a Hand of Breath, igniting it and sending another vortex at the closest davenger. It tumbled away and then Jyllith unslung her quarterstaff, screaming a challenge with her raw throat. Her blood roared in her ears.
 
   Each breath burned as the second davenger bounded toward her, an eager, snarling mass of teeth and claws. Jyllith stepped forward and swung hard, accomplishing nothing. The demon's speed and bulk flattened her.
 
   Her staff tumbled away as the davenger crushed her against the ground, hot drool stinging her face. It burned where it touched her, tearing a scream from her lips.
 
   Malkavet clapped its thin hands in mock appreciation. It did not walk so much as slip from shadow to shadow, place to place, and it loomed over her now. It snapped its fingers. Its davenger leapt off Jyllith.
 
   “Get up,” Malkavet said. Eagerly.
 
   Jyllith stood, shaking with exhaustion. Her knees were skinned and her body felt bruised in a dozen places. She sliced her fingers and took the dream world, but what could she scribe? Mavoureen did not die.
 
   “I like this game!” Malkavet shooed her with a backward palm and hanging fingers. “Run, my luscious. We will hunt you. My davengers need the practice.”
 
   Jyllith glanced behind her, breathing hard. She took in the davengers surrounding her, stared at the demon that had her trapped. There was no escape, not yet. She needed her strength back first.
 
   “I’m done running.” Jyllith dropped her hands and heaved an exhausted sigh. “I'll go with you.”
 
   Malkavet's mouth stretched wide. “Really?”
 
   “Really.” Jyllith hugged herself. “Just tell me one thing.” She was going to Pale Lake and this monster was too, so she could always escape later. “Who is this master, and what does he want with me?”
 
   Malkavet laughed its beautiful laugh. “I serve Paymon the Patriarch, king of all Mavoureen. He wants you, my dear, so he can skin you alive.”
 
   Jyllith remembered Aryn's charred, broken skin. “You could have at least lied about it.” She could not help but shudder.
 
   “Anticipation is torture.” Malkavet's grin threatened to split its head open. “Paymon will hurt you in ways you cannot comprehend for a time longer than you can imagine. You will scream and cry and plead until your mind breaks beneath the weight of this endless pain. This is how he will reward you for thwarting us at Terras.”
 
   “So this is about revenge?”
 
   “Everything, my dear,” and with this, Malkavet stepped closer, “is about revenge.” It offered one long spindly arm.
 
   “I’m not touching you.” Jyllith spit. “Not unless I’m tearing you apart.”
 
   “So petty.” Malkavet chuckled. “You will become mine, luscious thing. After Paymon drives you insane, I offer you a place in my stable.”
 
   “How magnanimous.” Jyllith would cooperate, for the time being. She would cooperate until she put this demon in the ground.
 
   She needed time to recover her strength and her blood. Focus her mind and plot her escape. She could escape Malkavet — she knew she could — if she found the right opportunity, chose the right time and place.
 
   Or she could die in the attempt.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   TRELL STOOD IN THE MARTIALING YARD of Tarna's royal palace and felt more at home than he had in many days. The impressions of hundreds of boots marked a large dirt courtyard surrounded by four ancient walls of stone blocks. Armored soldiers carrying long bows walked those walls, staring down into the yard or out over the sprawl of Tarna.
 
   Trell stood inside a square dueling ring, its borders marked by wooden slats stuck sideways in the dirt. He held a broadsword. Across from him, a stern-looking Mynt legionnaire waited with her longsword raised: First Sword Dynara Keris. One of Prince Beren's best soldiers.
 
   Dynara, an intimidating woman with short brown hair, stood a head taller than Trell and wore full mail. Trell wore only a brown cloth tunic, wool pants, and a fitted iron breastplate. He did not like fighting in full armor. It limited his movement and never seemed to fit.
 
   Dynara offered a subtle nod, inviting him to strike first. Trell attacked. Dynara turned each strike and thrust as he slipped back. He had expected that, and it gave him a feel for how she moved.
 
   Trell knew where her next strike would come before she thrust, parrying even as the impact of metal on metal rattled his icy bones. The pommel of his broadsword bucked and his palms swelled as he met strike after strike, stepping twice to the side and then twice more. He never left the ring, just circled and parried and observed.
 
   Dynara led with her right foot when she sidestepped and her guard lowered just a hair before she thrust. Trell absorbed these details as a man absorbed wind on his skin, sun on his face, sand between his toes.
 
   He knew all he needed to win this duel, but knowing was different from doing. His tight, stubborn muscles fought his every move. Dynara's next strike would come high so Trell ducked low and telegraphed a thrust, sliding his foot forward. As she flipped her sword to counter he instead kicked her armored knee.
 
   The kick staggered her as Trell pushed up, striking her vambrace just behind her hand. He hit it hard enough to rattle his teeth. Dynara's sword leapt from her fingers and the edge of Trell's blade stopped at her neck. His bones froze and his joints ached, but he had won.
 
   Dynara stepped back and cracked a grin. “Nice one.” She shook her armored hand, her wrist no doubt stinging.
 
   “Good duel.” Trell lowered his sword. He would not duel again today. Icy pain racked his body and winning this duel had taken all he had.
 
   “Well done, swordking,” a booming voice called across the yard. “You too, Dyn.”
 
   Dynara fell to one knee as every other legionnaire, soldier, and squire in the yard did the same. It seemed Prince Beren had finally granted Trell's request for an audience. It had only taken a week.
 
   Trell turned to the prince, took a knee, and lowered his head. He pressed the tip of his broadsword to the ground and raised his hands. Five willing, he would at last discover what happened the day he lost his memories.
 
   “Rise,” Prince Beren said. “You don't get to shirk training just because I stop by.”
 
   Trell heard armored plates clank as legionnaires and soldiers stood, some cheering their prince. Trell did not stand. He listened as Beren's footfalls approached.
 
   “Trell?” Beren said. “Did you not hear me?”
 
   “Forgive me, Leader of Armies.” Without looking up, Trell balanced his blade in both hands and offered it palms up. “I cannot rise yet.”
 
   Prince Beren loomed over Trell, an imposing shadow. The yard went still as a wake.
 
   “This is my blade,” Trell recited, gaze fixed on the ground. “This is my arm, my heart, my breath. My sword is my life and that life is now yours. I will never again attack the Mynt for war crimes they did not commit.”
 
   Trell had trained countless years to remain absolutely still, years he could not remember. Beren wrapped a hand around the pommel of Trell's broadsword. Took it.
 
   “I accept your oath in the name of my father, King Haven, and my province.” Beren placed the sword back in Trell's hands. “I return your life in peace.”
 
   Trell relaxed. Kara had suggested he open their conversation with the ancient rite of peace between enemies. To put them both at ease.
 
   “Now rise,” Prince Beren said. “We need to talk.”
 
   Trell set aside the broadsword and stood unarmed. He was not allowed to carry a weapon anywhere but the practice yard. He met Prince Beren's eyes.
 
   Mynt's Leader of Armies stood a head taller than Trell and was as wide at the shoulders as Elder Halde. Beren had salted black hair cut close to his tan skin and a deep scar on each side of his face. The right scar was white and faded, but the left remained pink and fresh.
 
   Beren wore a royal blue shirt under a breastplate of polished iron. His crisp black pants were tucked into riding boots. The sword at his hip had a blade as white as pearl though it was tempered, mage-glyphed iron. Legend called it Bladebane and its wielder never tired.
 
   “Do you remember this?” Beren pressed a fingertip to the fresh pink scar on his own face.
 
   “I do not.” What was the significance?
 
   “Kara said you'd lost your memory, but I didn't really believe it. You're certain you don't remember?”
 
   “I'm sorry, but yes.”
 
   “You gave this scar to me.” Beren raised one thick eyebrow. “On a bridge over the Layn river.”
 
   Trell felt a rush of excitement. “When I first woke in Solyr's healing room, I remembered you vividly. We fought at Layn Keep?”
 
   “We dueled, yes.” Many legionnaires leaned closer as Beren continued the tale. “You were among five swordkings who attacked the keep, leading more than a thousand footmen and three-hundred horse.”
 
   “We believed you burned our homes.” Trell's heart ached once more. “My parents and wife died in Carn.”
 
   “I'm sorry, but those attacks were not our work.”
 
   “I know that,” Trell said. “Now.”
 
   “Four swordkings fell in the assault, but none to my blade. You were the first to reach me. You called out over my lines, demanding vengeance for your wife and home.”
 
   “And you offered it? If I may beg pardon—”
 
   “It wasn't bravado. I dueled you because we needed you.” Beren glanced at his legionnaires, then smiled at Trell. “I just didn't expect you to fight so damn well.”
 
   Trell struggled to remember that day, but faint impressions of clanging swords slipped through his mind like sand through a sieve. “I wish I remembered.”
 
   “You and the prince crossed swords for half an hour,” Dynara said. “It was a battle to rival those of legend. Your army was routed, every last Tellvan dead or fled, yet you fought on alone, surrounded.”
 
   Beren nodded to Dynara, then at his gathered legionnaires. “How many of you witnessed this?”
 
   More than half raised their hands. Trell searched every face and every set of eyes, but recognized none of them. “How did our duel end?”
 
   “You won. I missed but one strike and your swing slashed my cheek and sent me reeling. You would have ended me if one of my archers hadn't shot you.” Beren grimaced. “Dueling to the death is not a luxury afforded a prince.”
 
   A phantom pain stabbed Trell's side. “So it was an arrow.” Melyssa's work at erasing his memories had been frighteningly complete.
 
   “Actually, it took two more,” another legionnaire added. “The second staggered you and the third knocked you off the bridge. You grabbed a loose stone and hung on.”
 
   “And I needed you,” Beren said, “as a messenger to the Tellvan. An envoy to stop our war before it began. I reached down for you, swore that the Mynt had burned no villages and killed no families. I promised to prove it.”
 
   “Yet I couldn't raise my other arm.” Phantom pains again split Trell's side. “I lost my grip.”
 
   “You fell,” Beren agreed. “The Layn swept you away. With you went my best hope of stopping this war.”
 
   And though he could not tell Prince Beren, Trell knew that was when he had drowned. When Life resurrected him as her champion, Cantrall had already been moving on Kara. Melyssa had no time to heal his wounds.
 
   Beren extended his arm, palm open. “I still need a messenger, Trell. You can still take my hand.”
 
   Trell gripped Beren's outstretched wrist as the big man gripped his. No hesitation. Their clasped hands sealed their bargain.
 
   “I'll speak to the Seven Sheiks,” Trell said. “I do not know if they'll listen, but no soldier becomes a swordking without their blessing. I'll tell them the truth behind this war.”
 
   “That's all I can ask.” Beren broke their grip. “Neither Mynt or Tellvan will fall like Metla Tassau.”
 
   Beren's soldiers erupted in a chorus of hurrahs, but the tolling of bells beyond the practice yard murdered that pleasant din. Dynara went stiff, blood draining from her ruddy face. Prince Beren looked to the south wall.
 
   “What is that?” Trell asked. The tolling was ominous.
 
   “A call to arms,” Beren said. “Those bells have not rung in my lifetime.” He grimaced. “Tarna's south gate is under attack.”
 
   Beren's men formed a column behind the prince and Beren motioned Trell to join him, marching forward. So he was going to march with them, now? Progress.
 
   “They can't be Tellvan,” Trell said. “You hold the Ranarok passes, don't you? You'd have seen us coming.”
 
   Dynara thumped Trell on the back and handed him the broadsword, still in its sheath. A benefit of their bargain. Trell strapped it across his back and faced the prince as Dynara marched to the head of the column.
 
   Soldiers took up shields and spears and marched as Mynt legionnaires always did — as a unit. They marched out of the yard down a long, winding road that overlooked Tarna's sprawl. The outer walls, gray lines in the distance, were just visible past hundreds of gold-flecked roofs. Thousands lived here and now they were in danger.
 
   “Hey!” Dynara shouted from the head of the column, grinning back at Trell. “If our gatecrashers are Tellvan, there's an upside. Maybe we'll run into someone you know!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA WAITED IN THE ARCHWAY to Anylus's study and stared at the back of the royal adept's red robes. Anylus examined the parchment with her latest glyph, tracing the lines and nodding to himself. It was the first glyph she had designed since starting her studies with him.
 
   Old books, rolled parchment, and artifacts covered the wooden tables shoved against the study's walls. A Skywatcher's signal stone. A Firebrand's sacred embers. A Soulmage's urn, a tool for summoning the ancient dead.
 
   Kara's new glyph would heat an enemy's blade and force him to drop it, or so she hoped. She had worked on it for three days, struggling to find the right mix of Heat, formless glyphs, and Braun, the soul glyph of the Sculptor.
 
   The first two training swords grew pleasantly warm, while the third melted. Neither result satisfied her assignment, so Kara had kept at it until she helped Sera break into the royal library. Now Kara was being judged on her work ... and perhaps far more.
 
   Kara had returned Anylus's magesand vial shortly before sunrise, and it sat now on a high shelf among other jars and urns. She had replaced the missing magesand with dirt made to look like magesand, but Anylus would notice the sand was fake. A fledgling would notice the sand was fake.
 
   “Your glyph is adequate,” Anylus said. “You could cut two formless glyphs from the third spiral. The link between the first and third is sloppy, and it will not heat if the blade is made from iron in the northern mountains.”
 
   “I see.” Kara grimaced. “I'm sorry.”
 
   “Kara.” Anylus rose from his chair and walked to her on padded sandals. “The first glyph I made for Adept Norra had four unnecessary links. If the blade were wielded by a man with a trace of Tassaun blood, the steel would cut twice as sharp.”
 
   Anylus was a tall, thin man with a modest gray beard and thick eyebrows that sheltered dark eyes. His soft chin had a divot in the middle. He did not look like the most powerful mage in all of Mynt, but he was her teacher now.
 
   “Then,” Kara blinked at him, “my glyph is good?”
 
   “It is adequate.” Anylus smiled. “There is always room for improvement, even in glyphs I design today.”
 
   Kara forced herself to relax. She had to lie to Anylus, to keep Sera safe, but she didn't have to like it. Someday she would apologize.
 
   “You will improve.” Anylus squeezed her shoulder. “That's why you're here.”
 
   “I'm trying.” Kara made herself smile. “I've already learned so much, and it's only been a week.”
 
   “You're learning well. Don't get wrapped up in the details. Focus on the fundamentals.”
 
   Kara had betrayed this kind man's trust, lied to him several times already. She didn't deserve to be praised. She had left Sera to die.
 
   “Now, for your next assignment.” Anylus unrolled a scroll. “You'll create a glyph to remove all impurities from any stream flowing through the Ranarok. You have five days. I've arranged an escort to take you north—”
 
   Bells tolled, echoing through the chamber and the hall beyond. The sound chilled Kara's blood. Anylus glanced at the stained glass window, frowned, and set down his scroll.
 
   “What's happening?” Kara asked.
 
   “Our prince needs us.” Anylus strode into the stone hall beyond his study and Kara hurried after him.
 
   They walked into one of the three greater halls running the length of the royal palace. Bells tolled as they passed rich tapestries depicting the All Province War and a dozen before it. They passed courtesans in diaphanous silks, supplicants in brown robes, and a good two dozen clanking legionnaires.
 
   “Anylus, what— “
 
   He silenced her with a raised hand, looking beyond. Another trick Soulmage Adepts mastered was projecting their souls outside their bodies. Perhaps Anylus was projecting his spirit to the reason for the tolling bells. His body kept walking on blind instinct and his last instructions.
 
   Was Tarna under attack? Who would attack them here, Tellvan? How had they penetrated the Ranarok blockades?
 
   They climbed a tower and entered a circular room with a stone floor. Lines of magesand formed a five-pointed star. A woman stood inside those lines, eyes glowing with blue energy. A Skywatcher, like Elder Ine in Solyr.
 
   Tarna had six Skywatchers, two in the towers of the royal palace and one at each cardinal point of its outer walls. The city sprawled two leagues from south to north, parkways and alleys running every direction. It would take hours to walk to the south wall, but by teleporting, they would cross the entire city in the blink of an eye.
 
   “Lirith,” Anylus said, now back in his body. “Please teleport us both to the south tower.”
 
   The woman named Lirith inclined her head. “Yes, Royal Adept.” Her soft voice had an odd echo, like it was two voices instead of one. “Two to the south wall.”
 
   A Skywatcher's vision stretched across the night sky, but teleporting themselves or others using astral glyphs required a great deal of blood. It was not easy work. What must it be like to see through that light?
 
   Anylus took Kara's elbow, pulled her into the center of the circle with him, and released her. Lirith looked up, eyes lighting her red bangs, and raised fingers oozing blood. Her hair fluttered as she painted glyphs and whirling blue light rose around Kara and Anylus.
 
   Lirith’s echoing voice spoke. “They travel.”
 
   Kara's vision swam as the stone floor stretched like a cheek with a tongue in it. One breath later she dropped to her knees, retching. Anylus and another woman helped her up.
 
   “Easy,” the woman said, a dark-skinned Skywatcher on the other side of the glyph. “You're fine and the nausea will pass. Stand and breathe.”
 
   Kara did that and nodded thanks. Together, she and Anylus stepped out of the tower onto one of Tarna's high walls. Chaos held court below.
 
   Shopkeepers, soldiers, and peasantry jostled each other, shouting and pushing. Carts and other animals threatened to crush the throng. Dogs barked, children shrieked, and street vendors desperately collapsed their stalls. Probably because of all the blood.
 
   Kara traced a path of carnage up the street to the ruined wooden gates of Tarna's south wall. Blood splattered broken stalls, and entrails covered cobblestones, and human bodies bent in ways they should not. Like Taven's Hamlet. Kara shook as she remembered all those poor dead people.
 
   Tarna's gates were massive constructs of oak, iron and stone, half as thick as a horse. Something had blown them off their hinges and melted the thick portcullis behind them. The hole in those steel bars would admit a carriage. 
 
   Kara counted bodies without thinking. She made at least thirty dead people or pieces of people before she saw it. The demon. The giant red-armored general with its grinning skull-faced helm, holding its lightning sword.
 
   It was the Mavoureen general Trell cut in two beneath Terras. It was here, even though it couldn't be. How? Torn had sealed that gate!
 
   No Mavoureen could enter their world as long as the High Protector's wards locked them out, and Torn had locked those wards forever. Kara knew his power. She had possessed his body, for a time. Could there be more than one demon general?
 
   Anylus touched her shoulder. “Is that a revenant?”
 
   Kara shuddered. “No.” 
 
   “What is it? How did it penetrate Tarna's wards?”
 
   Fifty soldiers marched toward the demon, constables, enlisted men, and legionnaires. A phalanx of shields and spears. This demon would slaughter them all.
 
   “It's no revenant, and no wards can stop that thing. It's a Mavoureen, Anylus. An actual Mavoureen.”
 
   “Ah,” Anylus said. “That would explain why the wards have no effect. A being of that power—”
 
   “It led the revenant army that slaughtered Tellvan villages under a Mynt flag. It killed ... it killed everyone.” Kara dug her nails into her palms. “Trell hacked it in two beneath the ruins of Terras.”
 
   “Trell.” Anylus stared at the demon. “Killed that?”
 
   “Well.” Kara closed her eyes. “The Five helped.” Sera was far away now and Kara had to think about Tarna.
 
   “I seek Life's Champion!” the Mavoureen general bellowed. “I seek the one called Trell! Tell him Abaddon has come! Tell him we will duel once more or all of you will fall upon my blade!”
 
   So that was the demon's name. Abaddon. Its booming voice made clay roof tiles shudder. Kara opened her eyes and glared. She would not be afraid.
 
   A ball of fire dropped on the Mavoureen, glyphed by a slim blonde woman in red robes standing on the roof of a nearby building. One of the Mynt army’s Firebrands! The brave mage had climbed above the crowd, where she could sight the demon and end it!
 
   Her ball of fire simply vanished when it touched Abaddon's blood-red armor. Abaddon raised its sword and the air flashed white. The building on which the woman stood disintegrated and debris exploded through the churning crowd, tearing panicked bodies apart.
 
   The tremors sent Kara stumbling and she looked for Anylus. Her ears rang. Anylus looked to her and mouthed a name, one Kara knew. Her stomach clenched.
 
   Trell. They had to find Trell. Abaddon would slaughter hundreds in its quest for vengeance and Kara could not allow that. Neither could Trell.
 
   She still wasn't going to watch Abaddon murder him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TRELL STOPPED AS A LOUD VOICE boomed through the streets of Tarna, coming from everywhere at once. “I seek Life's Champion! I seek the one called Trell!”
 
   Beren halted his column of legionnaires and fixed narrowed eyes on Trell. Trell was Life's Champion. He had Life inside him or had, before Cantrall banished her.
 
   “Tell him Abaddon has come!” The voice echoed from every stone and wall. “Tell him we will duel once more or all of you will fall upon my blade!”
 
   Now Prince Beren's legionnaires were staring at him too. Beren crossed his armored arms. “Is there anything you'd like to tell us?”
 
   Trell knew the time for deception was over. “When Kara and I fought the army that attacked Highridge Keep, it was led by a revenant of particular power and skill. Their general. I believe it was an actual Mavoureen.”
 
   “A Mavoureen,” Beren said. “Here.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “In my city.”
 
   “It appears so.”
 
   “Well, that's troubling.” Beren motioned his column to march. “So you dueled this demon, and now it's here?”
 
   Constables and squires parted the gawking crowds ahead, barking orders. People were slow to comply but sixty stomping, clanking legionnaires with spears got them moving. That sort of display would get anyone moving.
 
   “I defeated the Mavoureen general,” Trell said, “with the aid of powerful magic.” He glanced at those soldiers within earshot. “I can only say so much.”
 
   Kara had told Trell only those in the magic schools knew the true story behind what ended the All Province War: the Five entering their world by possessing the bodies of people who died. The academy leaders kept this story secret because otherwise, desperate people might try to kill themselves in hopes of gaining the Five's favor.
 
   “I know what you're talking about.” Beren looked ahead. “I did not know it had happened again, and we're hours from the gate. What does this demon want with you?”
 
   Trell pondered. “If I had to guess, I would say it wants a rematch.”
 
   Someone guffawed in the line, possibly Dynara. How many could Abaddon slaughter before they reached the gate? Could Trell save anyone at all?
 
   Beren turned. “Dynara!”
 
   She left formation and charged over in clanking heavy armor. “What?” It was a familiar greeting, but she was a familiar woman.
 
   “Lead Trell to Lirith and get him to the south wall.” Beren pointed to the palace tower. “Our Skywatchers can't send an army through the portals, but they can send Trell.” Beren turned. “I can't order you, but every delay means more deaths at those gates.”
 
   Trell breathed easier. “Show me where to go.”
 
   “You're a brave man.” Dynara gripped his hand and led him off. “Let's hope you don't die like one.” She pulled him on as Beren and his column resumed their march.
 
   Trell and Dynara rushed through the streets of Tarna, drawing curious stares and open gawking. They passed through an archway, then a courtyard with poles flying pennants of blue and white. Finally, they climbed the stairs of the royal palace.
 
   Dynara huffed as they topped the stairs, but even in heavy armor she had stamina befitting a warrior. As they entered the palace's ornate halls Trell's own stamina faded, icy bones hardening up. He pushed through it. Dynara led him up a spiral staircase.
 
   They were both huffing when they reached the top and Dynara's cheeks were flushed, but they kept each other going. Neither wanted to flag. Dynara threw open the door to reveal a kneeling woman with short red hair, eyes closed. That woman stood and her eyes glowed bright blue.
 
   “How many?” The woman's face was pale, as if she'd already been scribing heavily.
 
   “Two,” Dynara said. “South gate.”
 
   “Step into the circle.” The woman raised her hands and her glowing eyes flared. “Anylus is waiting.”
 
   “Always happy to see that humorless old sot.” Dynara marched Trell forward in a firm grip. “Stand close. Each trip drains Lirith's blood.”
 
   “Two to the south gate,” Lirith said, but it didn't seem like she was talking to them. “They travel.”
 
   She traced a bloody glyph and the world slipped out from under Trell's feet. He dropped, coughing hard, and Dynara pulled him up and marched him forward. “Walk it off.” They were now in a different tower entirely.
 
   “Trell!” Kara shouted from outside the tower. He straightened to find her running at him.
 
   He rushed out to meet her and found himself on a high wall overlooking the splintered south gate. Paces away, Royal Adept Anylus stared down at the city. Kara threw her arms around Trell and he almost fell.
 
   Dynara shifted in her armor as they embraced. “I didn't hurt your boyfriend.”
 
   Kara stepped back and brushed tangled hair from her face. “It's that demon general from Terras. What do we do?”
 
   “We stop it,” Trell said, as lighting crackled and a house exploded. He wanted to help Kara stop trembling.
 
   “Kara, it is killing again!” Anylus shouted from the battlement. “Bring Trell here!”
 
   “It wants you.” Kara gripped Trell's hand and walked him along the wall. “I don't want you to go.”
 
   “More people will die if I don't face this demon.” Trell followed and watched her walk, taking in her brown hair, her slim form, her strong arms.
 
   Kara didn't slow and didn't argue. “How will you defeat it? What's your plan?”
 
   “We'll figure that out together.” He pulled her to a stop and turned her to face him. “We always do.”
 
   It was only now, standing on this battlement facing his own death, that Trell realized he had grown to love Kara on their harrowing journey from Solyr to Tarna. Her bravery and resilience had charmed him, and whether this love was his own or Five-made did not matter. It felt real, warm, wonderful, and now it would never be.
 
   “Hey.” Dynara clanked closer. “I'll stab it in the face if that'll help.”
 
   Kara's tense shoulders sagged. “It might.” She turned to the royal adept. “Anylus! Get us down there!”
 
   Anylus hurried over. “I know one Aerial glyph. It will get us down, but it may not be graceful.”
 
   “Do it,” Dynara and Kara ordered at once.
 
   Air grabbed them and sucked them off the balcony. Trell's stomach lurched as all four of them dropped. The cobblestones rushed up and stopped close enough to touch.
 
   They slammed down.
 
   The crash of Dynara's armor echoed through the street, as did her loud obscenity. She had hit facedown. Anylus, by comparison, had landed on his feet. He brushed himself off and stepped aside, muttering an apology.
 
   Trell and Kara helped Dynara up. A giant revenant in crimson plate armor strode toward them, lightning sword crackling. Some demon blacksmith had hammered the faceplate of its thick helmet into a grinning skull. This was the monster that slaughtered Taven’s Hamlet, slaughtered Carn, and murdered hundreds of innocents.
 
   “Trell.” The Mavoureen general, Abaddon, raised its free hand in greeting. “How good to see you again!”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   JYLLITH AND MALKAVET were approaching the scraggly border of the Valerun when she saw her opportunity on the edge of a nearby cliff. She had spent the last two days traveling with demons through the dark and rocky Unsettled Lands, listening to Malkavet prattle on about this torture or that.
 
   Malkavet knew she was planning escape, of course — it wanted her to try — and even now it gave her every opportunity to flee, hoping for another merry chase. Malkavet was entirely confident its davengers could run her down, secure in the possibility that it could not be destroyed. She would use its ego against it, soon.
 
   Or die trying.
 
   Malkavet had just turned to look behind them when Jyllith sprinted toward the cliff, scribing as she went. Malkavet's davengers moved to intercept, but Jyllith's Hand of Breath exploded before they could reach her. It tossed her off her feet and then right off the cliff.
 
   Malkavet's loud curse was her first hint that she had caught it by surprise, but she had no intention of falling to her death. Even as wind twisted her hair and stung her eyes, Jyllith scribed again. A new Hand of Breath turned her fall into a controlled glide. She streaked across broken, rocky ground and landed at the edge of a blasted copse of trees.
 
   She turned and backed into the trees, searching for davengers. Even after scrambling down the cliff and sprinting across the rock they were already closing, outdistancing Malkavet as she had hoped they would. Jyllith scribed a Hand of Breath, fresh from two days of recovery, and knocked the furthest demon off its feet.
 
   The lead davenger closed the distance as Jyllith backed into the copse of trees. Those trees would obscure them from beyond. She did not see Malkavet, but it would be here soon enough.
 
   The davenger snarled as it tore into the forest and Jyllith scribed two Hands of Breath. As the davenger leapt at her Jyllith slammed those hands together. She knocked it to the earth and, in the short time her air paralyzed it, scribed Davazet's glyph on its flank.
 
   The davenger shuddered, all struggle ceasing as it thrashed and snarled. Then it was over — transformation complete — and the demon looked at her with yellow eyes. Her desperate plan had actually worked.
 
   The second davenger tore into the woods and the first reacted, leaping to its feet. “Pin it!” Jyllith shouted.
 
   Her davenger pinned its fellow as Jyllith ran over, slammed a Hand of Breath into it, and scribed Davazet's glyph on its flank. Another twitch, another thrash, and it was hers as well. In the distance, the third davenger appeared. Malkavet followed it, a spindly dark form drifting on the wind.
 
   “Pin me,” Jyllith whispered. “Now!”
 
   The second davenger tackled her, pinning her to the earth, but it didn't drip any acid drool on her. The first prowled as Jyllith whispered one last command. “Obey Malkavet,” she whispered. “Until I tell you not to.”
 
   These trees had shadows and Malkavet grew from those, shadow made flesh. “Well done, my luscious! I feared you'd lost your spirit.” It snapped its fingers and the davenger pinning Jyllith leapt off her. “I'd hate to think I'd broken Paymon's toy.”
 
   Jyllith stayed down, truly exhausted. She had burned a lot of blood with those two demon glyphs, and burned more blood and sprinted before that. If she didn't escape Malkavet today, she never would.
 
   “Get up,” Malkavet said. “We're not finished.”
 
   Jyllith pushed up, glaring at Malkavet as two of the three davengers stared at her. The demon hounds had them encircled and Malkavet's yellow eyes focused on her, not its hunters. Good.
 
   “Kill the davenger first,” Jyllith said.
 
   Both of her loyal davengers leapt into the third and savaged it, ripping it apart with thick claws and jagged teeth. The stricken davenger screamed a sawblade scream as her davengers tore it apart. Malkavet, however, acted on instinct.
 
   The Mavoureen lunged at her, but Jyllith ducked under its spindly arms and sprinted away. She unslung her staff and smacked it in the face with a loud cry. Her blow crushed its demon nose and sent it bending backward, like a scraggly tree caught in a forceful wind.
 
   “What did you do?” Malkavet shouted as her davengers turned from their slaughtered fellow. “What treachery is this?”
 
   Jyllith snapped her fingers. “Kill him!”
 
   Her davengers launched themselves at Malkavet. It hissed and slipped away but they stayed on it and caught it paces distant. They drove Malkavet to the ground and buried their claws deep in its chest. As they pinned it and black blood started to spew, Malkavet screamed.
 
   “Not possible!” It writhed as davengers chewed and pulled at its long limbs. “Not fair!”
 
   Jyllith advanced, wincing as her davengers tore at Malkavet's darkened flesh. It shrieked, but she blocked out the demon's cries. Mercy was forbidden and empathy was weakness. Cantrall taught her that.
 
   “I'll serve you!” Malkavet cried. “I know secrets!”
 
   One of the davengers tore off Malkavet's spindly left arm, a disgusting sucking sound. The Mavoureen shrieked as the davenger worried its severed arm like a dog on a bone.
 
   “I'll tell you anything!” Malkavet shouted. “Please!”
 
   “What you will do,” Jyllith said, “is die.”
 
   She turned her back and squeezed her eyes shut. She did not know if her davengers could actually kill Malkavet — she did not know if an immortal could truly die — but ripping it into hundreds of pieces might slow it down.
 
   Malkavet's screams grew desperate as Jyllith knelt and checked her pack, made sure she hadn't lost anything in her escape. Bones snapped and tendon tore as Malkavet shrieked, pleaded, and sobbed. Jyllith thought about her mother, her bedtime stories, until the screaming stopped.
 
   The endless storm roiled and colored lightning flashed. Thunder rolled across the charred plains. Soon enough, Jyllith breathed evenly. She was a hunter again.
 
   She took up her pack and staff and turned. There was nothing left of Malkavet but scattered limbs and smoking viscera. Her davengers snorted stream and black blood stained their teeth.
 
   She had just murdered a Mavoureen.
 
   “With me.” Jyllith strode away from the mess and both hound-like davengers walked at her heels, tame as hunting dogs. They were hers now.
 
   The border of the Valerun was visible and she was again free. If not for Malkavet's ego, she would still be walking to her doom. Unfortunately for Paymon, Malkavet always had been one arrogant son of a bitch.
 
   This nightmare might work in her favor. Two davengers would help her convince Cantrall's cult of her loyalties. She could say they had been Sentinels, or townsfolk, and for all she knew they had been ... poor souls tossed into the Underside. She remembered the first soul she'd sacrificed, Tarel Halen. She still had nightmares about him.
 
   Malkavet might not be the only demon Paymon had sent into this world from Pale Lake. Jyllith wished she had time to travel to Tarna and warn Kara, warn Trell, but it was a week in the wrong direction. The curse upon her gave her no time to do anything but complete Melyssa's charge.
 
   Even if she had to send more souls to the Underside.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TRELL EVALUATED THE CARNAGE in Tarna's streets and glanced at Kara. She scribed something. He pushed down her hand, mussed her glyph, and blood dribbled to the ground. Kara opened orange eyes and glared.
 
   “Why?” she hissed.
 
   “That won't work.” All the dead people and scorched ground assured Trell iron and glyphs were no match for Abaddon. “It will simply make it angry.”
 
   Dynara stepped forward with a clank of heavy plate and readied her longsword. “It's not angry now?”
 
   Abaddon waited. More spear-wielding soldiers circled it at a distance, anxious to attack. Abaddon did not advance and it did not kill again.
 
   Just before he cut it apart at Terras, this demon had bowed to him, showing genuine respect. If he offered it a duel, he could use its odd sense of honor to stop this carnage.
 
   Too many innocent people had died today. He had to try it, even if the offer got him killed. It was almost certainly going to get him killed.
 
   “Guard Kara,” Trell ordered.
 
   Dynara thumped his shoulder. “Tear him up, swordking.” Her sabatons clanked as she stepped in front of Kara and Anylus.
 
   Trell unsheathed his broadsword and tested its weight. The ice inside him chilled his aching muscles. He had to walk, no matter how it hurt.
 
   Kara rushed into his path. “No!” They locked eyes. “You don't have Life. You can't face him.
 
   “I have to,” Trell said. “People will—”
 
   “Stop.” She huffed. “I know.” Kara pushed his sword aside and threw her arms around him. She kissed him with urgency he could not help but return.
 
   It felt wonderful and for the briefest of moments, it made every ache inside him fade away. He didn't even feel guilty. Then Kara pulled away and stepped aside, teeth clenched.
 
   Trell stared at her flushed cheeks and wet orange eyes. He would save her from this demon. He would save everyone.
 
   “Don't you even think about dying.” Kara turned to glare at Abaddon. “Just keep that thing busy until I figure out how to kill it.”
 
   Trell smiled. “All right.” They would never know if what they felt was love, but they could still save many. Not a bad reason to die.
 
   He walked past Kara, each step sending knives of agony up his shins. He should not have dueled Dynara this morning, but he had not known what he would face now. Death in crimson armor.
 
   Abaddon waited, lighting sword low and guard down. Soldiers and merchants scurried aside as Trell strode up the middle of the blood-stained street. Abandoned buildings blocked them in, looming tall.
 
   Trell could barely lift his broadsword. Could he satisfy this demon’s bloodlust in his current state? He hoped, even if he died quickly, his death would remove any reason for it to kill people.
 
   “Stop.” Abaddon raised a hand. “Summon Life.”
 
   “Pardon?” Trell did stop, a reprieve from the pain.
 
   “You are Life's Champion.” Abaddon lowered his hand. “Summon her and armor yourself. We must fight as equals.”
 
   “Life is gone,” Trell said. “It's just me now, but I will face you. I'm ready.”
 
   Abaddon tilted its helmet. “That is not why I came.” It ignited its lightning sword. “Summon Life, or I will kill the legionnaire.”
 
   “Try it!” Dynara shouted. “I've never seen a Mavoureen bleed!”
 
   “Think back.” Trell advanced on the demon, urging it to focus on him. “Cantrall took the power of the Five from all of us. Remember? I am no longer Life's Champion, but I will face you.”
 
   Abaddon stood, considering. “I believe you would.” It lowered its sword with the sound of creaking armored joints. “There is no honor in defeating you like this.”
 
   Trell pushed down the urge to scream at it. “Was there honor in the slaughter you accomplished today?” He glanced at pieces of dead people. “These people were not Life's Champion either. Most of them weren't even armed.”
 
   “If they did not wish to die,” and Abaddon sheathed its lightning blade, “they should not have attacked me.” The blade stopped glowing as it slid into the sheath on the demon's back. “How do we awaken Life's power?”
 
   Trell was within ten paces now. “I don’t know.” He did not lower his sword and did not stop walking.
 
   “Does she?” Abaddon pointed at Kara.
 
   Trell glanced over his shoulder. Kara stood with arms out and eyes closed. She painted a series of bloody glyphs in a line on empty air. What was she planning? What would happen if she attacked?
 
   Anylus was not glyphing. He just watched, arms crossed and face drawn. If the royal adept couldn't stop this demon, no one in Tarna could except Trell.
 
   He could not risk battling it here. Too many people would die. Trell knew how to end this now, and also knew Kara would never allow it. So he would not give her a choice.
 
   “I have a counter-offer,” Trell said. “I will leave with you. We will search for a way to regain Life's power and once we do, we'll duel. You may try for your revenge.”
 
   Abaddon sought one thing only: a chance to avenge the defeat it had suffered at Trell's hands. It was strange to find such single-minded purpose in a demon, but Trell could use that. He could lead this demon away.
 
   “Trell!” Kara shouted. “Step aside!”
 
   Trell didn't move. So long as he stood between them, he suspected, Kara's glyphs could not touch Abaddon without harming him. This was how he would save everyone.
 
   “Leave with me.” Trell offered his hand. “Slaughter no others. Promise this and I swear I will remain with you until we can duel as you wish.”
 
   Abaddon said nothing. Trell wondered if a face waited behind its skull helmet, and what that face might look like.
 
   “Move!” Kara shouted again. “Dammit, Trell, I've got this! Get out of my way!”
 
   Abaddon inclined its head. “I accept.”
 
   It extended an armored hand and took Trell’s raised arm. He found its grip surprisingly light, similar to Prince Beren's. They broke and Trell turned to face Kara, Anylus, and Tarna.
 
   “Abaddon has agreed to withdraw! We're leaving!”
 
   Kara’s blood glyphs vanished as she stepped forward. “Not a chance!”
 
   Anylus grabbed Kara and dragged her back, and then Dynara did too. She could not fight both of them, but that did not mean she wouldn’t try. Kara pulled, fought, and looked between them. “Let me go!”
 
   “We have struck a bargain!” Trell shouted for the benefit of the nearby soldiers. “We will leave in peace!”
 
   Kara stopped struggling, eyes wet. They both knew what would happen if the demon remained here. Neither of them would risk the death of thousands to save one.
 
   Abaddon's hand gripped Trell's shoulder. “It's time to go. Say your goodbyes.”
 
   “I have.” Trell turned away from Kara, from everything. His life.
 
   He followed Abaddon through the ruined portcullis. The white expanse of the Imperial Road stretched beyond Tarna's broken gates, bordered by immaculate grass. He followed Abaddon down that wide road.
 
   “I'll save you!” Kara shouted after him. “I promise!”
 
   No one attacked as Trell left the city behind. He put one foot in front of the other until the crying and shouting faded. All was silent but the wind.
 
   He walked the cobblestone road with the demon general at his side. They were alone. He would always be alone.
 
   Trell knew that was how he would die.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “HIS ROYAL HIGHNESS, Leader of Nations and Champion of the Ranarok, King Haven Arterius!” Adept Anylus announced the king's arrival with a voice that echoed through the king's underground throne chamber. “Kneel!”
 
   Kara knelt as a stone door at the back of the chamber rolled aside. King Haven marched out, a muscular figure in blue and white robes. Iron braziers at the edges of the room burned with fires that sent smoke up narrow chimneys in the ceiling. Smoke exited above the palace complex.
 
   King Haven had a rough, tan face weathered by age and covered in a thick gray beard. His eyes were pale as the Ranarok's streams, inherited from his father. The king settled on his throne with Beren to his right and Anylus to his left. He gazed at ranks of anxious legionnaires, dozens of impatient nobles, and Kara. Now all alone.
 
   Kara knelt in the center of the throne chamber on the supplicant's platform, raised stone bordered by strips of iron and gold. Her ancestors had carved ancient symbols into the stone, dating back thousands of years to people who spoke a different language.
 
   The throne chamber remained cold and uninviting, a huge room of gray stone walls dug deep into the earth beneath the palace. It was a relic of ages past, built by a kingdom of hardy mountain people. The royal palace above was a facade, constructed for appearance over an underground fortress.
 
   “I know you have questions.” Haven's level baritone filled the room. “What you must know is that the threat to our capital is ended. You are safe.”
 
   Mynt's capital had not been attacked since the All Province war, and even then Tarna’s walls had never been breached. What had happened today was unprecedented, and unprecedented things terrified people.
 
   King Haven looked to Prince Beren. “Leader of Armies. Report on the south gate.”
 
   This was political theater, necessary to reassure the anxious nobles they would not die, and Kara hated it. It was necessary, but every moment she delayed here was another moment Trell walked further away from her.
 
   “The south gate is sealed.” Beren straightened, now wearing his ceremonial golden armor. “I have carpenters, masons, and Earthers raising a wall of impenetrable stone. That will do until new, stronger gates arrive.”
 
   Haven turned to Anylus. “Royal Adept Anylus, do any demons remain inside the city?”
 
   “No,” Anylus said. “The demon came alone, and my hunters have confirmed it left the city.”
 
   Haven turned to those gathered. “You have heard truth from my son, from the royal adept, and from myself. You need fear no more attacks.”
 
   No one shifted and no one coughed. No one acknowledged Haven's promise or offered their own thoughts on the invasion. They were not satisfied, yet. They still needed someone to blame for this mess.
 
   “Now,” Haven said, “we will discuss how this attack occurred.”
 
   Anylus must have told King Haven some of what she had told him about Abaddon, and Beren must have told him more. It had been enough for Haven to invite her to this council session. This room now held the nobles, politicians, and clerks who made Tarna live and breathe.
 
   Kara couldn't stop seeing Trell walking away. She longed to sprint after him, use air and earth and fire and anything else to tear Abaddon apart. Even before Trell's sickness made him weak, he could never have defeated Abaddon. Could anyone, save Life’s Champion?
 
   “Royal apprentice?” Haven spoke so the whole chamber could hear, and Kara knew he expected her to do the same. “What happened today?” They both had parts to play.
 
   Kara stood and glanced at those behind her, dozens of anxious, worried eyes. Trell was not dead yet. She just had to deal with this stupid mess first.
 
   “As you know, we were attacked.” A dozen words flowed through her head and vanished like fish down a stream. “I ... a demon hit us. It led the army that burned Mynt and Tellvan villages on both sides of the border.”
 
   “Why didn't you warn us?” a rat-faced noble shouted, a man she did not know. “How could you let this happen?”
 
   Kara winced at the accusation in the man's tone. “We thought it was dead. When we encountered it near Highridge—”
 
   “If you saw it before, you should have studied how to stop it!” the same man interrupted. “Don't you realize how vulnerable we are? What have you—”
 
   “Enough!” King Haven shouted. “You will address your questions to me, Councilor Charrod, and you will do so after the royal apprentice has answered my questions.”
 
   Kara appreciated his defense, but she knew nothing would satisfy these nobles. They all blamed her already, even knowing nothing about this attack. She turned back to King Haven.
 
   “My king.” Kara considered her next words carefully. “A blood oath forbids me from answering these questions in anything but your royal confidence. May we speak privately?”
 
   Murmuring rose among the crowd of nobles, but Kara did not look back at them. The only people she had to assuage were King Haven, Prince Beren, and Adept Anylus.
 
   “What is this oath?” Haven asked.
 
   “A sacred blood oath to Solyr.”
 
   Haven raised a hand. “Clear the room.”
 
   “You can't do that!” Charrod shouted. “We need answers!” A few more voices murmured asset, but no one spoke to join them. These people were seasoned politicians and most knew their place. Apparently, Councilman Charrod did not.
 
   King Haven stood tall. “First Sword Keris.” He glanced at the tall brown-haired legionnaire standing beside him. “Have you given Councilman Charrod a tour of our dungeons recently?”
 
   “I haven’t!” Dynara tossed Charrod a wicked grin. “Oh, you’ll love it, councilman. There's a wonderful selection of rocky cells down there, and you would sample fine courses of roach and rat. Shall we go now?”
 
   Kara glanced behind her. The rest of the nobles had subtly backed away from Charrod. The rat-faced councilman now stood alone, brave or stupid. Likely stupid. How dare he challenge King Haven in open court?
 
   “My apologies for my presumption.” Charrod bowed, rose, and turned his back to the king. “I must see to affairs of state.” He stormed from the room and others stepped from his way. Who was this arrogant man?
 
   King Haven eyed the crowd. “Was I unclear?”
 
   His legionnaires, men and women in glistening heavy armor, guided the cowed councilors and nobles from the room. The legionnaires were a mix of light and dark skin, male and female, tall or short. All were well-muscled, even the women. These mountains bred big women.
 
   Some of those leaving cast glances back, but none dared challenge Haven. Kara prayed they wouldn't conspire behind his back. This now open war with Tellvan might turn even calm people desperate.
 
   Finally the throne chamber was clear of all save the king, Anylus, and Prince Beren. Dynara saluted before she and another legionnaire cranked the stone door closed, a barrier as thick as a horse was long. Impregnable.
 
   “Now, Kara.” Haven smiled at her, a genuine smile. “Share this secret that may only be delivered in the confidence of kings.”
 
   The words tumbled out. Kara told Haven how she and everyone close to her almost died at Terras, but this time she included who her great-grandfather was and how the Five had lived inside them all. She dared not tell them of Sera's curse, but she told them everything else.
 
   Kara expected questions, but Haven just watched her and Beren frowned. It was Anylus who spoke next.
 
   “Kara, I know how one becomes a champion.”
 
   “They die,” she agreed.
 
   “No, the process is more complex. For one to become a champion of the Five that person must be immersed in their element. Trell drowned. Aryn burned. Byn bled his life into the earth and Jyllith dedicated herself to Aerial glyphs. That leaves one unexplained. Sera.”
 
   Anylus knew. Of course he knew.
 
   “Only a mage who scribed demon glyphs could be taken by Ruin upon her death,” Anylus said. “How long ago did Sera scribe those glyphs?” He raised an eyebrow. “Is that why you stole my magesand?”
 
   Anylus had known about Kara's crime the whole time and said nothing. Everything was spiraling out of control, her life and her emotions. First Sera, then Trell. Who would she lose next?
 
   “Sera scribed her first glyph almost three weeks ago,” Kara whispered, "to save us all.” She raised her voice before Anylus could question that. “She only scribed that glyph to stop a harvenger from killing hundreds, and we secured her with an execution glyph that will kill her before she turns. She's even now searching for a cure—”
 
   “There is no cure,” Haven said.
 
   “There is!” Kara shouted, and then flinched. One did not shout at a king. “Melyssa said one might exist. We have to look.”
 
   “Melyssa Honuron.” Haven sat back on his throne. “Kara Honuron, and Torn. The legends of my father's time again walk our world.”
 
   Haven's father, King Arden Arterius, was one of the greatest leaders in Mynt's long history. Arden's strategies halted the Metla Tassaun advance at the original Highridge Fortress. His leadership kept the Tassauns out of the Martial Steppes until Torn and the Champions of the Five ended the All Province War.
 
   King Arden did not die on the battlefield. He died in his bedchamber, murdered by a Metla Tassaun assassin in front of his ten-year-old son. That assassin would have killed young Haven as well if Lared Pavel, a Solyr-trained Glyphbinder, had not intervened.
 
   “I'm sorry I hid this from you,” Kara said, “but I truly thought it was done, and both Torn and Melyssa agreed with me.” She focused on Trell. “I don't know how many other Mavoureen are here, but where there's one....”
 
   “The Mavoureen walk our world with the Tellvan at our throats.” Haven glanced at his son. “Our options?”
 
   “Close the passes,” Beren said. “No one comes through, ours or theirs.” He looked away, perhaps seeing a map of the province in his head. “Send riders to every city and town and warn them to raise their defenses.”
 
   “Full evacuation?”
 
   “Impossible. We should only evacuate the Martial Steppes, and only once the Mavoureen commit themselves to an attack. Until we know how they plan to attack us and from where, evacuation would simply endanger everyone.”
 
   “And the rest?” Haven asked. Even though he likely knew the answer.
 
   “Everyone beyond the Ranarok is on their own,” Beren said, giving Kara an apologetic nod. “A mass exodus to the old burrows would take months and we couldn't protect everyone, let alone feed them.”
 
   Kara looked between them. “Can’t we do anything?” She knew Byn’s father well, his whole family, and while her mother was safe in Tarna, Byn’s family most certainly was not. What about Sera’s father?
 
   “They would be cattle to the slaughter on the roads,” Beren said, “victimized by looters, bandits, even Tellvan, despite their Cairn Teyn.” That was the oath that forbid Tellvan soldiers from killing civilians.
 
   Kara hated understanding. Should a Mavoureen army emerge, towns like Boon and Hyle — towns she knew — would be bare in the path of the storm. Mynt was simply too large to rely on the mountain passes and ancient burrows for protection, as it had centuries ago.
 
   She had to take this fight to the Mavoureen once more. She had to stop this invasion at its source, close whatever portal they had opened, yet where was that portal? It couldn't be Terras.
 
   “Send the riders.” Haven glanced at Anylus. “Royal Adept, Kara stole from you, lied to you, and concealed the identity of a Demonkin against the decrees of my father.”
 
   “That is all true,” Anylus said.
 
    Haven turned on Kara. “Do you understand the punishment for these transgressions, Royal Apprentice Tanner?” He paused, his scowl hardening. “Or should I say, Royal Apprentice Honuron?”
 
   Kara understood exactly what her punishment might be. Execution. Yet she couldn’t die just yet. She still had too much to do.
 
   “Do you have anything to say in defense of your apprentice?” Haven asked Anylus.
 
   “Only that I understand her. I believe her intentions were good.”
 
   “Intention is not action. We have laws. Kara, do you have anything else to say in your defense?”
 
   Kara thought about Trell, about Sera, about her mother, and knew she could not die until she saved them first. “I'll stand trial for my crimes after this is all over, but you need me right now.”
 
   “Do I?” Haven asked.
 
   “Only I can stop this,” Kara said. “Only I can travel beneath Torn’s spectral storms. I'll return to Terras, contact Melyssa, find out what she knows. Perhaps together, we can—”
 
   “I knew Melyssa Honuron,” Haven interrupted. “If this threat is as terrible as you claim, she will come to us.”
 
   “I can't stay.” Kara kept her posture firm and her voice calm. “My friends are out there, in danger. I have to go after them.”
 
   Haven rose and smiled, faintly. “You are young, brash, and confident you will have your way. You remind me of myself at your age.” He crossed his thick arms. “You will remain here until we know more.”
 
   “Think about this. I'm Torn Honuron's great-granddaughter. If I can just get to Terras, I can—”
 
   “Did you not hear me?” Haven opened his arms and stared her down. “My word is law.” He loomed over her. “You will not leave Tarna.”
 
   Kara stared with wide eyes. She had never seen King Haven’s face this hard, never seen his eyes this cold. His glare paralyzed her.
 
   “By my father's decrees, I should have your head before the day is out. Aiding a Demonkin is a capital crime.”
 
   Kara wondered if she could put all three of them to sleep. She wondered if she could get past three-dozen legionnaires and a stone door as thick as a horse. She wondered if she would die trying.
 
   Nothing in her life felt real. She had betrayed her teacher, her king. Kara looked away from Haven. She looked at the stone floor.
 
   “Even so,” and Haven's voice softened, “the sacrifices you have made for this world speak of your excellent character. I can pardon you.”
 
   Kara dared not speak. One word would end her.
 
   “Kara,” Haven said, “I pardon you for the crimes of aiding a Demonkin and stealing magesand. You will not die, at least not on my orders.”
 
   Kara forced her eyes to rise and found his. Haven was not so terrifying now. Beren offered a sympathetic smile over his father's shoulder.
 
   “As to the crime of lying,” Haven said, “that I cannot pardon.”
 
   Kara’s face fell once more.
 
   “You should have told us the whole truth when you arrived. You should have trusted your teacher and your prince. You should have trusted me.”
 
   Kara wanted to ooze right through the floor. Disappointing King Haven felt worse than angering him. He was right about everything, and all her mistakes and lies caught up with her at once.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Kara whispered. Yet she could not take any of it back.
 
   “Is there anything else you have not told us?” Haven asked. “Anything you have withheld?”
 
   “No.” Kara reminded herself that she was still Torn’s great-granddaughter, still their best hope for stopping the Mavoureen and stopping this war. “I swear on Solyr, on my soul. I've told you everything.”
 
   “I believe you.” Haven glanced at Anylus. “Place her in protective custody.”
 
   “Please!” Kara fought the urge to grab his royal robes and pull. “I have to put this right!”
 
   “You are a target,” Haven said. “There is no guarantee the Mavoureen will not try to abduct you again. They have somehow opened another gate into our world, and we cannot strike until we know where that gate is.”
 
   Anylus touched Kara's shoulders. A calm flowed through her, alien and strange, and the urge to fight or flee faded. Anylus was doing that, somehow.
 
   “Do not argue,” Anylus said. “This is for the best.”
 
   Kara fought the calm as she imagined her friends dying one by one. She saw the world burning away as she sat alone in a cell of cold stone. She could not bring herself to care, not with whatever Anylus was doing to her.
 
   Haven rose and glanced at Prince Beren. “Walk with me, son. We have a war to plan.” They strode toward the stone door from which Haven had emerged.
 
   Somehow Adept Anylus turned Kara as well. Somehow he walked her to another door hidden in the side of the throne chamber. How many other doors did this cavernous space hide?
 
   “The king must think highly of you,” Anylus said, as they walked, “to pardon the crime of aiding a Demonkin.”
 
   Kara couldn't stop walking. “Sera saved my life.”
 
   “Not all decrees are absolute. That is why we have a king to interpret them.” A stone door rolled open. “He's who we trust to make exceptions.”
 
   Anylus led Kara into a rising tunnel. Her feet carried her of their own accord, and for a moment, the sensation reminded her of possession by Cantrall. Was this similar? Anylus was a Soulmage, after all.
 
   “I won't be set aside.” Kara managed to stop walking, an effort as difficult as trying to hold a rowboat above her head. “Just let me go to Terras, find Melyssa and Sera and Byn. We'll handle this. We did before.”
 
   “What I will do,” and Anylus's calm flowed through her in force, “is walk with you to your new chambers. We will get you something to eat.”
 
   Kara walked as if in a dream. She walked without focus, without worry, without fear. She walked in a fog of apathy.
 
   “Anything else,” Anylus said quietly, “will wait until tomorrow.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   TRELL WAS HALFWAY UP YET ANOTHER grassy hill when his left leg collapsed. He fell on his face in damp earth, bones icy cold. Abaddon had left the Imperial Road, and Trell had no idea why.
 
   The Mavoureen general loomed over him, an intimidating figure beneath warm blue sky. “Is there a problem?” It sounded amused.
 
    “I tripped.” Trell forced his head up and out of the scratchy grass. It smelled like rain. At least he had not fallen on his sheathed broadsword.
 
   “You're sick,” Abaddon said.
 
   “Just tired.”
 
   “You're also a piss poor liar.”
 
   Trell ground his teeth and stood, walked. Every step split his shins with icy spikes. Abaddon clomped onward and Trell followed it. So long as they were heading away from Tarna, away from Kara, he would walk.
 
   “What's wrong with you?” Abaddon asked.
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “You bested me in single combat. No mortal has done that for as long as I've existed.”
 
   Trell looked to the clear blue sky, imagining his friends. Remembering Jair’s calm eyes as he put a sword through his own chest. “I had help.” 
 
   “You had an army,” Abaddon corrected. “Our armies clashed around us as we, their leaders, dueled blade to blade. You slew my army and you slew me. All I ask is that you allow me a chance to redeem myself.”
 
   “I do not know how to summon Life.”
 
   “So you say.”
 
   They crested the hill and started down. Walking down was a different pain — like someone twisting his intestines in knots — and it helped to switch off. Trell stared at the dozens of hills ahead and despaired.
 
   “Until we duel,” Abaddon said, “you will stay with me, under my protection. We will awaken Life's power once more and fight as equals.”
 
   “I don't need protection,” Trell said, even though each step put a lie to his words. “You've seen my skills.”
 
   “You are mortal. I am not. If I release you, how am I to know you won't get yourself foolishly killed in one of our wonderful new wars?”
 
   “You don't deny starting them?” Trell wanted to tackle Abaddon and rip its helmet off. “Don’t you want to turn me against the Mynt?”
 
   “Why would I deny an obvious victory?” Abaddon's massive armored shoulders creaked as it shrugged. “That is the only part of my strategy that worked.” They passed the husk of a dead white oak.
 
   Trell glared. “Slaughtering defenseless people is not strategy.”
 
   “This is war,” Abaddon said. “Our strategy of inciting conflict among your people was the best strategy for us to weaken you before we arrived, so that is the strategy I designed. Your people face annihilation. Before we can save you, we must first unite you under our flag.”
 
   “You honestly believe what you did was right?”
 
   “Right? No. Necessary? Yes.” Abaddon sighed, a rattling sound. “The Alcedi are coming. If you do not allow us to protect you—”
 
   “To invade us,” Trell corrected.
 
   “—then the Alcedi will consume you, just as they have consumed every other world that has denied us.”
 
   “I do not believe you. I never will.”
 
   “One day, perhaps, we'll find a way for you and your kind to speak to those on other worlds we have invaded. They'll tell you how the Alcedi came to enslave them, how we Mavoureen defeated the golden horde and saved their cities from annihilation. Saved their tiny little minds.”
 
   Trell said nothing.
 
   “Or I could show you the worlds that refused our help, the worlds that closed us out and fell to the enemy. I could show you worlds filled with vapid, drooling dolls.”
 
   Trell rubbed his aching temples and stopped walking. “I am not Cantrall. I am not your puppet. Why repeat these fabrications?”
 
   “Perhaps I merely enjoy the sound of my own voice, in this world.” Abaddon laughed, a sound like stones grating together. “Please, keep walking. Before I find someone else I need to kill.”
 
   Trell fell into step behind Abaddon. His muscles ached like he had spent days pushing a boulder uphill. Despite his frustration, exhaustion, and fear, he found another question for the Mavoureen general.
 
   “Did you know your army slaughtered my family?”
 
   “I did not. My sympathies.”
 
   “You don't feel sympathy.”
 
   “Correct. I was simply being polite.”
 
   “My town was named Carn.”
 
   “It was a desert town, yes?”
 
   Trell ground his teeth. The demon remembered. Had it cut his wife down, or had another revenant ended her life?
 
   “We wiped out several desert towns,” Abaddon said. “Your brave people impressed me, soldiers and civilians alike. Even the children took up arms before dying. A few of them even escaped.”
 
   “Escaped.” Trell stopped walking again.
 
   “Of course. What is the point of butchering a town and blaming it on a rival province if no one survives to spread the tale?”
 
   Trell knew his wife was dead, but what about others he couldn't remember? Did he have parents? Brothers or sisters? “Do you know who escaped?”
 
   “I didn’t bother to check.”
 
   “How did you attack our villages? Where did you start?”
 
   “We rode into view under the colors of Mynt and cut down all outside your walls. We then slaughtered your militia and tore apart your gates. Once inside your walls, my loyal Mavoureen threw torches to spread fire. If it moved, we killed it.”
 
   “Elders.” Trell shivered. “Children.”
 
   “As I said, anyone.” To the Mavoureen general, slaughter and strategy seemed one and the same. “My soldiers killed and hunted until most everyone we found was dead, then set your buildings ablaze.”
 
   Abaddon had just described a war crime, and any province or king in the Five Provinces would name it such. The Cairn Teyn might be a Tellvan oath, but the other provinces obeyed it as well. Or had, until villages started burning deep in Rain.
 
   Trell pondered ripping Abaddon's head off again.
 
   “Given that your people do not dig into the ground,” Abaddon said, “I doubt anyone in homes survived. Those at the town edge when we attacked may have escaped, and others may have pretended to be dead.”
 
   Could Trell destroy this demon? Would Abaddon kill him if he tried? Would it kill others after it killed him?
 
   “Do you believe your parents would pretend to be dead?” Abaddon asked. “Would they flee the city?”
 
   “I had a wife.” Trell picturing Marabella’s face.
 
   “Ah. Any children?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “That's fortunate.” Abaddon resumed its casual walk. “Perhaps your father and mother and wife are all out there somewhere, waiting. I doubt it, but there is always hope.”
 
   Trell unsheathed his broadsword. He ignored the pain stabbing his arms and raised it through force of will. This demon must die.
 
   Abaddon fixed Trell with whatever waited behind its skull-faced helm. “Are you ready?” it asked. “To summon the power of Life?”
 
   Trell howled and charged.
 
   Abaddon drew its own sword and parried Trell's first descending strike. Metal rang upon metal, yet its blade did not ignite. Abaddon let the next blow come. Trell's sword bounced right off its armor.
 
   Trell struck again and again, aiming for every joint he had trained to attack in the years he could not remember. Blow after blow rang off the Mavoureen general's armor. Trell screamed, hacked, cursed, and soon enough he collapsed, chest heaving. Icicles stabbed his aching muscles.
 
   “Your emotions seem so odd to me.” Abaddon waited for him to swing again. “Anger. Sadness. Guilt. We are a people that have never experienced birth or death, loss or pain, and we cannot die. We are forever, and when you are forever there is very little point in getting upset.”
 
   “I hate you.” Trell could not even lift his sword.
 
   “Hate is another emotion I have never understood, but I am less curious about what drives mortals. Malkavet understands trickery and arrogance. Davazet, he understands hate. Balazel taught it to him. I do not know where Balazel learned it. Perhaps from interacting with primitives?”
 
   Trell threw down his sword. “There is nothing primitive about having a soul!”
 
   “Pick that up.” Abaddon pointed at Trell's sword. “You’ll need it.” The armored demon strode away.
 
   Trell dared not disobey. He sweated and shook. With great effort, he sheathed his blade and stumbled after Abaddon.
 
   “Explain something.” Abaddon slowed its pace so it would not outdistance him. “You have just stated your people have souls, a fact to which I can directly attest.”
 
   Trell put one aching foot in front of the other.
 
   “You have also learned that your souls continue to exist after your bodies die. They return to the Five who made your world. This is how you believe?”
 
   “Yes.” Trell gritted teeth against the pain.
 
   “Yet when someone close to you dies, another mortal, you feel such rage and loss. Why is this?”
 
   “You wouldn't understand.”
 
   “Of course I wouldn't. I am not mortal, but I still enjoy learning new things. Those dear to you are not gone. They have simply changed form. You truly believe them to be safe in a beautiful place, free of all pain.”
 
   Trell said nothing. What could he say to this Mavoureen construct, this philosophical monster? It did not know how to feel.
 
   “So what of your father, your mother, your wife? If they are dead, you believe them to be safe and content.”
 
   “They are.” Trell had to believe that.
 
   “So why despair and hate? When you die, and you most certainly will, you will join them. Is it the temporary separation? You must understand time is a difficult concept for us, being immortal.”
 
   “The separation,” Trell repeated.
 
   “Yes. Being separated from them, even if only for a brief time. That causes your despair? Your rage?”
 
   “You would not understand, Mavoureen. Any more than I would understand how to heartlessly slaughter elders and children.”
 
   “I accept your reasoning. We are simply too different to ever understand each other. Yet we do not need to understand your people to save you.”
 
   “You aren't here to save us.”
 
   “You will change your mind eventually. In the meantime, we've arrived.”
 
   Trell dropped to his knees at the top of the hill, grateful for any respite from the endless walking. A small town nestled below, raised wooden palisades around perhaps a dozen homes. Wheat fields stretched in all directions, and more small cottages clustered below.
 
   A guard in a distant tower was ringing a bell. The tolling reminded Trell of Tarna, of bloody bodies crushed into mud. “What are we doing here?”
 
   “I have a theory.” Abaddon stretched and worked its arms, its torso, like a boxer preparing for a fight. “From everything I understand about Life and her interaction with champions, she manifests when her champion feels a need to protect others. Do you feel that need now?”
 
   “No,” Trell lied, but his voice trembled. A dozen militia manned those distant palisades now, long bows ready. The gates slammed shut. The town had no idea what sort of monster looked down upon it from the hill.
 
   “Slaughtering your fellow soldiers in Tarna did not draw Life from within your soul, and in our bargain, you made me promise to stop killing before I slaughtered any more. We had to walk here to find new targets.”
 
   “You promised,” Trell whispered. “You swore!”
 
   Abaddon drew its terrible sword. “I swore to stop killing people inside Tarna.” Its blade crackled with lightning. “Logically, Life should respond as I slaughter innocent people here. Let's test that.”
 
   “Don't.” Trell slammed his own sword into the earth, hilt-first, and clutched the upturned blade. “Kill them and I’ll kill myself, and then where will your duel be?”
 
   “If you kill yourself, you'll break our agreement. I'll return to Tarna.”
 
   Trell’s eyes blurred as wet stained his cheeks.
 
   “I'll slaughter your woman. I'll slaughter them all.”
 
   “Don't do this. Please!”
 
   “You can still save these people, Trell.” Abaddon started down the hill. “Summon Life. Protect those you love.”
 
   Abaddon raised its sword. Lightning struck the tower, a bolt from clear blue sky, and the tower disintegrated. Horrified screams rose on the air.
 
   “I'm going to slaughter everyone in that village now. I'm going to devour their souls. Stop me if you can.”
 
   Trell lifted his sword, stumbling forward with the blade raised. He howled as reason and logic burned away. He charged Abaddon and swung with all his remaining might, over, and over, and over.
 
   He might as well have assaulted a mountain.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FOUR DAYS AFTER SETTING OUT from Tania's home near Dane, after a journey of many days through the quiet of Highridge Pass and the squall-filled grasslands of the Martial Steppes, Aryn Locke and Tania Lace came within sight of Tarna's massive walls. A line of wagons stretched along the Imperial Road. It was a very long line.
 
   “Well.” Tania leaned against her horse's neck. “That's interesting.”
 
   Aryn struggled to make sense of what waited ahead. The dream world was fine for making out people and other living things, like trees. Yet details in dead things remained indistinct, things like rock, cut wood, and stone. There was a line of wagons here, but why so many?
 
   “Tania?” Aryn said.
 
   She shushed him. He didn't like being shushed. Her other arm was still bound against her chest, tucked into the sling she herself had made.
 
   “Tarna's south gate is gone,” Tania said. “In its place is a pile of stones as thick as any wall.” However Cantrall had taught her to see, it gave her clarity that Aryn's primitive dream world vision lacked. 
 
   Aryn considered the problem. How long would it take them to ride to another gate? A half day, at least. “Are they letting anyone in?”
 
   “I'd gamble on a no.”
 
   “What happened here?”
 
   “That,” Tania said, “is an interesting question.”
 
   She directed her horse off the road around the wagons, ignoring those gathered in line. She reached into her robes. Aryn glanced at those they passed, and many probably glanced back.
 
   “You there!” a man shouted. “Stop!”
 
   “Wait your turn!” another shouted.
 
   “You can't step in front of me!”
 
   Tania kept riding. “Stay close,” she whispered, “and stay quiet.”
 
   “Hey!” A big man hopped off his wagon and stomped over. “What do you think you're doing?” He stepped right in front of Tania’s horse, and she almost rode over him before her animal halted. The man cursed.
 
   Though Aryn could not make out features or hair in the dream world, he knew this man was large. His posture suggested he was very angry.
 
   “What's wrong with you?” the man shouted.
 
   “Eh?” Tania slumped atop her horse, glancing this way and that. “What's happening?”
 
   Aryn caught a flash of Tania scribing something inside her cloak, where the man couldn't see. A glyph? What was she going to do to this man?
 
   “You can't cut the line, missy.” The big man stared up at her. “Hear me?”
 
   “There's a line?” Tania's voice was a crone's voice, feeble and soft. “I'm so sorry. I didn't see any line. Old Paunchy, he gets me where I need to go.”
 
   For the first time, Aryn wondered how old Tania really was. He had always assumed she was twenty, perhaps twenty-five, but hearing that voice—
 
   “I've been waiting a day to get inside, and so have the others!” The big man pointed back the way they had come. “Get back in line!”
 
   Tania hunched down and pulled back her hood. “Could you direct me? I'm not sure where to go.”
 
   “Drown me.” The man took two steps back. “My apologies, ma'am! I ... I didn't realize.”
 
   “Eh?” Tania asked.
 
   “I didn't realize you were blind.” The big man's bluster faded as his shoulders sagged. 
 
   “That's perfectly all right,” Tania said in her crone voice. “I don't hear so well these days.” She turned in Aryn's general direction. “Boy!”
 
   Aryn snapped to attention.
 
   “Boy, you hearing me?”
 
   Had Tania done something to make her face look old, some glamour glyph? The angry man seemed cowed. Tania had warned Aryn not to speak, so he stepped his horse closer to hers and touched her searching hand.
 
   “My boy,” Tania said. “Mute as a brick, but he's all I have. Pox took his speech when he was little, rotted his skin a bit, but he's still my boy.”
 
   “Five take me!” The big man sounded appalled. “Please, let me guide you to the postern for the infirm.”
 
   “Thank you, young man, but Paunchy knows the way.” Tania peered about atop her horse. “Just turn his nose in the right direction, would you?”
 
   The cries of the others had died now, evidently grasping the situation. The big man gingerly took the lead of Tania's horse and directed them away from the main gate, or lack thereof. He wasn't such a bad sort.
 
   “Just keep riding straight forward. A soldier will greet you at the postern. If you get lost, just shout.”
 
   “Thank you, young man.” Tania cast about blindly for Aryn's hand, brushed it with her knuckles, and tapped her horse's flanks. “Boy! Follow!” She pulled her hood back up.
 
   Aryn hung his head as his horse followed hers, resisting the urge to burst out laughing. Preying on the kindness of others was horrible, but he had not wanted to laugh like this since he left Terras. Despite his worries about Tania's true motivations, he was really starting to like her.
 
   They rode until they were within fifty paces of Tarna's southern wall. A soldier marched out to meet them, a dead stick strapped across his back. A legionnaire?
 
   “State your business!” the legionnaire demanded.
 
   Tania dropped off her horse and pulled back her hood once more. “I'm on Valar's business.”
 
   The man snapped to attention. “Sir.” He saluted. “What brings you here? Was it the assault?”
 
   Aryn stared. Why was this legionnaire saluting Tania? Why had he called her “sir”?
 
   Tania returned his salute. “The assault?”
 
   “Yes sir.” The legionnaire dropped his arm. “A demon took the south gate. Tall as three men it was, in blood armor that absorbed every spell. It smashed the gate and portcullis. It had a lightning sword.”
 
   That was the Mavoureen general from Terras! As Aryn dropped off his horse as well — it seemed time for that — he resisted the very strong urge to grab Tania and shake her. Where were Kara and Trell, Sera and Byn?
 
   “That sounds terrifying,” Tania said mildly. “Where is it now?”
 
   “It left, sir.”
 
   “Did it?” Tania waited.
 
   “Yes sir.” The legionnaire lowered his voice. “To be right honest with you, sir, I don't know the whole of it. You'd best beg an explanation from Captain Traeger.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Overseeing the western wall.” The legionnaire beckoned her closer. “I can have him summoned—”
 
   “No need,” Tania said. “The threat is past and he's very busy. What's your name?”
 
   “Malon Jakob.” He inclined his head. “Fourth Sword.”
 
   “Who leads your division?”
 
   “Sir, that would be First Sword Dynara Keris.”
 
   “Lead me to her,” Tania said. “Any first sword worth her blade will know the situation as well as the captain.”
 
   Aryn had no idea what was going on and knew enough not to ask, yet. His father had taught him that, one of the times Dupret noticed him. Listen and think.
 
   “Just follow me, sir.” Malon only then noticed Aryn. “Sir, who is—”
 
   “He's with me,” Tania said.
 
   “Yes sir.” That seemed to cover it.
 
   Malon led them to the wall. Tania led her horse, snapping her fingers when Aryn did not. He dared not question her now, but when they got inside she would owe him one whale of an explanation.
 
   Malon led them to a narrow postern in the wall, likely an iron door from the way it ground against the stone. This postern was scarcely big enough to admit a single person, and inside was another door just as thick. Malon opened that door and stood beside it.
 
   “Straight in,” Malon said. “You'll emerge in the southwest martialing yard. Head due north until you exit the yard and turn right up the stairs. First Sword Keris stages out of the barracks at the top.”
 
   “You'll see to it our horses are brought inside the city?” Tania asked.
 
   “I'll see to it personally, ma'am.”
 
   “Thank you, Malon.”
 
   The legionnaire straightened. Aryn was not sure why. Tania glanced at him. “Stay close.”
 
   She walked through the narrow doorway, Aryn all but stepping on her heels. The first door slammed the moment they were through. The second slammed five paces after. They passed through a long, low tunnel filled with murder holes.
 
   Soon they reached a third door, again wide enough for a single person. That opened, and finally they were through. As his world opened back up, Aryn only then realized they had been inside the wall for that entire trek. Tarna's walls were as thick as a common room.
 
   “Tania,” he whispered, but she turned and leaned close.
 
   “Not here,” she whispered back. “Too many ears and eyes.”
 
   Aryn held his questions. He had described the Mavoureen general to her, and he had no doubt she had made the connection. They needed Kara's help. They needed someone’s help.
 
   Jair’s kind face entered Aryn’s mind unbidden, the face of a man both patient and wise. His comfort and counsel. Aryn missed Jair often, sometimes without even thinking about it. A good friend gone.
 
   With the exception of Sera, Jair had been his only real friend, and now that friend rotted in the ground at Terras. They had dueled and fished and hunted, and Jair had listened better than anyone Aryn knew.
 
   Tania led him around ranks of drilling soldiers, squires, and others. She slipped beside or around those who crossed their path and following her let Aryn do the same. They climbed a set of wide stairs and approached a large building made out of dark lines.
 
   Aryn assumed it was the barracks, but his dream world sight proved more and more frustrating. It simply lacked the fidelity to reveal true detail, and would for the rest of his life. He pushed past self-pity. Many others had endured worse and Tania endured just fine.
 
   A legionnaire challenged them at the door.
 
   “Valar's business,” Tania said.
 
   The legionnaire saluted and stepped aside. Tania stepped inside, and Aryn walked right on her heels. Five people occupied the building and all of them stopped moving when the door opened. Everyone looked up at once.
 
   “Well.” A woman as tall as Kara and as muscular as Trell crossed her arms, armor clanking. “Who do I demote for letting you in here?” This would likely be Dynara Keris, the leader Malon mentioned.
 
   “First sword?” Tania inclined her head. “I'm Tania Lace, Valar's first hunter.
 
   Dynara’s stance changed not a bit. “Fine, so you are.” She turned back to her soldiers and leaned over a table. “How much of my time do you need today? I've got a half league of wall to inspect and a day to do it.”
 
   “I need questions answered. Where is the royal apprentice, Kara Tanner?”
 
   Dynara harrumphed. “In a cell.”
 
   Aryn wanted to shout a dozen questions about that.
 
   “And Trell?” Tania asked. “The Tellvan swordking?”
 
   “Left with a demon.”
 
   “Any idea why?”
 
   “He made a bargain. Damn thing wanted a rematch and Trell agreed if it stopped killing us.” Dynara's voice took on a hard edge. “He's the best fighter I've ever seen, that Trell, but I imagine he's quite dead now.”
 
   “Thank you, first sword.” Tania walked past Aryn to the door. “Let's go.”
 
   Aryn grabbed her shoulder once outside and drew her close. “I have no idea what's going on!” he whispered.
 
   She poked his stomach. “You're cute when you're flustered.”
 
   “I'm not flustered!” Aryn hissed. “I'm confused!”
 
   How could she call him cute? The flesh on his seared face blistered like overcooked steak. He now regretted the vanity he had allowed for so many years, but her comment still hurt. Once, he had been far more than cute.
 
   “Look,” Tania said, and there was an apology there. “We're going to meet with my master. Stay with me until I report to him, and then I'll answer your questions.” She paused. “If he allows it.”
 
   Aryn forced himself to relax. “You can't tell me what's going on unless your master allows it?”
 
   “Yes. I'm not really supposed to talk about what I do unless I'm authorized.”
 
   “All right.” Aryn knew how unreasonable he was being, how Tania had dropped her whole life to bring him to Tarna. “I understand. It's a blood oath or something, right?”
 
   “You're not angry?”
 
   “No. If you swore not to tell me, I respect that.”
 
   Tania kissed his cheek. “Yet another admirable trait.” She squeezed his hand and strode away down the steps.
 
   After a moment, Aryn decided to follow her.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   ARYN FOLLOWED TANIA to a man standing by a stable, with their horses. Tarna's handlers must have wrangled them inside while they spoke with First Sword Keris. They rode those horses at a plodding pace through wide streets crowded with soldiers and people. Everyone was going somewhere, fast, and tempers seemed short.
 
   Tania seemed in no hurry, and Aryn forced himself not to be. Stressing over time lost was pointless. They would ride at the speed they would ride.
 
   Soon they turned onto a side street, much narrower than the main streets. It was a mix of worn cobblestone and hard-packed mud bordered by building walls. Aryn knew from his books that most of Tarna's buildings were built from clay bricks, as both stone and clay were bountiful in the mountains, but he couldn't see that.
 
   He knew these buildings had glass windows, but he couldn't see those either. He couldn’t make out the details on eaves or railings. These structures were masses of interwoven dark lines dense as a child’s scribbles.
 
   Wooden signs — he assumed they were wood — hung from posts before many of the buildings, but Aryn had no idea what services they advertised. Orange blobs representing people jostled each other on this narrow street. Here, a pair of men he made as merchants haggled over the price of a barrel of fish. There, five taut forms wearing swords — he assumed them to be mercenaries — sat on the stoop of a rowdy tavern. Yet Aryn could only guess.
 
   If this was what seeing was going to be like for the rest of his life, he was no longer sure he could call this “sight”. How did Tania manage? They halted before a building that looked like all the others.
 
   There was noise inside, the clinking of glasses and male and female laughter. A tavern. Aryn felt confident enough in that, and decided he would simply need to learn to use his other senses to fill in what his eyes missed. This wasn't hopeless. It would simply take time.
 
   Tania slid off her horse and tied its lead to a post, and Aryn mimicked her. She stepped close enough to speak quietly. Aryn decided this must be where Valar waited, or someone who reported to Valar.
 
   “I don't know how long this will take,” Tania said. “The one thing I can tell you is that I'm not supposed to be here. I once swore, quite fervently, that I would never come back.”
 
   Aryn waited for orders.
 
   “This will either go fast,” Tania said, “or take forever. Either way, I must ask you to wait here.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “I'd say go inside and get a drink, but any man who sees your skin will start an uproar that'll spill into the streets. This city is filled with worried people, and even a hint of the word ‘demon’ will get you lynched.”
 
   Only then did Aryn understand how precarious his situation here was. His heartbeat quickened. He did not know what Tania had risked to bring him back here, but he suspected it was something very dear to her.
 
   “Go,” he said. “I'll be fine.”
 
   “You better be.” She strode into the tavern.
 
   Aryn pulled his cloak close and sat himself against its outside wall. He huddled, wrapped in robes, and listened to tavern songs and rowdy cries. The laughter of women and the chuckling of men.
 
   Weeks ago, that had been his life. The prince at the ball. He should not miss it — missing it was selfish and shallow — but he did, and desperately. He had never appreciated how lucky he was until his life burned away.
 
   Had he been arrogant? Certainly. Had he been an ass? More than once. He would take it all back for the chance to look human again, but not if it left Sera in the Underside, screaming her lungs out as Davazet tortured her.
 
   Releasing the dream world felt like putting down a heavy stone. Aryn’s head throbbed and he only now realized how much holding the dream world exhausted him. His training at Solyr had taught him to hold it for brief periods, long enough to scribe glyphs, not for hours at a time.
 
   Aryn thought again about Tania's offer to help him see. Whatever Cantrall had taught her was leagues beyond what he was doing. He wondered who Valar was, and why Tania merited such respect from soldiers. He wondered why she spoke so casually of demons.
 
   He settled his chin on his chest and took a nap.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TRELL WAS TOO TIRED TO WEEP and too broken to move. Spread out before him lay corpses. Hundreds of them. The town Abaddon had slaughtered was wrecked and burning.
 
   The armored monster sat now in a meditative pose, knees spread and ankles crossed. The lightning sword that had blown men, women, and children into steaming chunks was sheathed on its back. The smell of death and ash threatened to choke Trell, and he almost wished it would.
 
   Never in his life had Trell felt so helpless as when Abaddon cut down the people of this village. The woman with dark hair fleeing with her baby. The man with the scarred face who threw his body in front of a cowering boy. The young man dragging his ailing father as Abaddon lumbered closer.
 
   Not all had died in terror. Many had fought and some of those had attacked Trell as well, thinking him part of the assault. Abaddon's lightning blew them apart before they got close. Others were split in twain by Abaddon's blade, crushed beneath its feet, or sucked into the empty void beneath its skull helmet.
 
   That helmet was open now and Abaddon had no face — just a set of glowing yellow eyes floating in a void. When Abaddon devoured someone's soul, he gripped their body in one massive hand. Something came out of the victim — a bright trail — which slipped into the maw inside the helmet.
 
   The corpse left behind turned gray, then black, then burst apart, crumbling into so much bone and ash. It was the most terrifying death Trell had ever witnessed. He had witnessed so many deaths today.
 
   “Trell.” Abaddon broke the silence. “I do not devour souls.”
 
   Trell ignored its useless words. It was not just the horror of seeing a village of men, women, and children hacked apart. It was knowing that this had happened in dozens of other places to thousands of other people.
 
   This slaughter had happened in Carn. His wife had been slaughtered just like this and Trell wondered if she cowered, or wept, or fought. He imagined she had fought.
 
   “It's a trick,” Abaddon said.
 
   “A trick?” That got Trell's attention.
 
   “We designed it to terrify you.” Abaddon's yellow eyes stared at Trell from the void inside its helmet. “The Five made your world and set its rules. We cannot truly devour any soul here. Such power cannot be destroyed.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “Because you appear broken, and I need you not to be.” The demon chuckled. “The people I 'ate' are simply dead. The trail is a glamour. Their true souls are beyond now, standing before Order and Ruin. Your people’s superstitions are comical.”
 
   “You torture people in the Underside,” Trell said.
 
   “We torture souls,” Abaddon said, “and that is different from destroying them. Paymon, my master, is only satisfied with total subjugation. Any subject who demonstrates free will is brought before the paingivers.”
 
   Trell picked up the hand of a dead woman. Abaddon's lightning sword had seared it clean off. It seemed like the hand of an oversized doll, so clean was the separation.
 
   “Torture damages the mind,” Abaddon continued, “and that can be destroyed. To Paymon each soul is a coin, a measure of his worth against the dozens who compete for influence. There is no need for coins to think.”
 
   “Why did you make me watch you kill everyone?” Trell put down the woman's hand.
 
   “I wanted my duel. I now know I will never have it. If I have broken your mind in my many attempts, I do regret that.”
 
   “You don't regret.” Trell trembled with useless rage. “You don't understand the word.”
 
   “A fair point. But I would offer you the opportunity to understand us.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I seek dialogue. The Mavoureen are not a people given to long conversations. Paymon and Hecata, his demon queen, created us for tasks. Most of those tasks involve killing, torturing, or cleaning.”
 
   “Cleaning?”
 
   “It gets messy. All that blood.”
 
   Trell rested his head in his hands. It felt like his skull would split right open. He needed Abaddon to stop talking.
 
   “I was created for leading others in battle,” Abaddon said. “I alone was made to understand strategy, to think and reason beyond simple goals. That required intelligence and cunning far beyond the average Mavoureen.”
 
   “And what,” Trell said, “is the average Mavoureen?”
 
   “A soldier that never questions, never really thinks for itself. I’m different. Hecata formed what drives me from souls ripped from dozens of generals and warriors we took from worlds like yours. We took each world in glorious battle, and we now protect their people from the Alcedi.”
 
   “So that's what you do? Conquer worlds? Enslave souls?” Trell grew curious despite his disgust. Abaddon might reveal things even Kara did not know. He wished he could put his arms around her right now.
 
   “We gather souls for Paymon,” Abaddon said. “Souls are difficult to create, impossible to destroy, and coveted by many deities, including your own precious Five. Your world is one of hundreds accessible through the Underside. A rather small prize.”
 
   “You want me to believe you made our souls?”
 
   “We did not. The Five made you and this world, as they made dozens of others. The Five are equal to Paymon in all respects, though my master would not admit that. Hecata might, but she has a perspective our demon king has lost. Paymon has grown obsessed.”
 
   “With what?”
 
   “His souls, his coins, and his reputation.” Abaddon turned its empty skull helm to the sky. “When you are immortal, Trell ... when you are a god ... it becomes difficult to measure yourself against deities within your sphere of influence. Souls controlled are one measurement. It is Paymon's favorite measurement.”
 
   Trell wanted to laugh at the absurdity of that revelation. “This slaughter, all these invasions ... it's nothing more than a dick-measuring contest?”
 
   “Yes!” Abaddon thumped its armored thigh. “That is it exactly! Once, millennia ago, our war against the Alcedi was a just one. Their method of subjugation is far worse than Paymon's.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “They wipe your minds and turn you into pretty dolls. You want us instead of them.”
 
   “You torture us,” Trell reminded him.
 
   “Torture is reserved for those who displease Paymon and souls new to the Underside.” Abaddon shook its skull helm. “Really, Trell, can you imagine the number of Mavoureen it would take to torture every person in your world? We'd never have time to do anything else. Unlike the Alcedi, we let you keep your minds.”
 
   “You keep saying Alcedi.” Trell huffed. “They really exist?”
 
   “Of course they exist. I thought it would take years to get that through your thick head.”
 
   Trell almost smiled, almost, before he remembered all the people Abaddon had slaughtered today. He hated this demon for making him hate it just a little less. A merciless demonic weapon should not laugh. It should not make jokes or voice opinions.
 
   “In the realm of influence that touches your world,” Abaddon said, “the tiny portion of the Underside that overlaps with your insignificant speck, the Alcedi and the Mavoureen compete with the Five for dominance.”
 
   “The Five are no different?” Trell could almost believe that, given his experience as Life's Champion.
 
   “I honestly don't know. I've never spoken with any of them, only their champions. They do protect you when they can. If you want to think they do it because they care for their creations and not because you are a measure of their power, I recommend you do so.”
 
   Trell wondered if this is what it felt like to go mad.
 
   “Anyhow,” Abaddon rumbled, “I'm done killing humans. Since I will not have my duel, I have no choice but to complete my task.”
 
   “Your task?”
 
   “I must take you to the Underside. Paymon has requested an audience.”
 
   Trell stood with great effort. “I'm to be tortured, then?”
 
   “I'm afraid so.” Abaddon stood as well. “I don't give the orders.” It slammed down its faceplate, fixing him with its grinning metal skull. “Our next stop is Pale Lake, in the province you call Rain.”
 
   Trell groaned. “That's leagues from here.”
 
   “It is a long walk. If you're very lucky, your sickness will kill you before we reach it.” Abaddon's big shoulders shrugged. “We will walk slow.”
 
   That simple mercy baffled Trell. Abaddon was offering him a way out. Was this demon truly a mixture of generals from a dozen worlds, mashed together to lead an army of Mavoureen? It did not seem to regard murder as a crime. It saw killing humans as sending them to a better world.
 
   How simple would warfare be if slaughtering those who stood against you simply sent them to a “better world”? Trell could never accept that. Death — at least all death not instantly inflicted by lightning — was painful and drawn out and terrifying.
 
   Yet Abaddon was a demonic construct, not a man. It had no conscience and lived by different rules. How could Trell hate a construct? He did not hate a sword, even when others used that sword to slaughter innocents. A sword was a tool. So, apparently, was a demon general.
 
   “What's at Pale Lake?” Trell asked.
 
   “The portal that brought me here.”
 
   “You opened another portal?”
 
   “A cult did. Cantrall's chosen.”
 
   Trell shoulders sagged. “Our victory at Terras was not a victory at all.”
 
   “Oh, it was. That portal is nothing compared to Terras. Paymon can never invade your world again.”
 
   “What?” Trell didn't dare believe that.
 
   “Your great mage, Torn, locked your world away from us in a way Paymon does not fully understand. We can never bring our army here. We can never protect you.”
 
   “Then how are you here?”
 
   “I am an exception.” Abaddon paused, perhaps contemplating how to explain. “Individual demons can be pushed through this new portal with enough effort, but sending one of us requires immeasurable power. It is ... how to explain it? Like squeezing a mace through a pinhole.”
 
   “Then why send you at all?”
 
   “I'm here,” Abaddon said, “because I failed Paymon.”
 
   Trell focused his eyes and mind on Abaddon. The fate of his world hinged on this conversation. “Explain.”
 
   “Kara ... your woman ... really pissed Paymon off.”
 
   Trell almost smiled. “Did she.”
 
   “She destroyed his Great Home, a structure he had been building and tweaking for millennia. When it burst, it released four thousand subjugated souls, destroyed eight legions of finished revenants, and ruined countless creations I have no hope of understanding.”
 
   Trell felt a chill that had nothing to do with the ice inside him.
 
   “To put it in simple terms,” Abaddon said, “Kara broke all his toys.”
 
   Trell’s heart thumped as each breath grew ragged in his lungs. The thought of a being as powerful as Paymon losing that much terrified him. Paymon must want to do something truly horrifying to Kara.
 
   “Am I to be used against her?”
 
   “You understand perfectly. I failed Paymon ... as did Davazet, Balazel, and Malkavet ... when we failed to invade your world. He banished us.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “We may return only if we bring him the souls of Kara's allies. By torturing them, by ensuring Kara knows, Paymon will take his revenge.”
 
   Trell thought of Sera and Byn, traveling to Terras, and Aryn, wherever he might be now. He even thought of Jyllith. All of them were in horrific danger, and none had the faintest idea. “Let me warn them.”
 
   “Can't.” Abaddon raised an armored palm. “Forbidden. Paymon gives me orders and I follow them, after a fashion. Your soldiers are on their own.”
 
   Trell sucked in a chunk of ash and coughed. He hoped he was not coughing up someone's remains. “Why not take me to Pale Lake at once?”
 
   “I don't particularly want to go back. I was made for warfare, but I will never lead an army again. One failure is all we are allowed.”
 
   “That's why you wanted your rematch,” Trell whispered. “You wanted to prove to Paymon that you could still lead.”
 
   “Yes.” Abaddon clattered forward. “So you see, all my hopes are shattered as well. That’s revenge, isn’t it? For your murdered family? So I will take you to Pale Lake. Keep you separated from the others.”
 
   “Would you turn against Paymon if you had the opportunity?” It was a dangerous question to ask, but Trell was dead either way.
 
   “That would be interesting.” Abaddon's helmet tilted toward the sky. “Mavoureen legion facing Mavoureen legion. I've never planned for such a battle. It would be quite different from anything I've led before.”
 
   The demon almost sounded excited by the idea. Trell waited, daring to hope. Had he made an ally?
 
   “Sadly,” Abaddon said, “it can never be. I have only one directive that I must never violate. I may never attack another Mavoureen, no matter how annoying they might be.”
 
   Naturally. Paymon would never be so foolish as to make a weapon that could be used against him. Trell sagged and looked once more around the burning village. Pieces of its slaughtered people lay everywhere.
 
   “Do you orders prevent you from giving these people a proper burial?”
 
   Abaddon considered. “No.”
 
   “Will you?”
 
   “If it makes you cooperate. My orders were to do whatever is necessary to bring you to the Pale Lake portal, alive.”
 
   “This is necessary. It will make me cooperate.” Trell wondered if he could even lift a shovel.
 
   “Then sit down and supervise.” Abaddon laughed once more inside its metal helmet. “Sitting and supervising is what Paymon does best.”
 
   Trell hurt too much to argue. He thumped down amidst the corpses. He marveled as Abaddon set to digging graves with its armored hands. He watched it for a very long time as it never slowed, never tired.
 
   The sun set by the time all the graves were dug. Abaddon filled open graves with body parts, mixing and matching with surprising speed. At some point Trell slept, and he woke to a chilly morning. The fires were out and only smoke remained. Beyond the ruined palisades were almost five-hundred shallow piles of dirt, arranged in neat lines.
 
   Upright stone chips sprouted from each grave, each slightly different from the others. They were simple markers, placed without names, but each had a chilling artistry to it. Abaddon had made each marker, leaving each slaughtered villager a unique memorial stone.
 
   The Mavoureen general waited in silence, looking over a field of fresh graves. Trell's bones felt frozen but he managed to stand up. Each movement brought icy pain.
 
   The Mavoureen general glanced at him. “Are you satisfied?” There was no malice or worry in Abaddon’s question. It simply wanted to know.
 
   “Yes.” Trell's words surprised him. “Thank you.” That surprised him even more.
 
   “Excellent.” Abaddon brushed its armored palms together, shedding fresh dirt. “Shall we set out?”
 
   “Why not?” Trell pushed back his growing sympathy for this demon. It might seem that he had tamed it, ended its bloodlust, but Trell knew better than that. For all he knew its entire speech from the previous day was nothing but a ploy to gain his trust.
 
   He had to warn the others. He had to get away, but how to do that without unleashing Abaddon on another village? For now, Trell decided, he would walk with the demon and think. Thinking was all he could do with this sickness devouring his muscle and bone.
 
   “Shall I carry you?” Abaddon asked as they set off. “I will walk slow.”
 
   “Perhaps tomorrow.” Trell felt moving was the only thing slowing the ice inside him. “I want to feel the earth beneath my feet.”
 
   “Acceptable,” Abaddon said. “We head south.”
 
   Trell opened the map in his mind. That would take them through Highridge Pass and eventually to the Unsettled Lands. The direction Byn and Sera had headed. He hoped Abaddon would never find them.
 
   Trell started walking.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   A KICK WOKE ARYN FROM DREAMS of home. He almost looked up, but remembered not to at the last moment. He could not reveal his face until he knew who had kicked him. When he rose, he knew it was not Tania.
 
   “Hey,” a hard voice said. “Get lost, beggar.”
 
   Aryn struggled to take the dream world, to draw form from the darkness. He finally did and found a tall, narrow shape standing over him.
 
   “Pardon?” It was the only thing he could think to say.
 
   “I said,” and the man grabbed him by his cloak, “get lost, you lazy pile of dung.” The man shoved him.
 
   Aryn stumbled and kept his feet, catching the wall of the tavern with one hand. It was only when he spun on the man with teeth bared that he realized he had let his abuser see under his hood. Had he given himself away?
 
   Fortunately, the man did not scream in terror or shout the word “demon”. Perhaps he hadn't gotten a good look. Aryn brushed himself off and looked to the ground. “I'm no beggar.”
 
   “You are what I say you are, beggar.” The man spread his arms. “Do you fancy a beating, too?” He cracked his knuckles. “Give me an excuse.”
 
   The disrespect this cretin showed was preposterous, and who did he think he was, anyway? One dirty, ignorant peasant accosting his better in the middle of a muddy street. One strike from Aryn's staff would put him down.
 
   Aryn could imagine it now, imagine this man broken and bleeding in the muddy street. Instead, he bowed his head and walked away without another word. Hard laughter followed and Aryn's shoulders tensed.
 
   “That's right, gutter trash! Run to your mother! Maybe that rutting bitch has more teeth than you do!”
 
   Aryn straightened and halted. His mother, Melona, had always favored him, one reason Tamen and Loras despised him. Aryn rarely let himself think about Melona. It hurt. Melona Locke had died when he was ten, afflicted by a horrible pox even noble medicine could not cure.
 
   Scarcely a year later, Aryn's father married a much younger bride. Lady Valara. She was very beautiful. She saw Aryn as a burr in her boot.
 
   “I guess his staff is just for show!” Aryn's tormenter chortled. “I've changed my mind, beggar! Lick my boots and you can have my scraps!”
 
   Aryn blocked out his rage as he had blocked out Tamen's cuffs to his head, the pinches that tore his flesh. If Aryn fought this idiot, people inside the tavern would come out to watch. What if one saw his charred skin?
 
   Aryn walked until the taunts ended, the hateful man losing interest. He settled against another building, more featureless sticks in the dream world, and dropped into darkness. Tania would find him when she was ready. 
 
   A hand clasped his shoulder. He hopped up and threw it off. “Enough!”
 
   “Is it?” someone asked. Someone female.
 
   Aryn took the dream world to find Tania standing in front of him, her dream form recognizable by her shape, height, and posture. Her hands rested on her hips and her head tilted inside her cloak.
 
   “I'm back!” Tania said. “Time to go.” She clutched his hand and dragged him off. She was quite strong when she needed to be.
 
   “Where are we going?” Aryn demanded, as quietly as he could. They approached the tavern again.
 
   “You did well,” Tania said, and he suspected she was grinning by the light tone of her voice. “Valar is not going to be happy. He owes me twenty silver.”
 
   “Did well? With that?” Aryn pulled at his captured hand. “Wait. At the tavern—”
 
   “That was Ilan. You'll like him. He's like me and one day you'll join us.”
 
   “Join who?” Aryn asked, exasperated. He saw the man who had rousted him approaching fast. “Tania, wait—”
 
   “Easy, Aryn.” His tormenter raised his hands. “That was a test. The things I said were awful, unwarranted, and designed to show Valar you were still the petulant noble you were in Locke. I did not mean any of it.”
 
   “Petulant?” Aryn straightened.
 
   “I'm Ilan,” the man said. “My task was to make you angry, and I did, but you kept your head and walked away. I have no doubt your mother was a fine woman and it seems she raised you right.”
 
   Aryn's face heated. “You were goading me.”
 
   “Thank her for that.” Ilan pointed at Tania. “She spoke highly of you. I gambled she was love-struck.”
 
   Tania snorted. “You owe me silver too.”
 
   “If I may ask,” Aryn said, straining to keep from shouting at them, “what am I training for?”
 
   Ilan exchanged a glance with Tania, then turned his dream world head to Aryn. “That's not my question to answer. Good luck.” Ilan thumped Aryn's shoulder. “No hard feelings.” He vanished into the crowd.
 
   Aryn looked for Ilan and could not find him, a trick worthy of Jair's legendary disappearing acts in Solyr. How had the man vanished so fast? Was he a mage too?
 
   “I recommended you because you're like us,” Tania said quietly. “You have no home to call your own.”
 
   Aryn wondered then if she was right. He kept telling himself he was going home, but that hope grew more distant with each passing day. “Where are your loved ones?”
 
   “Dead,” Tania said, “parents and now younger brother. Demons killed my parents. My brother died later.”
 
   Aryn wanted to hug her. “I'm sorry.”
 
   “Everyone is. You know how your life is now? It's empty. Are you willing to keep it that way to aid your province and your king?”
 
   Aryn offered her a heavy sigh. “Sure.”
 
   “I need a better answer than that.”
 
   Aryn saw the truth for the first time. “I have nothing left.”
 
   His family would never take him back. Even if he returned, Valara would urge Dupret to banish his crippled, possibly demonic spawn. Aryn's father would do it. He had no future at Solyr, no future in Locke.
 
   Yet for the first time since Aryn clawed his way from the Underside, he saw a possible future here. “If it's to aid King Haven, aid Mynt, I'll do anything.” He made himself believe that. “You have my word.”
 
   “Terrific.” Tania led him to the tavern. “You also have something you didn't mention.”
 
   “What's that?”
 
   “Me.”
 
   No one in the tavern challenged them. As Aryn took in the many dream forms he noticed small black sticks inside boots, inside jackets, or up sleeves. He wondered how many were drunks and how many were guards. Even the barmaids had daggers strapped to their thighs.
 
   Tania led him to the back of the tavern and knocked. The door opened. They walked down a short set of spiral steps until they reached a cellar, judging by the damp smell and cool air. He saw no stored goods of any kind.
 
   A man waited in the middle of the cellar, dream form arms clasped behind his back. He wore no weapons that Aryn could see but held himself the same way as Trell. Balanced and ready to fight.
 
   “Hello.” The man greeted Aryn with a soft, raspy voice. “Close the door.”
 
   Tania closed it. She did nothing else.
 
   “Come closer,” the stranger rasped.
 
   Aryn wondered if an injury had damaged his voice. He obeyed, palms open and arms spread. There was nothing yet to say.
 
   “Pull back your hood,” the man whispered.
 
   Aryn laid his blistered flesh bare, cool air dancing across his skin. He kept his charred lips closed. He had nothing to hide any longer.
 
   The man looked him over. “How did you survive?”
 
   Aryn understood this test. If this man was Valar, Tania had already shared everything he told her after Davazet.
 
   “Heat took me as his champion,” Aryn said. “That's why I'm alive.”
 
   “Is Heat with you now?”
 
   “Never coming back, so far as I know.”
 
   “You stopped Davazet by using a demon glyph.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Yet you bear no Demonkin taint.”
 
   That was a relief to hear, even though Aryn had been relatively certain he did not. “You can see that?”
 
   “We all can,” Valar rasped. “The taint of demonic energy is upon all souls marked by the Mavoureen.
 
   “Why don't I have it, then?”
 
   “That,” and when Valar paused, it reminded Aryn of Tania, “is an interesting question.”
 
   Aryn remembered something Melyssa had said to him at Terras, something he had barely thought about at the time. “I've been to the Underside. My pact is complete.”
 
   “That is one possibility. If you may now scribe demon glyphs without losing your soul, that makes you unique among all those living today. It makes you an asset to someone, and I’d like that someone to be me.”
 
   “I’ll help however I can.”
 
   Valar crossed his arms again. “Then I accept you for training.”
 
   Tania offered a quiet, fervent “Yes!”
 
   Valar leaned sideways, looking at Tania, and even without turning Aryn knew she had hunched down.
 
   “Apologies, master.” She did not sound very sorry.
 
   Aryn wished he could see any detail of Valar’s face. It was difficult to read people when their faces were featureless orange blobs. He would simply have to learn other ways. He had always been good at learning.
 
   “Normally,” Valar said, “I explain our calling to those who come to train with us, but Tania has asked to train you herself. Given your advanced age and your shared blindness, I've agreed.”
 
   “I'm honored to be chosen.”
 
   Valar brushed past Aryn and walked to the door. “You lie well. Practice that, but not on us.” The cellar door opened and closed.
 
   Aryn turned to Tania. “Now, can we finally—”
 
   She slipped into his arms and kissed him again, not caring one bit about his charred lips. As his head spun pleasantly he realized exactly where he was. He was in a dark cellar, alone, with her, and she felt wonderful.
 
   Tania broke their kiss. “That was for not disappointing me, and for being such a good sport.” She stepped away. “Now sit.” She sat herself in front of him. “We start training at once.”
 
   Aryn sat. She took one of his hands in hers. If her broken arm bothered her, she gave no sign. He wondered if Valar knew any Bloodmenders.
 
   “I'm Valar's first hunter,” Tania said, “which means I'm authorized to recruit others and trusted above all the rings below. Think of me as Valar's second-in-command. I even get to train those I deem fit.”
 
   “Do you always kiss them like that?”
 
   “Only the ones I like.” She laughed in a way that made him warm. “I liked you the moment I saw you, but that’s one thing that's ending now.”
 
   “Ending?”
 
   “You're a good man and I'm quite taken with you, but if I'm to teach you, there will be no kissing. We're allowed to take lovers from our order, even encouraged to do so, but not during training.”
 
   “Oh.” Some of his old caution returned. Was she still after something? “I just thought—”
 
   “After you're done training, of course,” Tania said, “I can do whatever I want with you.” She squeezed his hand. “We're going to do many things.”
 
    Aryn grinned before he could stop himself, but his stubborn worry eclipsed that. What if she was toying with him, as so many had done? He pulled his hand away. His skin felt cold where hers had touched it.
 
   Tania tilted her head. “You're tensing up again, as you've done too often on this trip. Is there something you haven’t told me?”
 
   Aryn wanted to tell her all the reasons she might be lying to him — she wanted his money, she wanted his family name, she wanted the ear of Dupret Locke — but those accusations felt hollow and wrong. He had none of those things now. He had nothing to offer her.
 
   “I just ... I don't understand why you're interested in me. How can you be attracted to me, given how I look?”
 
   “Because you're a good person?”
 
   “Is that the only reason?”
 
   “Oh, I see.” Tania's tone grew taut. “You think the only reason I can stomach your new appearance is because I'm blind. Is that it?”
 
   That was exactly what he had been thinking. How could anyone be attracted to him as he was now? He was hideous.
 
   “So the poor blind woman can't find herself a healthy man,” Tania said, “and settles for the cripple with the melted face. I'm desperate, is that it?”
 
   Aryn flinched. “That's now what I—”
 
   “I am quite capable of intriguing any man who interests me,” Tania said. “You aren’t unique, and you aren’t even close to the first.”
 
   Aryn felt like he had done something horrible to her, shoved her or hit her or worse. “I didn't mean that. I—”
 
   “You’ll want to stop digging your hole now.” Tania leaned close. “I understand you've endured horrific circumstances, and I know you think less of yourself as a result, so I'll say this as clearly as I can. You are the same person you were before you gave yourself to Balazel.”
 
   Could it be true? Could she believe it?
 
   “I find that person attractive for reasons entirely my own. That's as complicated as our relationship need be.”
 
   “I know that.” Aryn grimaced. “I'm an ass.”
 
   “Sometimes.” Had she smiled? “I won't deny that I've considered the less romantic benefits of our relationship as well. Should you join us, we'll be part of the same order, which means I don't have to keep things from you.”
 
   “Right.” That made sense. That made a whole lot of sense.
 
   “I know the secret of your journey to Terras, which means you don’t need to hide things from me, either. There’s more than a few calculated benefits. But my attraction came first, not the other way around.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Yes.” Aryn decided to start digging himself out of his hole. “And, just so we're clear, I'm interested in you because everything you've done since we met shows me you're talented, level-headed, and intelligent. Not because you're the first woman to speak to me since I returned.”
 
   “I’m so relieved.” Tania sat back. “For now, accept that I'm your teacher and friend. Trust me, and if more comes from that, we'll both benefit.”
 
   “You make a great deal of sense.” Aryn breathed deep. “I’m sorry. For questioning this, and for doubting your motives.”
 
   “You can apologize again later.” Her tone grew lighter. “First, I have a question for you. I've told you quite a bit about myself and you've seen enough to draw conclusions. So tell me. What is it we do?”
 
   Aryn pushed away the heat of her kiss, his guilt about doubting her, and the tingle caused by her hand in his. She was trying to muddle his mind and he could not have that. He focused on the facts he knew.
 
   Tania was sworn to Valar, who, from the deference his name raised among the Mynt army, must serve King Haven directly. Tania had trained at a magic academy and fought both Mavoureen and Demonkin — Aryn was certain of that now. She and every other person with her could also see the Demonkin taint on another's soul, in the dream world.
 
   “You hunt Demonkin,” Aryn said.
 
   “Why don't we talk about it?”
 
   “Because you don't trust the magic academies.” Aryn frowned as he spoke. “King Arden made the decree that any mage who uses demon glyphs, or aids one who does, must be put to death.”
 
   Aryn remembered Sera and what he would do, even now, to stop someone like Tania from finding her. He remembered how Kara had lied to Prince Beren about Terras. Everyone who loved Sera had lied for her, and why would friends of other Demonkin be any different?
 
   “You enforce the dead king's laws because his son, King Haven, doesn't trust Solyr's elders or its students to do so. They’re too close to the problem. Therefore, no one in the academies can know you exist.”
 
   “If I sent you to kill Sera,” Tania asked, “could you do it?”
 
   “No. Do I fail?”
 
   “You're simply being honest, which you must always be with me. The fastest way to be thrown out of our order is to lie to me or Valar.”
 
   Aryn nodded.
 
   “Besides,” Tania said, “you'd never be in that situation. I’d send someone else. That's why Valar send Ilan to kill my brother.”
 
   Another piece fell into place. “That's why you swore never to come back.” Aryn understood her sadness better now.
 
   “I said awful things to Valar after he had Kal murdered. I swore I'd never serve him again, even though I knew why Kal had to die. Kal scribed demon glyphs. He killed the bastard that took our parents.”
 
   “Kal was your brother?”
 
   “My youngest and only.”
 
   “And when you walked out, Valar let you live?”
 
   “I earned Valar's trust above all others, even those like Ilan. We're a small group. Valar knows I would never betray him, even to save my own life.” Tania settled her working hand on her knee. “You'll swear the same to him, someday, if you survive what's ahead of you.”
 
   Aryn mulled that over. “Why me?”
 
   “You've seen the Underside. You've faced Demonkin. You have no one the demons can hold over you and you're one of the bravest men I've ever met. You can see into the dream world, and you can use a staff almost as well as me.”
 
   Aryn smiled. “Almost.”
 
   “One last question and then we're done with this cellar.” Tania stood. “If I told you a man stood outside that door, a man who had scribed demon glyphs but not yet turned, could you go murder him right now?”
 
   Aryn stood as well. “Why did he scribe the glyphs?”
 
   “You can't know that.
 
   “I have to.”
 
   “All you can know is he broke the law and he's a threat to our province. There is no cure for the Demonkin curse. If you don't kill him, his body will turn into something horrible, and the Mavoureen will torture his soul for an eternity we can’t put in words.”
 
   “I don't know if I could murder someone based on that alone.”
 
   Tania led him to the door. “Good.”
 
   “Good?” He followed. “That's not the right answer.”
 
   “There is no right answer. There's just your duty and the law, and you must learn to balance those in your heart. Once you do, you'll become like me. Andux orn.”
 
   “Demon Slayer.” Aryn translated from the ancient language. “That's ... rather dramatic.”
 
   “I know. I like it too.” Tania opened the door. “Now come. We're going to speak with King Haven.”
 
   “To find Kara.” Aryn felt a surge of relief.
 
   “That too. Also, I'd really like to get my arm fixed.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   THE SUN WAS LOW ON THE CALM SURFACE of Pale Lake when Jyllith Malconen and her brave new horse descended into the foothills surrounding the lake. She had bought the horse at Highridge Keep using her stolen coins, and though the animal had a name, she had not asked it. She would not be keeping it much longer anyway. Davengers loved fresh horses, and this one deserved better than being torn apart.
 
   Ahead of her and beyond the flat surface of Pale Lake stretched a mountain range known as the Green Ridge. Trees clung to the west side of the mountains, facing the verdant grasslands of Rain, and were sparse to the east, facing the great Tellvan deserts. Constant storms from the western sea blew in over the thick jungles far to the west, home to the tree dwelling Children of the Forest. Few storms crossed the Green Ridge.
 
   The small town of Knoll Point would be near the foot of the larger mountains, easily another half day's ride. Jyllith was more than a week gone from Terras and had perhaps seven days to complete her mission. She would discover how these Demonkin had opened a portal to the Underside, discover how to close it, and end them.
 
   Then she would kill herself.
 
   As the setting sun lit the lake she sensed her twin davengers stalking the forests, ranging ahead and behind. They had killed no one since she stole them from Malkavet, and she was grateful they did not need to feed or rest. Demon corpses required no sustenance and killed because they enjoyed it. It took constant vigilance to keep them off her oblivious horse.
 
   Once she reached the start of the rise leading into the mountains she dismounted, leg muscles tight. She could not ride the horse up this terrain and each step sent knives through her knotted legs. Riding for twelve hours a day was tough, even for trained soldiers.
 
   It was time to make camp. Jyllith hated stopping, but she would only injure herself or her horse in the dark or worse, push one of them beyond their limits. She also had to eat something, even if she had no appetite. The demon clawing at the inside of her head left her nauseated.
 
   Dusk fell by the time she prepared her camp. She left her horse hobbled and stalked away before calling her davengers — no need to terrify the poor animal. Her demons bounded up, snorting and pawing the grass like excited dogs. Jyllith tried not to think about what the Mavoureen were doing to the souls of these corrupted people.
 
   “You.” Jyllith pointed at the first davenger, slightly smaller than the second. “Range one hundred paces to the west. If you find animals, ignore them. If you find humans, come back to me. Go.”
 
   The davenger bobbed its horned head and loped off up the forested hill. From the distance, one might mistake it for a massive wolf. She hoped no one got closer than that.
 
   “You.” Jyllith pointed at the second demon. “Range—”
 
   A blast of demon hate assaulted her mind as something burst from the copse behind her. She spun in time to see the wide, slavering jaws of another davenger. She had no time to glyph, no time to take cover or run away.
 
   So much for stopping this Demonkin cult.
 
   Jyllith’s davenger slammed into the attacker. The two of them snarled, hissed, and rolled across the muddy hill. They could almost be dogs fighting over a bone if not for the black blood spewing from each new wound and the hellish, sawblade shrieks that filled the forest. They tore each other apart.
 
   Jyllith's davenger was done for, no matter the outcome. Her murder of Malkavet had confirmed that Mavoureen regenerated at a freakish pace, but not when wounded by their own. Neither davenger would recover.
 
   She took the dream world and scribed Fingers of Breath as she searched for the demon's master. A single orange dream form knelt in the copse that had hidden the davenger. A Demonkin who wanted her dead.
 
   Jyllith launched her Fingers of Breath and then flexed her arms out and in. That curved her vortexes so they tore up clumps of pine needles and shredded the bark off the trees of the copse. Her attacker screamed as bark needles shredded their chest and face. They collapsed.
 
   Jyllith turned to her davenger and found it losing. She scribed a Hand of Breath, slamming it down on the enemy davenger. That stunned the demon long enough for her own davenger to claw out the enemy demon's eyes and brain. The sight turned her stomach.
 
   Her own davenger collapsed atop the corpse, black blood pooling as it coughed and struggled. The enemy davenger had ripped it open from neck to pelvis and one of its leg had come off. It twitched now, dying slow.
 
   Jyllith wondered if the demon felt pain. This davenger had saved her, selflessly intercepting her attacker at the cost of its own life. She shook off guilt — the demon was a broken tool, nothing more — and marched to the copse hiding her attacker. Time to learn who wanted her dead.
 
   Other than this Demonkin, she saw no orange dream forms save a few squirrels and a rabbit huddled in its burrow. Jyllith knelt by her attacker and dropped the dream world. It was dark now, but the full moon revealed who had tried to murder her.
 
   He was just a boy, with brown hair cut close to his skull and tan skin. Southern stock, likely Tellvan. He wore a wool shirt, hide pants, and battered leather boots. Blood-stained hands clutched his face.
 
   He was actually crying.
 
   “Stop that,” Jyllith ordered. “Stop crying.” What kind of a sad fool wouldn't even fight for their life?
 
   “Who are you?” The boy wiped at his face, at his blood, and sniffled. “Why did you hurt Torch?”
 
   “Why did you try to kill me?” Jyllith took the dream world again. “Don't lie. I'll know if you lie.”
 
   She focused until she could make out the smaller components within his dream form: heart, lungs, arteries, and veins. Bloodmenders learned to pick those from the countless tangles inside a human body, and it was quite possible she would need to break those tangles tonight.
 
   “Where did you get a davenger?” the boy asked instead.
 
   Jyllith traced an inverted soothing glyph on the boy’s chest. He screamed, back arching, as her glyph made his wounds burn ten times worse. She hated herself for every moment she made him hurt, but she knew no faster way to break him. More Demonkin could be coming.
 
   “Answer me.” Jyllith mussed her glyph so he could speak and think again. “Or you'll spend the rest of the night screaming just like that.”
 
   Hurting people like this was what Cantrall made her do to those who opposed him. Her memories of those awful deeds were why she cried herself to sleep at night. No one deserved this.
 
   “I guard the hill, that's it!” The boy sobbed and shivered. “I swear!”
 
   Jyllith watched his body in the dream world. He spoke truth, and it disturbed her how fast she had broken him. Had she grown so monstrous?
 
   “What's your name?”
 
   He hugged himself. “Calun.”
 
   “Who sent you to guard this hill, Calun?”
 
   “I can't tell you that. I swore not too. If I do that he'll—”
 
   Jyllith scribed her inverse soothing glyph again, and this time she drew it on his forehead. Calun shrieked loud enough to send a rabbit running. His face must feel like it was being shredded.
 
   Jyllith mussed the glyph and straddled him. “Last warning. Answer my questions or die.”
 
   “Divad sent me!” The boy trembled beneath her. “I use Torch to capture anyone who gets too close, and then—”
 
   “Capture?” Jyllith gripped his neck, applying pressure. “You tried to kill me.”
 
   “Capture you!” Calun insisted, batting at her wrist. “Then bring you back! That's what we do to hostile mages!”
 
   “How many mages have you captured?”
 
   “Five?” Calun coughed as her hands crushed his neck. “No, six. The one last week makes six.”
 
   “Why does Divad have you capture these mages?”
 
   “For the army. We use them for the army.”
 
   “You make them into davengers.” Jyllith throttled Calun, seeing nothing but the terrified faces of those she had sent to the Underside. Calun choked, coughed, and batted at her hands. He couldn't breathe.
 
   How many innocent souls had these Demonkin banished to the Underside, to eternal torture by the Mavoureen? Was the davenger that hers had ripped apart the remains of one of the mages Calun captured? How many had this boy damned?
 
   Less than her. Far less than her. Jyllith was no different and if anything, she was worse. She was the psychotic woman strangling a captive with her bare hands.
 
   Jyllith made herself release Calun and stood. Stepped back. It was all she could do to keep herself from trembling. She didn't want to be a monster anymore, but she had promised Melyssa.
 
   “Who else guards Knoll Point?” Jyllith asked.
 
   Calun sucked down breath as he clutched his purpled neck. Jyllith didn't hurt him again. What would be the point?
 
   “Rala's to the north,” Calun rasped, once he had enough breath to speak. “She has one davenger. Xel's out south with his defiler.”
 
   Jyllith felt a deep chill. Defilers were far harder to create than davengers, impossible to cut and capable of blocking a mage's power with a simple touch. The only thing that could destroy them was fire, and only if a mage caught them before they slipped into the shadows.
 
   Defilers had been rare even in the days of the All Province War. They could only be summoned through a very specific trade: a child's soul. Even the most fervent of Tassaun mages had hesitated to send children to the Underside, a particular sacrifice favored by their matron, Hecata.
 
   Cantrall used defilers to chain Melyssa Honuron during the search for Kara, but he had never told Jyllith how they were made. She only learned the truth afterward, in the library of Terras. The revelation still sickened her, and it was just one more reason she hated Cantrall.
 
   Hecata did not torture the souls of sacrificed children. She did far worse. She taught those children to murder, grinding away kindness, empathy, and innocence until only a feral demon remained. All Hecata's court guards were children, innocent and wide-eyed. Until they gleefully tore people apart.
 
   That truth was one of many horrifying revelations Elders Hirsute and Gale had recorded in their now banned tome of demonic research, Contacts with the Underside. If only the other elders at Terras had listened.
 
   “There's no one else,” Calun whispered. “Please. No one else is out here but me and Torch.”
 
   Jyllith glanced at the piled demon corpses. “You named it?”
 
   “I told you everything.” His voice trembled. “Please, don't hurt me anymore.”
 
   Jyllith hugged herself and saw terrified faces. The desperation in Calun's voice matched her victims from her time with Cantrall. She would never find redemption for her horrific crimes, but she was not doing this for redemption. She was doing it because no one else could.
 
   “I'm done hurting you.” Jyllith forced herself to look at him. “When do you return to town?”
 
   “Not until morning. I can't be relieved until sun up. Divad says so.”
 
   That gave her time. She ached everywhere, even more after expended blood to defeat Calun. She should return to her camp. The only remaining question was if Calun went with her ... or she killed him here.
 
   Jyllith whistled. Her remaining davenger burst from the woods and loped to her side. It snorted at the boy cowering in the copse of broken trees.
 
   Calun curled into a ball. “Please!”
 
   It would be so much more efficient to kill him, to save Calun's soul from his Demonkin curse. But could she? “If I spare you, will you run?”
 
   “No.” He sobbed once more. “I swear.”
 
   “If you run, my davenger will tear you apart.”
 
   “I won't run.”
 
   “Good.” Jyllith knelt over him. “Hold still.”
 
   He uncurled, hunched up as if expecting another inverted blood glyph. Jyllith took the dream world and scribed mending glyphs on his face and chest. She ignited her glyphs and felt her blood thin dangerously.
 
   It was stupid to mend his injuries and would leave her even more vulnerable to attack, but Calun was like her. A child twisted by Cantrall. He did not deserve to hurt.
 
   When Jyllith finished and stood, exhausted, Calun's face bled no more. He would not lose his sight and he would have nothing but red marks tomorrow morning. She couldn't do more for him without risking anemia.
 
   “Why did you do that?” Calun whispered.
 
   “I don't need you sobbing all night.” Jyllith lied well. “Now get up.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I'm tired, hungry, and done fighting.” She brushed her bloody hands against each other and glanced at him. “Do you have anything to eat?”
 
   Calun looked to her slavering davenger and then at the small pack he carried. “I have some jerky and some cheese. Torch caught me a rabbit.” He sounded like he actually missed his davenger. How twisted was that?
 
   “Rabbit sounds lovely.” It had never occurred to her that davengers could hunt game, but why not? “Follow me.” She glanced at her davenger. “If he attacks me or tries to run, tear his head off.”
 
   The demon corpse snorted agreement.
 
   Calun followed her until Jyllith stopped outside her camp, away from her horse. No point spooking it.
 
   “Guard the perimeter,” Jyllith told her demon. “If Calun runs, kill him.” Her davenger snorted and rushed off, leaving her alone with Calun. That wouldn't save him if he crossed her.
 
   “I get it, you know,” Calun said quietly.
 
   Jyllith founded him fiddling with his pack straps. “Get what?”
 
   “If I run away or hurt you, it kills me.”
 
   “I'm glad we understand each other.” Jyllith led him into her camp and found her hobbled horse trimming the grass. “Do you know how to rub down a horse?” If only she could be that oblivious.
 
   Calun nodded.
 
   “Do it.” Jyllith had planned to tend her horse after dealing with her davengers, but Calun could do that while she cooked. “I'll get supper started.”
 
   He reluctantly handed her his pack. The dead rabbit was surprisingly intact, considering a davenger had snapped its neck. Jyllith skinned it with calm efficiency she knew bothered Calun. He cast furtive glances at her as he massaged her horse's tired muscles and brushed out its brown coat.
 
   Jyllith got a fire going and set up the cooking spit she had purchased at Highridge Keep. Its Sentinels had no idea she had watched the last garrison slaughter each other, driving their swords into their own as Shifters cloaked them in illusion. She had shouted at Cantrall.
 
   “Those soldiers are not our enemies!” Jyllith pointed at the Sentinels grunting, fighting, and dying in the ruins of the ancient Highridge Fortress, far below the rise on which she stood with Cantrall. “They did nothing to us, and some of those people are from Rain!”
 
   “Jyllith,” Cantrall said, “I have told you—”
 
   “You've told me they're a threat,” she said, digging her nails into her palms, “but you have not told me why!”
 
   The horrors of the past night would not leave her. She could not stop seeing Aryn Locke as Balazel strapped his spiky bindings around him, piercing his paralyzed body over and over. Finally, as Balazel dragged Aryn to the Underside, Aryn had looked at her just once.
 
   As the grip of the Underside took them Aryn has shouted, pleaded, begged her to save him. She had done that to a man who had committed no crime other than loving his woman. How did that avenge her family's murder?
 
   “Some must be sacrificed.” Cantrall placed a cold, calloused hand on her shoulder. “It is for the greater good. If Kara Honuron does not help us fix the High Protector's mistake, the deaths of these few will be nothing compared to the death of an entire world.”
 
   Jyllith almost shrugged his hand off, but he was right. Her guilt, terror, and regrets did not matter when weighed against the threat posed by the Alcedi. Torn had foolishly locked the Mavoureen away, and without them, the Alcedi would devour everything and consume everyone.
 
   Jyllith knew this as she watched the last wounded Sentinel stop fighting. The Shifters lifted the illusion just in time for a woman to see the horror she had wrought upon her fellows. That lone Sentinel fell to her knees, a tiny figure holding the man she had just stabbed.
 
   Jyllith forced her gaze away. It was for the greater good. Everything she did was for the greater good.
 
   “I'm, uh...” Calun paused.
 
   Jyllith glared at him. Calun thumped back against her horse.
 
   “I'm done! I mean, if you say I'm done. I can do it again. Just tell me what to do.”
 
   She sighed and beckoned him over. “Come eat something.” She hated making him squirm. “Now,” she added when he didn’t move.
 
   Calun had tried to drag her off to be sacrificed to his Demonkin cult, yet hadn't she done much worse? He had made someone a davenger, throwing their soul into the Underside, but she had done that too. She also suspected Calun had never stabbed a kind old woman through the heart.
 
   The boy walked over and sat on a flat rock, hugging himself against the night's growing cold. How could anyone be so helpless?
 
   “Don't you have a cloak?” Jyllith asked.
 
   “I had one.” His teeth chattered. “I left it in the woods when I sent Torch to get you.”
 
   “You didn't bother to pick it up?”
 
   “Didn't think you'd let me.”
 
   Jyllith pulled off her own cloak. “Fine.” It was windproof and warm. “Wear this until you warm up.”
 
   He still didn't move, so she wrapped her cloak around him and sat back down. His shoulders hunched as he watched the fire. She returned her attention to the spit, cooking the rabbit slow. Goosebumps rose on her arms.
 
   “Won't you be cold?” Calun asked.
 
   “I don't care if I'm cold.” Jyllith ignored his gaze and stared at the roasting rabbit. The rabbit didn't ask awkward questions.
 
   “What happened to you?” Calun whispered.
 
   Jyllith offered a mirthless chuckle. “Whatever do you mean?”
 
   “You're hard. Like Divad. You've seen fighting, haven't you?”
 
   “Is that what Divad does? Does he fight?” If Calun was feeling talkative, she could probably learn more about the people at Knoll Point.
 
   “He leads us.” Calun's tone grew reverent. “He and Andar, they rescued us. They keep everyone safe.”
 
   “Who's Andar?” Jyllith pulled a plate from her pack, set it down, and plucked the spit from its bracket. She ignored the burn through her gloves.
 
   “He's...” Calun trailed off.
 
   Jyllith gripped the rabbit in one hand and the spit in the other, dragging the cooked rabbit off the metal. The heat of the rod burned through her gloves and she let it, enduring the searing pain. Like her victims.
 
   She felt Calun's wide eyes on her as she held the searing spit, as her palm burned even through her gloves. Finally, she set the spit aside and pulled out her knife. She sliced open the well-cooked rabbit as her hand throbbed. Like Calun's face when she tortured him.
 
   “Andar's Free Rain,” Calun said, words spilling out. “He and his fighters live in Knoll Point. It was a slaving camp before, but Andar's crew freed it and killed the Mynt. Now it's theirs. Divad, he's Andar's advisor.”
 
   Keeping Calun alive had been the right decision. He had a wealth of information about Knoll Point. Jyllith told herself that was why she had spared him and not because she felt sorry for a boy who had lost his family.
 
   “Tell me more about Andar,” she said.
 
   “He's a veteran.” Calun’s reverence returned. “He was at Firstwood and fought until the surrender. Even after that, he kept fighting.”
 
   Jyllith believed him. The day Firstwood fell to the Mynt, many warriors had fled into Rain’s great forests rather than surrendering. Free Rain was a guerilla group that had been a thorn in the side of Mynt for decades, ever since they first brought Rain to heel beneath their booted feet.
 
   Jyllith had fought alongside fighters from Free Rain many times as she grew up with Cantrall, working both with and without him as they launched assaults on Mynt caravans, killed soldiers. She wondered how many soldiers in Knoll Point were poor, deluded souls like Calun.
 
   The attacks that led Rain to assault Mynt's borders had been staged, certainly, but the reprisals that followed were real enough. Revenants had not shattered Rain's forest garrisons or sacked Nolan and Kildoon. Revenants had not marched on Firstwood and sieged it in a month of bloody fighting that left its people starved.
 
   Mynt legionnaires had done that, soldiers led by Prince Beren and his cursed magic sword, and the terms of surrender had been unconditional and absolute. Chief Karon had killed himself out of shame. Chieftess Shara only accepted Mynt's offer of unconditional surrender after her eldest son died in a desperate attempt to break the siege.
 
   What else could they have done? Firstwood was out of grain and bread. Its citizens were eating rats. Its surviving warriors had fought for months on little sleep and those who still fought were tired and weak. Mynt may not have started the war, as many thought, but they had certainly finished it.
 
   Jyllith wondered how many people needed to die to make a false crime into a true one.
 
   “Can I have some rabbit?” Calun asked.
 
   Jyllith snorted. He was like a little bird, pecking at her and chirping. She was done slicing the rabbit and had not noticed. She clutched the skinning knife so hard her palm cramped.
 
   It was getting cold. She needed sleep, soon, and she had to be sure Calun wouldn't try to capture or kill her while she slept. Time to eat.
 
   She grabbed a chunk of rabbit and passed the rest, and the plate, to Calun. The flesh was gamey but good. She spit out a bone fragment she had missed. That felt satisfying.
 
   “Where are your parents?” Jyllith asked. She already knew, but Calun could not know that.
 
   “Dead,” Calun mumbled between bites.
 
   “Who killed them?”
 
   “Mynt scouts found them on the road.” Calun gnawed on a rabbit leg. “Cut my father up first, then my mother. Made them both scream good.”
 
   “Legionnaires burned my village.” The best way to gain his trust would be to embrace the lies. “I'm from Talos. Do you know it?”
 
   Calun's eyes went wide. “That was back before the war. The first Mynt attacks.”
 
   “Yes.” Jyllith tore off another piece of rabbit. “The first attacks.” If only she had known then who really burned Talos. “I lost three sisters that night, and my mother too. Legionnaires crushed her skull.”
 
   Calun looked down. “I'm sorry I attacked you.”
 
   Jyllith chewed. “Really.”
 
   “Really.” He hugged her travel cloak close. “You would have gotten a chance to plead your case with Divad, you know. He's a good man. He doesn't hurt anyone who doesn't deserve it.”
 
   “What about the mages you captured?”
 
   “They were evil,” Calun said, and the certainty in his tone chilled her. “They came here to hurt the people of Free Rain.”
 
   “How do you know that?” Had she been this blind when she followed Cantrall?
 
   “Divad told me.”
 
   “Do you believe everything Divad says?”
 
   “Why wouldn't I? He's kept us all alive this long.” Calun finished a leg, tossed the bone, and started on the other. “Mynt killed his wife and daughter. He hates them more than I do.” He licked his lips. “Water?”
 
   He really was an odd little boy. How could he act so innocent, so hopeful, with his family dead? Jyllith drank her fill and then passed Calun her half-empty canteen. She could not let herself get distracted.
 
   Divad should be her focus, the leader of this Demonkin cult. Divad had been old enough to have a wife and child when Cantrall slaughtered them. He was a man grown and twisted to serve. One more useful fact from Calun.
 
   This boy was harmless without his davenger, and he seemed to genuinely empathize with her. Even if he didn't, her davenger would ensure he behaved. She needed to sleep.
 
   “Do you have a bedroll?” Jyllith asked.
 
   “With my cloak.” Calun winced. “Which I left.”
 
   Jyllith passed him her bedroll. “Use this, then.”
 
   “But where will you sleep?”
 
   “On the ground.” Jyllith put her back to the fire. The thick grass on this hill was almost comfortable.
 
   “Why are you being so nice to me?” Calun asked.
 
   If he didn't stop asking stupid questions, she wasn't going to be nice much longer. “Go to sleep.” Jyllith closed her eyes. “We've got a busy morning.”
 
   “Busy? Doing what?”
 
   “Taking you back to Knoll Point.”
 
   “Oh.” Calun got real quiet after that.
 
   The Demonkin were not hiding in Knoll Point. They were working openly with Free Rain, who were led by a veteran soldier named Andar. Divad had the trust of every other Demonkin that lived there, and also had Andar's ear. She hoped neither would suspect she was a Mynt spy.
 
   This all seemed so absurd. No one had hated the Mynt more than her. No one. Now she had sworn to betray some of Rain's most loyal allies and the soldiers who fought for the province she loved.
 
   It was just like Cantrall had told her as he forced her to curse Tarel Halen, as she watched Balazel take Aryn, as they both watched Sentinels slaughter each other.
 
   It was all for the greater good.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   SERA SHUDDERED AS SHE STARED across a descending bowl of blasted earth. The devastated Magic Academy of Terras huddled below, blackened walls and ruined buildings. She had reached it, with Byn, at last, and that should have made her hope — but her demon would not let her.
 
   After the Terras elders foolishly opened the gate to the Underside and triggered the first Mavoureen invasion, the demon army had blackened or cracked its mighty mage stone walls. Many protective stones were missing or broken, and Terras's remaining buildings were shattered things. Walls crumbled and broken windows stared like sightless eyes.
 
   Sera caught Byn watching her as they rode steadily downward, idly toying with his saddlehorn. A nervous tic. She smiled for his benefit and he stopped fiddling. He smiled back.
 
   It felt good to comfort Byn, even if she could no longer comfort herself. This curse drowned her every day. The demon in her head spoke once more, its seductive voice as clear as if it rode beside her. 
 
   “You are so afraid. Why? Accept me, child. Accept my love. I offer you a paradise beyond words.”
 
   Sera tapped her horse's flanks. Her legs ached with the day's long ride and the seven days before that, but a bloodmending session in Terras would help. She would ease her aches and Byn’s. She kept her face forward.
 
   She did not want Byn to see the frustration or anger tugging at her features. She did not want him to ask “What's wrong?” because the demon inside her head made her silent when he did. It was just so strong now.
 
   Her father must have received her letter. Sera had spent many nights awake as they camped, wondering what he thought about her words. Wondering if he raged or cried. Wondering if he would come after her.
 
   She willed him to give up. Dared Valence was a brave man, but he was no fighter. He was a scholar and an artist, and Sera did not want him on the road with demons about. She wanted him safe and alive.
 
   They rode in silence for another hour, picking their way through the treacherous, rubble-strewn ground surrounding Terras. It would not do if a horse rolled an ankle, or worse. Sera was quite fond of their animals already. Blue, and Notch.
 
   These were not Solyr horses — they did not have enhanced intelligence or the ability to sense their rider's intent — but they were loyal and Sera longed to keep them safe. A thick streak of purple lightning crackled overhead, but she was used to that. They were so alone out here.
 
   At least she had Byn. Byn would never abandon her, never hate her for binding herself to the Mavoureen in Highridge Pass. Every law Sera knew called for her execution and if she did not find a cure at Terras, her execution glyph would obey those laws for her. Cold comfort.
 
   “You need no cure,” her demon whispered. “You only need me.”
 
   Only Sera’s certainty that her execution glyph held strong kept her from pulling her trail knife and slitting her wrists. She knew no paradise awaited her damned soul. Only torture and agony.
 
   “You're doing it again.” Byn stepped his gelding closer to hers.
 
   “Am I?” Sera kept her eyes on Terras.
 
   “You've got that haunted look again, like someone died. Is it Jair? Is it because he died here?”
 
   “Yes.” Sera was eager to explain herself in any way that did not involve the forbidden truth. “If I had not been so exhausted, perhaps I could have saved him.” An easy lie to a man she loved.
 
   “No one survives a sword through the heart,” Byn said, “and Jair sacrificed himself to pull Kara’s soul from the Underside. He made his choice. He wasn’t coming back and he knew that.”
 
   “I know. It still hurts.” Sera could not say what she wanted to say, and she did miss Jair. He had been a brave man and a good friend, always placing others before himself. That was why he was rotting in the ground.
 
   They approached the archway leading through the blasted mage stone walls of Terras. Its desiccated gates, rotting wooden slabs, hung off what remained of ancient hinges. When Sera saw the weatherproof tube sticking from the ground inside the archway, she felt what might be hope.
 
   “It's a message.” Sera dropped off her horse and hurried to the tube. “It might be from Melyssa.”
 
   Sera knelt and tugged on the tube. Byn joined her a moment later, and together they pulled it from the dirt. It was so light.
 
   Sera popped the top. Could there actually be a cure? Could she and Byn live the life she longed for?
 
   A scroll slipped out. Sera spread it between two hands and found legible script. It was a short note, handwritten.
 
   “Sera, I hope this note finds you well.”
 
   It had to be Melyssa's handwriting. The script and strokes were precise and elegant. Sera hung on every word.
 
   “I have spent most of this week searching for a way to end the Demonkin curse. While I have found it,” and there, Sera's heart skipped a beat, “I fear it will be of little use to you. The only way to end your curse is to transfer the curse to another, one without the taint.”
 
   Sera’s eyes grew blurry, her throat clamping up.
 
   “You must trade their soul for yours.”
 
   Chilling laughter flooded Sera's head. Her demon had known this cure existed all along, and now it laughed like a madwoman. It felt her horror, her despair, and drank her emotions like fine wine.
 
   “Sweet child, you are so precious when you hope. Feed me an innocent soul and you can live forever with Byn.”
 
   Sera couldn’t breathe. She trembled from everything but the cold wind. Byn leaned close, trying to read over her shoulder.
 
   “What does it say?” Byn demanded. “How do we save you?”
 
   Sera handed him the scroll and tucked her knees against her chest. She hugged herself and rocked, staring over the dead expanse of the Unsettled Lands. She had no time to find her father and say goodbye.
 
   She had been foolish to hope, stupid to let her old optimism trump what she already knew. There was no cure for the Demonkin curse, at least none she could stomach. It was time for her to die.
 
   Byn grunted and sat. Sera rocked silently as he read the scroll. When he started ripping it to pieces, she didn’t look up. When he tossed those pieces to the rising wind, she did.
 
   “It's just one cure.” Byn’s big shoulders trembled. He glared at the spectral storms as if challenging them to a fight.
 
   Sera was grateful he did not offer his soul for hers. That was a pointless argument and they had no time for those. No time at all.
 
   “There has to be another way to cure you.” Byn bared his teeth and stared at her. “Melyssa didn't look hard enough.”
 
   “You really believe that?” Sera shuddered. “This is Melyssa Honuron. If she could not find it, no one will.”
 
   “We still have a week.” Byn rested a hand on her shoulder and made his features calm. “We'll find another cure. I swear we will.”
 
   Sera wanted to scream at him. She wanted to grab his arms and shake him, shake every last foolish dream out of his head. She wanted to hurt him, and that shocked her from her melancholy.
 
   Sera had never once wanted to hurt Byn. Her demon was influencing her, making her despair. That, more than anything, made Sera refuse to give up. Giving up was as good as dying.
 
   If the demon wanted her to stop looking for a cure, then maybe one did exist in this library, somewhere. At least searching for a cure would occupy her while she waited to die. It was better than staring at spectral storms.
 
   “Drown me, Byn.” Sera hopped up and threw her arms around him. “You keep me going.” She pressed her head against his wide chest and sniffled. “Don't ever let me give up.”
 
   “Dear, sweet child—”
 
   “Shut up.” Sera thought of Byn, thought of how she loved him, and made the voice silent. There was nothing in her world but Byn's warm bulk and his strong arms, wrapped around her. She could die like this.
 
   “Well...” Byn kneaded the muscles of her sore back. “Good.”
 
   “The library.” Sera pushed up on tiptoes and kissed him. “Let's go there now. Maybe Jyllith and Melyssa are still looking. Even if they aren't, we'll take over. We'll start with histories of the All Province War.”
 
   “Good plan.” Byn leaned close and kissed her again, and when he was done she felt just a bit lighter on her feet.
 
   Sera nuzzled him, squeezed him, kissed his chest and pressed her head against it. They had so little time left. She would not waste any more of it.
 
   “I love you,” Byn whispered, as purple lightning crackled overhead.
 
   “Don't ever stop.” She pushed herself away. “Now walk.”
 
   They followed the path Jyllith had shown them when they rescued Kara. Just the thought of that hateful woman made Sera's hands clench. Then Byn slipped an arm around her waist and her world was bearable again.
 
   Sera tried it again — telling Byn about the demon — and her lips refused to move. The demon inside her did not have her mind, not yet, and it could not know the thoughts she locked away — but it had her body locked down hard. She closed her eyes and let Byn lead her at his pace.
 
   “We're here,” he said after a short time.
 
   Sera opened her eyes to find a stone building looming over them. The library of Terras. The visible part stood three stories, but stairs descended from its heavy oak doors, standing open. The only sounds were the whistle of constant wind and the occasional crack of thunder.
 
   What Sera wanted more than anything was Byn — living — and even if she could not save herself, she could save him. He deserved a life with happiness, health, and children. Even if that life couldn't be with her.
 
   Byn found a torch by the door, probably left by Jyllith or Melyssa. Sera lit it with a Finger of Heat. They walked down the stone steps of the library and into an interior so large it might as well be a cave.
 
   Shelves stretched away, each filled with rows of musty books. The amount of knowledge in this library boggled the mind, and that was their problem. Even if a cure for the Demonkin curse existed somewhere in this library, they could search for years and never find it.
 
   Sera found a few loose tomes on an ancient desk. A single glyph-candle sat atop it, as did an empty plate. Blood stained a pile of pillows and sheets by the desk. Whose blood was it? Had Melyssa taken ill?
 
   “Where are they?” Byn asked. “Out hunting for food?”
 
   Sera picked up one of the loose tomes, A Treatise on the Ranks of the Mavoureen. Another was titled Glyphs of the All Province War. Melyssa had no doubt read them cover to cover, so Sera would find no help there.
 
   “Be wary, child,” the demon inside her head whispered. “There are dead things coming.”
 
   “What?” Sera spun to the library steps as something shambled after them, each movement stiff and bizarre. It did not walk like something alive.
 
   A rail-thin corpse stumbled into the library with arms outstretched, clad in a blood and dirt-stained dress. A white dress. Sera knew that dress and the woman who wore it. This was the body of Melyssa Honuron.
 
   Someone or something had raised her headless corpse.
 
   “Byn, run!” Sera took the dream world and scribed a Finger of Heat. Cold hands clutched her shoulders and yanked her backward.
 
   “Get off her!” Byn swung his quarterstaff, hitting flesh with a meaty thunk. Whatever had clutched at her fell away.
 
   Sera spun to face the threat and gasped. There was another corpse in here with them, and she knew this one far better than Melyssa.
 
   “Jair?” Byn whispered. “Jair!”
 
   Sera scribed a Hand of Breath and ignited it, smashing Melyssa's headless corpse into the library wall. Bones shattered and Sera ached at this desecration. It did not matter that Melyssa’s soul was gone.
 
   How was this happening? Who or what could raise corpses? As horrific memories of Highridge Pass flooded Sera's mind, she knew. A harvenger. Someone had sent a harvenger after them.
 
   Byn struggled with Jair, both of them pulling on Byn's quarterstaff. Byn remained so weak! A month ago, he would have knocked this corpse flat.
 
   Yet it was just a corpse, not Jair. Sera made herself believe it. Jair’s once black eyes were gone and maggots wriggled in those holes. Dark hair brushed bared skull and his jaw hung open at a crazy angle.
 
   Unnatural rage burned away Sera’s fear. Jair had died nobly, a hero saving Kara, and now the Mavoureen had done this to him. Where was the harvenger? Sera was going to tear it apart!
 
   Byn freed his quarterstaff. He swung. Jair's screeching corpse slammed into a bookshelf and books tumbled over it, burying the corpse in an avalanche of tomes. It clawed at the books, struggling to rise.
 
   “That’s no way to greet your best friend!” A deep voice boomed through the library. “And Melyssa? Really! Is that how you treat an old woman?”
 
   Sera turned to the doors as Byn stepped to her side, quarterstaff in a low guard. A nightmare strode into the Terras library, and it was no harvenger. It was the thing all harvengers feared.
 
   “Balazel,” Sera whispered.
 
   The Mavoureen stood twice as tall as Byn, but half of that height was its grotesquely oversized head. It had glowing red eyes half as tall as Sera, and its muscular body rippled with strength. Its scales were thick and black, its mouth open to reveal teeth as long as swords.
 
   “I’ll take him down.” Byn scribed Kermodo on his chest, growled deep, and charged Balazel. So impossibly brave. The Great Bear had taken Byn, body and soul, and it wouldn't be nearly enough.
 
   Sera dashed after Byn. Attacking this demon was futile, but what else could they do? Wait and die? If they died here they would still have their souls, and their souls were all she cared about now.
 
   She took the dream world and tossed a Hand of Breath. Balazel swatted it away and laughed. Byn swung his quarterstaff into one of the demon's glowing red eyes so hard his staff cracked. The effort took him off-balance.
 
   Balazel snatched Byn's cloak and yanked him into the air. It held Byn at arm's length as he kicked and spun about, eyes bulging. He dropped his quarterstaff. He clutched at the clasp now choking him.
 
   ”Stop it!” Sera scribed a desperate Hand of Heat before a pain like chilled knives slipped through her back, through her chest. Her glyph faded as she dropped to her knees. Cold spread and Balazel leered.
 
   A dark, misty demon tendril slipped through her chest. It wound in and through her, joined by others. Sera felt her lungs tighten.
 
   Balazel sauntered forward as Byn's body dangled and spun. “Have you never experienced the touch of a defiler? Is it not exquisite?”
 
   Jair's dead hands settled on Sera's shoulders. He pulled her up, smelling of dirt and death. Byn's face was purple now, his limbs hanging limp.
 
   “Please.” Sera managed to whisper. “Don't kill him.”
 
   “I'm not here to kill him, little one!” Balazel dropped Byn's unconscious body with a thump. “I'm going to take him home.”
 
   “Don't.” Sera struggled to speak, to breathe, and each word cut her open inside. “Take me.”
 
   “I will!” Balazel’s rancid breath made her gag as it loomed over her. “You hurt us, little one. All of us. Now we'll all journey to the Underside together. There, atop a sea of broken bodies, you will watch Paymon rip Byn apart.”
 
   Paymon the Patriarch. Kara had mentioned him. Balazel grabbed Sera in one massive arm and tossed her over his shoulder, then did the same to Byn. It carried them off to be tortured in the dark.
 
   Sera tried to move, tried to fight, but the defiler floated with Balazel and its tendrils sapped her will. Balazel walked from the library and out into the storms. Jair's silent corpse watched them go.
 
   How was Balazel here, in their world? Torn's spectral storms would not hurt this demon — those storms only affected humans — but a Mavoureen could not enter their world without a gate. This simply was not possible!
 
   “It's a shame, really,” Balazel said as it trudged beneath a roiling sky. “Soon, you won't care about any of this.”
 
   Once they reached the gates of Terras, Sera saw Blue and Notch hanging from the walls. Equine terror twisted their once kind faces. She wanted to scream, but couldn’t. What type of a monster slaughtered a horse?
 
   “You’ll forget this world, this man,” Balazel said. “Your soul will become ours and you’ll know nothing but agony and fear. That's why we must hurry to the Underside. I need you to watch Byn suffer before you forget.”
 
   Sera's execution glyph would end her, certainly, but that left Byn with Balazel. It would torture his soul like it had tortured Aryn’s, with knives and flames and racks. Sera could endure any fate but that.
 
   “There is a way out,” her demon whispered. “I can free you from Balazel, fill you with my power. Trust me. Believe in me.”
 
   “I can't trust you!” Sera screamed inside her own head. “You're a monster!”
 
   “I want only the best for you, sweet child. Let me save you and yours from torment and pain. I love both of you so much.”
 
   Sera could not remember why she resisted. Every reason she summoned was hollow and false. Balazel would torture her and Byn without end, unless they stopped him. She would stop him. She would do anything.
 
   Why did she refuse to trust this kind voice in her head? Because it was a demon? Not all demons were the same. Because it had taken her against her will? She had given herself willingly when she scribed Davazet's glyph, made a bargain, and Sera judged that bargain fair.
 
   The demon in her head had helped her find that harvenger in Highridge Pass. It had helped her save Kara and save Byn, save everyone. She owed this Mavoureen, and what was her soul when weighed against Byn's?
 
   Sera's terror faded, her mind going clear. Her life made sense at last. Why had it taken her so damn long?
 
   “Do you trust me, sweet child?”
 
   Sera accepted her demon’s love for her, accepted her fate. “I trust you.” Bliss filled her fading, fragile mind. “Please. Save us. What must I do?”
 
   Her demon showed her.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   ARYN WATCHED AS TANIA EMERGED from the postern door leading through the inner walls that protected Tarna's royal palace. He could not see her expression and that frustrated him. Tania was alone and had returned far quicker than he had expected. How much trouble was Kara in?
 
   Tania motioned for Aryn to follow. They walked a good distance from the postern and stopped by a cart of some sort. Its owner was absent and it smelled of raw fish.
 
   “We can't visit Kara,” Tania said, “and I don't know why.”
 
   Aryn considered the facts before speaking. He suspected Tania was evaluating everything he said or did, and oddly enough, that comforted him. He was being given an opportunity to excel, again, and the opportunity to be good at something had eluded him for far too long.
 
   A year ago, Tania's tales of the andux orn would have seemed like nonsense, but Aryn had seen enough demon glyphs to know that their world needed Valar and his agents. What Aryn did not know, yet, is if he could become one of them.
 
   Murder, even to save a soul, was a lot to ask.
 
   “Someone above you forbid us to see Kara,” Aryn said, after thinking it through. “Given what I've seen of the respect most accord you, including those in the military, that puts the culprit in the king's inner circle.”
 
   “My thoughts as well.” Tania leaned against the cart. “Valar's name carries weight, even with those who don't know exactly what he does, and few deny him any favor.”
 
   “Prince Beren is King Haven's military advisor, and Royal Adept Anylus advises him in matters of glyphs. Therefore, Anylus denied you. Prince Beren has no reason to stop us, not when you're tracking a Demonkin Kara aided and abetted.” 
 
   Aryn almost said “if you're tracking Sera” but he caught himself. How could he kill Sera? He loved her. Yet would a man who loved her let the Mavoureen steal her soul?
 
   Aryn no longer envied Byn. He pitied him. Byn was a good man, despite his history with Aryn, and neither he or Sera deserved to face such a horrific choice. They deserved a life they would never have.
 
   Tania rested her shoulder against his arm, simple contact that made him feel appreciated and warm. He liked how she could do that. He liked a lot of things about her.
 
   “We've done what we came to do,” Tania said. “King Haven knows the Mavoureen have entered our world. The demon general who busted his gates saw to that. So what would you suggest we do next?”
 
   Aryn considered. King Haven and Anylus were already using every resource they had to counter the Mavoureen threat. Kara, even in protective custody, would be far safer than she had been at Solyr.
 
   What about Trell? He remained Abaddon's captive and so far as Aryn knew, no one had gone after them. Could they track down Abaddon and free Trell? Could he use Davazet’s glyph on Abaddon if he got close? Would that glyph even affect something that had no living flesh?
 
   “We don't know enough to make a decision.” Aryn pushed off the cart. “You have contacts here, right? Let's see what they have to say. Take a day to gather accounts of the attack and get some idea how the king plans to react. That also gives us time to get your arm fixed.”
 
   Aryn longed to go after Trell straightaway, but Abaddon had killed dozens of soldiers and blown a tower apart. They needed a better plan than “glyph Davazet on him and hope for the best.”
 
   Tania pushed off the cart and walked.  Aryn followed, pleased she had accepted his logic. Correct choices remained satisfying.
 
   “Aryn!” someone called from behind him. A woman.
 
   Aryn froze, then cursed himself and kept walking. He had likely just failed another test. Valar had sent another andux orn to bait him, call out his true name to see if he would react.
 
   “Aryn! Wait!”
 
   Why was that voice so familiar? Tania cut through the crowd and Aryn followed close, head down and hood clutched close around his head. How could anyone know who he was in this hood?
 
   “Stop, Aryn!” Someone grabbed his shoulder, a thin hand with a strong grip. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Sorry.” He ripped his shoulder free and walked. “Don't know any Aryn.” Then he stopped, struck by this familiar dream form. He knew this woman. He had met her in the mountains overlooking the Martial Steppes.
 
   “Missus Tanner?” Despite his worry, Aryn could not deny Kara's mother. She must have come to see her daughter and been turned away. How long had she been here?
 
   Aryn glanced behind him to find Tania waiting at the entrance to another black stick building. Aryn considered, turned to Ona, and beckoned for her to follow. Tania led them both inside that building.
 
   “My lady!” A man behind what was likely the bar bowed when Tania entered. “What will you have?” 
 
   “A nap, please.” Tania did not sound like she was joking.
 
   The unnamed barkeep led them through the empty tavern to a stock room. It remained early in the day and Aryn suspected those who spent their coin here were sleeping off the prior night. The barkeep knelt by a closed trap door.
 
   Aryn could see that door in the dream world, the structure more apparent than it would be with real eyes. Using the dream world for his eyes had advantages, as well. The barkeep pulled the trap door open.
 
   “You will not be disturbed.” The man bowed, one arm still holding the door upright.
 
   Tania glanced at them. “Watch your step.” She hopped into the hole and climbed down a wooden ladder.
 
   Aryn turned to Ona after Tania disappeared. “How did you know it was me?”
 
   “Hmm?” Ona straightened. “Oh. Your walk.”
 
   “My walk?”
 
   “You walk like a noble, straight and tall and proper. No one with such a bearing would wear that ratty cloak, nor would they wear gloves in this heat. It was an educated guess.”
 
   Aryn felt his face heat. If Ona had identified him so easily, others could as well. He would need to learn to walk differently, to slouch and shuffle. He would need a better way to hide his hands than gloves.
 
   “Are we going down there?” Ona's voice held no hesitation, no worry.
 
   “Yes,” Aryn said. “You can trust us.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.” Ona climbed down the ladder.
 
   The barkeep motioned with his free hand. “And you, sir.”
 
   Aryn considered the man. He should cultivate contacts in Tarna, soon, so why not begin here? This man was already friendly with the andux orn.
 
   “I appreciate your courtesy to my sister.” Aryn hoped the man would interpret sister the way he wanted. “If I need a nap, may I count on your hospitality?”
 
   Even as a child in Locke, Aryn had quickly learned who among his father's staff could be relied upon for favors or indulgences. Getting what he wanted was as simple as finding the right person and pitching it in the right way. Then, of course, he still had all his skin. Making new friends would be more complicated now.
 
   The barkeep shifted and Aryn cursed his inability to see faces. Reading expressions had been another of his skills, knowing when someone was interested or annoyed. He would adapt, perhaps listen to tone.
 
   “Naturally,” Aryn said, “I would owe you a favor.”
 
   The barkeep offered his free hand, still holding the trap door upright. Aryn shook it and held back a grin. He had gained an ally!
 
   “The name's Honest Jack, good sir. You may call upon my hospitality any time.”
 
   Aryn clambered down the ladder, well satisfied. Honest Jack closed the trapdoor, but Aryn heard no lock. He assumed the room below was lit by a lantern or torches, because Ona had not complained about the dark.
 
   Kara’s mother waited at the bottom of the ladder, with Tania. Tania tsked and shook her head. “Oh, Aryn.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A favor.” Tania sighed. “Well. You'll learn.” She turned on Ona and extended both hands. “Ona Tanner? I'm Tania Lace. It's a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “Is it? You just led me into a hole.” Ona looked to Aryn and did not take Tania’s hands. “Is what Kara did so horrible?”
 
   Aryn grimaced. “All we know is King Haven placed Kara in protective custody. We aren't certain if they know Kara helped Sera escape Tarna ... aiding a Demonkin ... but if Anylus denied us, I'd hazard they have some idea. They know Kara lied about something.”
 
   “Anylus denied me too. Her own mother.” Ona placed hands on hips. “He would not tell me anything, and that vexes me.” She turned back to Tania. “May I ask what business you have with my daughter?”
 
   “Let's sit.” Tania backed away. “I plot better over a cup of tea.” She led them to a table and chairs in the center of the square root cellar.
 
   What Aryn judged to be a full teapot sat on the table, along with cups. The black lines of those objects in the dream world remained recognizable, if indistinct. Aryn also saw the distinctive shimmer of Heat. Did Honest Jack keep hot tea in his cellar in case an andux orn needed a nap?
 
   Tania pulled a chair out for Ona, a gesture Aryn found endearing. Ona murmured a thank you before she sat. Tania kicked another chair and sent it skidding toward Aryn. She sat herself in a third.
 
   “Thanks,” Aryn snarked, as he imagined the face he couldn't see wearing a taunting smirk. If only he could see that face, just once!
 
   “Here's what we know.” Tania poured them all tea. “Mavoureen now walk our world in the flesh. King Haven and his advisors must believe Kara omitted details about what happened at Terras, and her omission has likely become a sore point.”
 
   “Because of Abaddon,” Ona said.
 
   “That demon’s murder spree ruffled feathers and tore them out.”
 
   Ona glanced at Aryn and sipped her tea. “You know about Terras.” Aryn suspected Ona had narrowed her eyes at him.
 
   “I know everything,” Tania said, “and Aryn has convinced me that your daughter deserves our help. So tell me. How can I help you?”
 
   Ona took another sip. Aryn tried his tea and gasped, finding it vexingly hot. He almost chuckled at the thought of a man who had survived the flames of Heat burning his fragile tongue on a cup of hot tea.
 
   Ona set down her cup. “Everything Kara has done, she did to save our world and to save me. I'm not letting her rot in any cell for any reason, whether it be gilded or adjacent to the king. I want her out of there.”
 
   “Are you sure that's wise?” Aryn asked. “She's safe where she is.”
 
   “No,” Ona said, “she's not.”
 
   Tania leapt from her chair and raised her hand, then simply ceased to move. As if she was paralyzed. Aryn scrambled out of his chair and spun to face a new threat, a big man standing at the bottom of the ladder.
 
   That man had one arm outstretched. He had painted a distinctive blood glyph on empty air. Aryn had seen that glyph only once before, when Xander Honuron used it to paralyze Trell after punching Melyssa Honuron in the face. Kara's father had found them, and he might be annoyed.
 
   “Ona,” Xander growled. “What's going on?”
 
   Ona stood and sighed. “Calm down, dear. They're here to help us.”
 
   “Really.” Xander did not muss his glyph.
 
   “Mister Honuron?” Aryn pulled back his hood and stepped forward. “Remember me?”
 
   Xander snorted. “It's not you I'm worried about.”
 
   “This is Tania. She's a friend.” Aryn walked over to Tania and rested one hand on her raised arm, marveling at muscles drawn taut. “She's already saved my life more than once, and she fought beside me against Davazet. I trust her with my life.”
 
   “Mmph,” Tania added helpfully.
 
   “Dear,” Ona said, walking to her husband. “I came here of my own free will.” She looked up the ladder. “Just what did you do to poor Honest Jack?”
 
   Xander mussed his glyph. Tania gasped and stumbled forward, but Aryn caught her. She did not try to glyph again. She knew better now.
 
   “Jack's sleeping it off.” Xander sounded almost apologetic as he pointed at his wife. “You vanished!”
 
   Xander must have seen two strange people lead Ona into a tavern and thought the worst. How had he raised the trap door, climbed down the ladder, and found them without making a sound? Kara's father remained a powerful mage.
 
   “That's my fault, Mister Honuron.” Tania offered an elegant curtsey. “May I call you Xander? Kara's freedom is a delicate topic, and I thought it best not to gossip beneath the palace and its lovely windows.”
 
   “You shouldn't think when it involves my wife.” Xander grunted. “But fine. Talk.”
 
   “Tea?” Tania raised a half-empty cup.
 
   Aryn burst out laughing. Xander stiffened and Aryn knew how much Tania had just angered him, again, without doing anything remotely inappropriate. Tania delighted in tweaking people.
 
   “We're not going to break Kara out.” Ona gripped Xander's arm. “I told you I would find another option. I've found it now.”
 
   Aryn looked between the two of them. “You were going to...?” He glanced at Tania for help.
 
   Xander patted Ona's hand. “You'd do well to be cautious of Mynt justice, Aryn Locke, especially where Adept Anylus is concerned. The man is a snake.”
 
   “Now that's interesting.” Tania beckoned and backed to the table. “Come, sit. You can tell me all about the royal adept and his sense of justice, and then we'll discuss how to return your daughter to you both.”
 
   “Dear,” Ona said. “Sit.” That was not a request.
 
   Xander allowed his wife to lead him to the table. Aryn wondered what had passed between them in the weeks since they had been reunited. Xander took the last seat at the table and Ona took the seat next to him.
 
   “Tania,” Ona said, “you obviously have contacts within the military. How deep do they go?”
 
   Tania sipped her tea. “What makes you think that?”
 
   “Can you contact Captain Traeger? I tried to speak to him today, but the first sword running his office politely suggested I jump off a bridge.”
 
   “We have many nice bridges. Why do you want to speak to the good captain?”
 
   “He trusts me. We faced down five hundred gnarls together and if you can get me to him, he'll listen.”
 
   “How would Traeger aid us?”
 
   “He can't get us to Kara, but he can get us to Prince Beren. Prince Beren will get us to her.”
 
   “You're quite familiar with the royal family,” Tania said. “Family connections?”
 
   Ona picked up her cup. “What makes you think that?”
 
   Tania laughed. Aryn grinned. Xander threw up his hands and kicked the table so hard the cups rattled. Someone was evidently done with secrets and tea.
 
   “Can you get us to Traeger or not?” Xander demanded.
 
   That outburst seemed out of character for Kara's father, and Aryn remembered something he had heard on the road, something Kara had told Ona in a quiet voice. Xander was a wanted man in Tarna.
 
   “Xander,” Aryn said, “is Adept Anylus the man who ordered you arrested?”
 
   Xander flinched and stared at Aryn. That confirmed Aryn's suspicions. He had guessed correctly, again.
 
   “You're a sharp one,” Ona said. She placed a hand on her husband's arm. “You'd best tell them, dear. We're short on help and it's a very big city.”
 
   Xander glared at the table and rested joined hands atop it. He shifted in the chair. Finally, he spoke.
 
   “Almost ten years ago, I came to Tarna hoping to recover some of the memories Melyssa took from me. That is the first and only time I encountered Adept Anylus.”
 
   Tania leaned forward. “A heated discussion?”
 
   “Anylus accused me of using demon glyphs. He named me Demonkin before I had so much as spit in his face, a man I'd never met dropping a capital crime around my neck.”
 
   “You're the runner!” Tania gasped. “No one gets away from Valar, but you did.” She sounded impressed.
 
   “If Valar is the man Anylus sent to kill me, he's lucky I crushed his throat instead of his head.” Xander cracked his knuckles. “Do we have a problem?”
 
   Tania set down her steaming cup. “Valar sent one of my best friends to murder my brother. He's hard to like at times.” She shrugged. “What's a crushed neck between friends?”
 
   Aryn considered this new revelation, a fact that simply made no sense. “Why would Adept Anylus name you Demonkin?”
 
   “I have no idea!” Xander pushed up and almost knocked the chair over. “All I know is that man set out to imprison me from the moment I set foot in this city, and now he has my daughter locked in a dungeon.”
 
   “That does sound suspicious,” Tania said.
 
   “Anylus is no friend of ours or Kara’s. So tell me why I shouldn’t storm in there right now and take her.”
 
   Aryn glanced at Tania. Could Xander do it? Was he powerful enough to take on the whole Mynt army?
 
   Xander was certainly crafty enough to simply spirit Kara away. This man was Torn Honuron’s grandson, and unlike Kara, he had trained decades to wield his unique blood. What did Tania think of Xander's accusations?
 
   Aryn knew very little about Anylus, save what he had heard from others. Most considered Anylus friendly and intelligent, and no one questioned his loyalty. Why would he try to capture or kill Xander Honuron?
 
   Xander pointed a meaty finger at Tania. “You want to know why I spent the last ten years in the wilderness? It's because of you people, you bloody andux orn. I couldn't go near my wife or daughter for fear you'd go after them, too!”
 
   “What's an andux orn?” Tania sipped her tea.
 
   “I make it a point to learn about anyone who tries to kill me.” Xander loomed over them. “What about it, woman? Do you see a demon inside me? Am I as Anylus named me, possessed by the Mavoureen?”
 
   “No,” Tania said, “and I'll admit I'm puzzled. There's been a bounty on you for as long as I've been a hunter.” She set down her cup. “Sorry about that.”
 
   “Sorry?” Xander trembled and for a moment, Aryn feared he might lunge at her. “You're sorry?”
 
   “I can see you're not Demonkin. I'll swear to it. I'll have the bounty removed.”
 
   “How magnanimous! Now give me back the last ten years of my life and we'll call it even!”
 
   Ona clutched Xander's wrist. “Dear, that's enough.” She looked at Tania. “I need a straight answer now, and no more fencing, young lady. Can you get us to Captain Traeger?”
 
   Tania stretched like a cat, arms raised high. “We often grab a bite at the same tavern.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Tomorrow morning.” Tania stood. “I'll make arrangements. Is that acceptable, Mister Honuron?”
 
   “Why are you helping us?” Xander demanded.
 
   “Still don't trust me?”
 
   “I don't trust anyone connected to the Mynt right now. Or the assassin you demon hunters serve.”
 
   Aryn stumbled across another thought. Valar could see the Demonkin taint — he had confirmed as much when he interviewed Aryn — so if Valar had gone after Xander on the orders of Anylus, he had known the man he attacked was not Demonkin. What did that say about Valar?
 
   Ona stood and pushed in her chair. “It seems we're done with this cellar. Thank you for the tea.”
 
   Tania stood as well. “My pleasure, Missus Tanner. Or should I refer to you as Missus Honuron?”
 
   “Tomorrow,” Ona said, “you'll show us to Captain Traeger. He'll bring us to Prince Beren and then we'll all speak to Kara. We’ll get this sorted.”
 
   Aryn knew now where Kara had inherited her forceful confidence. Freed of her crippling disease, Ona was a woman who deserved and demanded respect. Aryn understood why Xander still loved her, despite the twenty years Melyssa stole from them both.
 
   “Fine,” Xander said. “Tomorrow, first light, in front of this tavern. Not beneath it.”
 
   Ona hugged Aryn before he could stop her, shocking him with her familiarity. Yet they had endured the road to Tarna together, hadn't they? Ona's hug felt real and warm.
 
   “You make a good couple.” Ona released him. “Hold onto her. You never know how much time you really have.” She took Xander's hand and led her husband to the ladder. One after the other, they clambered up.
 
   “I like her.” Tania took Aryn's hand. “The other, not so much.”
 
   “Xander's a good man.” Aryn felt compelled to defend Kara's father. “He's just worried. Kara's everything to him, and he lost her for almost twenty years.”
 
   “Fathers do love their daughters.”
 
   Aryn squeezed her hand. Tania's parents were dead, her brother too, and she hid her grief about that well — yet it must still hurt. The fact that Aryn's family had disowned him hurt too, but his family was not dead.
 
   Heart pounding, Aryn slipped an arm around Tania's waist and drew her close. Would she allow that? She made a contented noise and bumped her forehead against his shoulder. Then she pulled free and walked to the table.
 
   “We've got half a pot left,” Tania said, “and it's good tea. Might as well finish it off.”
 
   “What about training?”
 
   “That never stops. It's time you learned to see as I do.”
 
   Aryn sat next to Tania as she pulled something from her robe — what might be a tiny pouch — and sprinkled particles that glittered in the dream world. She stirred the tea with a spoon, metal dinged against the rim.
 
   “You're going to teach me to see again?” Aryn's heart beat faster. Would he finally see what she looked like?
 
   “In a sense.” Tania scribed a small blood glyph on the cup, and it flared as it ignited. “The herbs in this tea will increase the clarity of your dream world sight. Given enough time, that change becomes permanent.”
 
   “It's lerild soup?” That was a rare concoction known only to magic academies, capable of boosting the innate power of a mage's blood or helping them recover faster.
 
   “It's better than that. Tastier. That's why we couldn't try it until we arrived here.”
 
   Aryn took her offered cup. “I just drink it?”
 
   “Unless you want it in your lap.” She squeezed his knee. “It can be overwhelming the first time. Drop the dream world and drink slow. Short, cautious sips.”
 
   Aryn found the tea bitter but tolerable. He sipped as instructed, blind to the world. Soon the cup was empty, but he did not feel any different.
 
   “Ready?” Tania asked.
 
   “As ever.”
 
   “Take the dream world.”
 
   The brilliant bursts of color nearly knocked Aryn out of his chair.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA STOPPED PACING. It served no point other than burning nervous energy, and her feet were growing sore. Her cell — and it was a cell, despite the tapestries on the wall and the feather bed in the center — was large enough to allow her a good amount of exercise if she walked in circles. Walking in circles was all she could do.
 
   There were no windows in this gray stone room tucked beneath the royal palace. The only way she could tell day or night was by the meals silent guards delivered. Kara had measured time by those meals for days, fully aware carrow root tainted every bite.
 
   Kara ate without complaint because she suspected refusing would only make her circumstances worse. There were many other cells beneath the palace, and she doubted any were as nice as this one. She had no need of glyphs at the moment. Glyphs would not help her escape.
 
   The only way out of this cell was to regain King Haven's trust. Only then could she save her friends. So she would eat his fine meals, accept his carrow root, and wait for another opportunity to plead her case.
 
   Dinner was over and Kara would see no one until tomorrow. She had nothing to read and most certainly could not sleep. Initially, boredom had been her worst enemy, but now that was cold sweats and fearful dreams.
 
   Somewhere outside Tarna, Abaddon led Trell to his doom. Sera remained at Terras, days ticking away until her execution glyph fired, but was Sera safe? Mavoureen had somehow entered their world despite Torn's closed gate, and who else might they strike? Aryn? Ona?
 
   Just the thought of a Mavoureen hurting her mother made Kara's heart race and her palms sweat. The pain of Ona's crippling disease would be nothing in comparison to what a Mavoureen could do to her. The demons could make human pain last a very, very long time.
 
   Kara sat and breathed, in and out, in and out, like Elder Halde had taught her to do when she grew stressed. Kara missed Halde more than ever, another casualty of a war she had never asked to fight and was increasingly certain she had lost. She remembered Halde's arms holding her, his deep voice comforting her. Halde had loved her like a daughter and for that, Cantrall had burned him alive.
 
   What had Halde thought as his twin brother's phantom fire seared his flesh, as his bones cracked, as flames consumed his screams? What would Ona think when a davenger found her? What was Abaddon doing to Trell?
 
   Kara had let herself cry last night, after a horrific nightmare where Abaddon ripped Trell apart, and she had learned then that Sera was right. I'm done crying, Sera had told her weeks ago. It doesn't help.
 
   The lock to Kara's cell door clicked.
 
   Kara rushed to the door and stopped short. What was she thinking? They would think she was trying to escape.
 
   A tall form in red robes ducked his head and stepped inside, then closed the door behind him. Adept Anylus! What did this visit mean? 
 
   Anylus never closed the door while they were together. Guards waited outside, men who heard and observed all interactions. Those were the rules. A thousand possibilities trampled Kara's mind, but only the most horrifying survived.
 
   “Is my mother safe?”
 
   “Your mother is fine,” Anylus said quietly, “and there have been no more attacks. I have just come from a conference with the king.”
 
   “Did he listen? Did he agree to let me out?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Kara trembled. Everyone she loved was dying, and all she had to do to save them was get through a hand's width of wood and two legionnaires. And out of the prison building. And out of Tarna.
 
   “It gets worse,” Anylus said. “I have contacted a soul with information about the Mavoureen. It came to me.”
 
   “A soul?”
 
   “Yes. A man murdered by a davenger.”
 
   “What did he say? Who was he?”
 
   “He claimed to be a hunter who ranged near a small town in Rain, a mining village called Knoll Point. It's in the shadow of Pale Lake, a large body of water—”
 
   “I know where it is. Are the Mavoureen there?”
 
   “We can't be sure, but Demonkin must be. One of them may know more about how Abaddon arrived here, and about their plans to invade.”
 
   “Who's King Haven sending to investigate?”
 
   “No one. Not yet.”
 
   Kara clenched a fist. “That doesn't make any sense.”
 
   “Kara, we only found out today. Tellvan has us fully engaged and their armies are gaining ground. Layn Keep fell days ago.”
 
   Kara's heart rose to her throat. “Solyr?”
 
   “Still safe. We suspect the Tellvan will bypass it entirely — magic academies remain neutral ground, and any attack on Solyr would incite reprisals against Lunyr — but they can cut Solyr off. The Tellvan are simply better at waging war.”
 
   “We can't let them take Solyr.”
 
   “How do we stop it? With the evacuation of the Martial Steppes and holding the line against the Tellvan, we must plan carefully before sending forces into Rain. Haven plans to dispatch a small force later this week.
 
   “Sera will be dead by then.”
 
   “I believe you. I also think the Mavoureen will launch an invasion sooner, not later.”
 
   “And King Haven doesn't?”
 
   “King Haven doesn't have a lot of options.”
 
   “What about the prince? Can't you talk to him?”
 
   “Prince Beren has left the capital to close the Ranarok passes. We must stop the Tellvan there, or Tarna will come under siege.”
 
   Kara closed her eyes and rubbed her temples, her head pounding. “Please. Get me out of here.”
 
   “Kara—”
 
   “Get me out.” She opened her eyes and grabbed Anylus's thin hands. “I'll head to Knoll Point, find a Demonkin and interrogate them. I'll move faster alone. I can do this, Anylus.”
 
   Kara imagined the Underside devouring Sera, imagined Abaddon ripping Trell's limbs off one by one. She could not live in a world where she let that happen.
 
   “If we leave,” Anylus said, pulling his hands free, “King Haven will see it as betrayal. We will be exiled.”
 
   “I'm fine with that. Get me out and I'll make sure no one knows you're involved.”
 
   Anylus sighed heavily. “That won't work.”
 
   “It will.”
 
   “You can't hunt a Demonkin on your own. It's too dangerous.”
 
   “I've hunted far worse, and you know it.”
 
   “You will need help.” Anylus tucked his hands into his sleeves. “That's why I'm going with you.”
 
   Kara's heart pounded and adrenaline kicked in, but the caution she had learned from facing down Cantrall cooled her excitement. What if this was some gambit hatched by King Haven? What if Haven was testing her?
 
   “Why would you go with me?” Kara asked.
 
   “Because I believe you're right. And because you’re one of the most powerful mages I’ve ever trained.”
 
   Kara did not know Anylus well enough to gauge his honesty, but she knew this was not an opportunity she could let pass. If this was one of King Haven's tricks, at least she would know.
 
   “All right.” Kara breathed out. “But we're leaving tonight. We'll have to make sure the guards—”
 
   “They sleep,” Anylus said.
 
   Kara gaped at him. “You were planning to break me out all along, weren't you?”
 
   “I had considered it.” Anylus smiled faintly.
 
   Kara threw her arms around him, hugging his lanky form in a way that was entirely inappropriate for teacher and student. Anylus chuckled and patted her back. She released him and stepped away, face flushed.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Kara said. “I shouldn't have done that, but that's the best news I've had all week.”
 
   “I only wish it had not come to this.”
 
   “No matter. We're decided.” Kara looked past Anylus. “We're heading to Knoll Point. That's where we'll find Trell, if he's alive.” He had to be alive.
 
   Anylus inclined his head. “I pray you're right.”
 
   Kara glanced around her cell, but there was nothing here she needed. “Let's go.”
 
   Anylus opened the door and led her into a dark hall. Two Mynt soldiers had collapsed against each wall, crumpled in leather armor. Fast asleep.
 
   “Here.” Anylus stopped by a travel pack and lifted a thick cloak with a heavy hood. “Put this on.”
 
   Anylus had somehow secured her quarterstaff as well, the one Ona had bought for her. Thoughts of Kara's mother made her strong. She shrugged on the thick gray cloak and pulled the hood tight around her face, a passable disguise. She strapped her quarterstaff across her back.
 
   Kara desperately wanted to contact her mother, but finding Ona during this escape was too risky. They had to leave for Knoll Point now. As for Xander — as for her father — he might still be out there. Looking for her.
 
   Kara was grateful for Anylus's help, but ultimately, she could only depend on herself. This was her mess to clean up, her fight. She would not let the Mavoureen win.
 
   She would save her friends and banish the demons.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   JYLLITH AND CALUN REACHED KNOLL POINT just after first light. She kept Calun in the saddle ahead of her. Though he seemed sufficiently cowed, letting her guard down for even a moment could get her killed.
 
   Even if one could not kill a davenger, if one killed the person controlling it the demon would run off. Davengers were stupid like that. All Calun would need was a few seconds to slip a knife into Jyllith's ribs.
 
   Knoll Point stood at the base of a small mountain of gray rock, and that mountain hung over the town like a hammer waiting to drop. The mountain might have been beautiful, once, but quarrying had gutted it from the inside out. Many people — slaves owned by the Mynt, if Calun told her true — had carved the mountain up like a corpse, extracting valuable rock and minerals for their Mynt masters.
 
     Mynt work crews had come to Talos a few times before it burned, when Jyllith was still little. Those they “hired” had little choice but to go, and few were ever seen again. Jyllith's father had been among those chosen, a big, strong man perfect for whatever fate the Mynt had in mind.
 
   Weldar Malconen never returned, never wrote, and though Yara assured all her daughters their father was still alive, working for a kind master somewhere, they all knew that was a lie.
 
   A wooden palisade six times as tall as Jyllith surrounded Knoll Point, and the mountain looked like it could come down at any moment. She could not imagine anyone living here by choice. Perhaps the slaves who had driven off the Mynt had nowhere else to go.
 
   Someone — probably Andar and his Free Rain — had cleared all trees within a bowshot from the walls. Open field surrounded the town. Jyllith knew guards watched her from the armored towers at its four corners.
 
   Jyllith rode toward the closed southern gate, holding Calun as both shield and deterrent. Hopefully someone recognized him. Hopefully someone in those watch towers would ask her to identify herself before riddling them both with arrows. She could not fail Melyssa.
 
   Even after a week on the road, it still shocked Jyllith how much she missed Melyssa. No one save Cantrall had ever been as decent to her, and Cantrall's decency had been a lie. Manipulations to keep her loyal.
 
   Even after all the horrific things Jyllith had done, Melyssa had still wanted to help her. Melyssa had trusted her, forgiven her. And to thank her for that, Jyllith had driven a dagger through the old woman’s heart.
 
   “Halt!” A loud male voice shouted from the walls.
 
   “I'm here to join up!” Jyllith raised a hand and three fingers, with her thumb and pinky touching.
 
   That was a formation emulating the Three Trunk Tree, a legend dating back to the first Children of the Forest. They believed the tree, a white cedar that brushed the heavens, had three trunks that existed simultaneously atop each other — one in the real world, one in the Underside, and one in the courtyard of the Five. Humans had sprung from seeds in the Five's courtyard.
 
   Many who lived in Rain's treetop villages considered the legend gospel, and though Flatlanders like Jyllith knew it as folklore, her three raised fingers remained a common sign among those taxed and oppressed by the Mynt. She hoped the tower guard could see them clearly.
 
   “What are you doing with Calun?” the man in the watchtower shouted.
 
   They recognized him. Good. “I haven't murdered him, if that's what you're hoping for! Now shall we yell at each other until I go hoarse, or will you open your gates and let me introduce myself?”
 
   No response. Jyllith prodded Calun. “Do you know who's up in that tower?”
 
   “This time of day, I'd think it'd be Yarn. He's old and always up early, one of the original slaves who Andar freed. He always takes first watch.”
 
   “Is he Demonkin?”
 
   “No.” Calun's shoulders hunched. “Listen ... don't say that word in front of Andar, all right? He wouldn't like it. He only knows us as mages friendly to Rain.”
 
   Could Jyllith trust Calun to tell the truth? If Andar did know that Divad was Demonkin, telling him would reveal her treachery and get her killed. If he didn't, Divad could simply deny everything and kill her anyway. Worse, Calun could simply be testing her loyalty.
 
   There was too much she did not know. Until she had better answers, Jyllith would act just like who she claimed to be. A woman loyal to Cantrall and the Mavoureen.
 
   The wooden gates did not open. A smaller postern door within them swung free, however, and a huge man in hunting leathers stepped out. A large scar stretched from his forehead to his chin, and gray streaked his close-cut black hair.
 
   The huge man wore a battered cudgel at his hip, one that had seen heavy use. He was a head larger than Byn Meris and even more muscular. He beckoned her forward with a frown that brooked no argument.
 
   Jyllith urged her horse forward. She still felt her davenger prowling in the trees, and she felt far too comfortable with that monster protecting her. The demon inside her whispered often. It grew harder to ignore it.
 
   Cantrall had explained how the Demonkin curse worked in great detail, ensuring Jyllith would know what to expect. When she scribed her first glyph, her soul would be offered to a Mavoureen — the demon chosen dependent on Paymon's whim. That demon would whisper inside her mind, and she had to suppress its voice at all times.
 
   Listening to the voice even once was the first mistake everyone made. After that came learning. The Mavoureen knew what mages craved — knowledge — and offered it freely, deluging their victims with new glyphs. Each lesson accepted progressed the demon's hold on the victim's soul, making them more susceptible to manipulation and control.
 
   Jyllith was doing far better than most. Her demon never spoke because she never let it, and she already knew every glyph she needed. She would retain her faculties long enough to bring down Divad and his cult.
 
   Jyllith put on a tired smile as she rode closer to the fort. She stopped her horse next to the big hunter at the gate and then poked Calun. “Off.”
 
   The boy slipped off her horse and did not run away. She appreciated that. Jyllith slid off and handed the big hunter the reins. He was almost certainly Free Rain.
 
   “You got a name?” Jyllith asked.
 
   “You can call me Klyde, miss.” The big man inclined his head. “Go on in. They're waiting for you.”
 
   Jyllith pulled her hunting knife, slowly. She wrapped her arm around Calun's neck and placed the knife against his ribs. She raised an eyebrow, but Klyde just shrugged. No problems so far.
 
   “With me,” she told Calun. “Together now.” He walked meekly in front of her, going where she guided.
 
   Klyde stepped past her, easily within knife reach, and took her horse's reins. Given he was big enough to snap her like a twig, he likely wasn't all that concerned. Jyllith suspected he was much faster than he looked.
 
   “You gonna' kill that boy?” Klyde led her horse to the wall by the open postern door. He sounded more curious than worried.
 
   “Not if I don't have too.” Jyllith gave Calun a squeeze. “Stay calm and you'll get through this.”
 
   Calun didn't say anything — he just walked — and Jyllith kept her knife pressed to his side and her arm around his neck. She maneuvered Calun through the door and stepped into a semicircle of six standing archers, each with a bow pulled back and a muscled arm quivering. Well then.
 
   A hard-faced man stood among the archers, hands clasped behind his back, and Jyllith suspected that was Andar. He had the bearing of a soldier, not a mage, and at this range, those arrows would go right through Calun and into her. If Andar thought Calun was dead anyway, he wouldn't hesitate.
 
   Knoll Point's leader was not a tall man, nor was he particularly muscular, but he held his well-toned body with confidence. Andar kept his hair shaved close to his head and mottled black tattoos covered his face, permanent war paint that allowed him to blend into the forest.
 
   Jyllith knew what type of soldier Andar was now — she had worked with men like him in Free Rain — and her nervousness mounted. Andar was a Ghost Cat, a man who had once been one of Rain's most elite soldiers. They lived off the land for months as they scouted, trapped, and murdered their enemies from the shadows.
 
   Ghost Cats did not fight on the battlefield. They cut the lines restraining enemy horses, set fire to tents, cut the throats of sentries and poisoned enemy wells. They dug pits of spikes sharp enough to impale even armored soldiers, then covered them with leaves and dirt.
 
   Rain's Ghost Cats did not fight fair. They fought to win. Faced with the might of Mynt's glittering legions, they had not managed to do even that — but even with the war long ended, the Ghost Cats kept killing. All Mynt soldiers had orders to execute them on the spot.
 
   “Morning,” Andar said. “I understand you caught something of ours.” He looked amused. “Come to toss him back?”
 
   Like Klyde, Andar wore simple brown hunting leathers and boots. He wore no cloak or jacket and seemed unbothered by the morning's chill, but very few things bothered a Ghost Cat. Some wondered if they were human.
 
   “I've no intent to harm anyone,” Jyllith said calmly. “I just didn't want you to shoot me before we talked.”
 
   “Can't really talk if you accidentally puncture his kidney.”
 
   Jyllith pulled her knife away from Calun's side. “You're right.” She let him go, dropped her knife, and raised her hands. Calun didn't move.
 
   “Go, Calun,” Jyllith said. “Go to your friends.”
 
   He did not move, and Jyllith wondered then if she had made a horrible mistake. Was Calun going to turn around and stab her, avenge his murdered davenger? Had he been pretending to be cowed all along?
 
   “Out of the way, boy,” Andar said.
 
   “What are you going to do to her?” Calun kept himself in between Jyllith and the archers.
 
   Andar raised an eyebrow. “What would you like us to do?”
 
   “Don't hurt her. She's a friend, like me. You should listen to her.”
 
   Calun's concern raised fresh guilt. Why would he protect her after she shredded his face, tortured him? What did Calun have to gain?
 
   Nothing. He had nothing to gain, so perhaps Cantrall had not corrupted Calun as he had corrupted her. Perhaps the fact that they had both lost their families meant something to this boy. Jyllith wondered if she would have to kill Calun, in the end, and how that would make her feel.
 
   “I'll consider it,” Andar said. “Now get out of the thrice-damned way.”
 
   Calun hunched his shoulders and passed meekly through the line of archers. He turned to stare at her, hugging himself. He still wore her cloak.
 
   “That was right decent of you, Red.” Andar hadn't lowered his arm, but he hadn’t told his archers to stand down either.
 
   Jyllith considered her new nickname, found it acceptable, and shrugged. “As I said, I don't want to hurt any of you.” She raised three fingers again. “I'm an ally. I've fought for Free Rain many times in the past.”
 
   “That's a wonderful story.” Andar's tattoos rippled as he scowled. “How much did the Mynt pay you to infiltrate this camp?”
 
   “Don't hurt her!” Calun snatched at Andar's arm but Andar slipped aside and dropped him with a precise shove. Given what a Ghost Cat could do, that was gentle treatment. Calun scrambled away and got up.
 
   “Quiet, kid.” Andar's arm was ready to drop. “The adults are talking.”
 
   Jyllith looked past the archers for anyone else, anyone who might be Divad, the Demonkin leader. Behind her, she heard Klyde enter and close the door. He led her horse, and her horse had something in a small sack.
 
   “What would convince you I'm not bound to Mynt gold?” Jyllith asked.
 
   “You'd probably have to kill one of them for me.” Andar smiled. “Sadly, we did this whole lot years ago.”
 
   Melyssa had been right, but of course she had been right. She was Melyssa Honuron, one of the saviors of the Five Provinces. The strongest woman Jyllith had ever met.
 
   “Then let me offer you an olive branch.” Jyllith gave Klyde a sidelong glance. “Would you be so kind as to bring me that small burlap sack? The one hanging off my horse?”
 
   Klyde glanced at Andar for permission. Andar shrugged and Klyde unwound the thin rope tying the sack to the saddle. He looked up before he opened it. “This thing going to explode?”
 
   Jyllith snorted and shook her head. It was an honest question, she supposed, but was he serious? Klyde opened the bag, looked inside, and closed it again.
 
   “May I have it?” she asked.
 
   Klyde handed her the sack, returned to the palisade wall, and leaned against it. He crossed his arms over his wide chest. His smile was gone.
 
   Jyllith slowly raised the sack. “May I show you what I've brought to prove my loyalty?” She decided using his name was worth the risk. “Andar?”
 
   Andar smiled, a very dangerous smile. The sidelong glance he gave Calun told the boy exactly what he thought about Calun revealing his name. Calun hugged Jyllith's cloak closer.
 
   “Let's see it, Red,” Andar said. “You've got me damned curious.”
 
   Jyllith reached into the sack, gripped the hair inside firmly, and gave what remained attached a good, solid toss. Melyssa Honuron's severed, pitch-soaked head landed and rolled, wobbling left and right. It stopped in the center of the archer circle, mouth gaping.
 
   Calun gasped and gagged. Andar eyed the head and raised an eyebrow at her. “Should I know who that is?”
 
   “Melyssa Honuron.” Jyllith forced a smile that made her sick inside. “Mynt's most decorated Bloodmender.”
 
   “Andar,” a quiet voice called. “Put your archers at ease.”
 
   Andar scowled, glanced over his shoulder, and snapped his fingers. All six archers lowered their bows and carefully unstrung the black-feathered arrows. More than one looked grateful to finally relax.
 
   A man appeared, clad in red robes that had once belonged to an elder. Stolen robes. This man must be Divad.
 
   Jyllith suspected now that Divad had watched the whole confrontation, concealed by an impressively powerful astral glyph. Had she bothered to take the dream world she would have seen him at once, but she had been too focused on Andar. She could not afford mistakes like that.
 
   “How did you come by Melyssa's head?” Divad asked.
 
   All Jyllith could see beneath his hood was a square, bearded chin. His robes fit his frame well, and like Andar, he looked healthy, but not overly muscular. A man like any other save for his cursed soul.
 
   Now that there were no longer a half-dozen arrows pointed at her, Jyllith needed to take back some control. She glanced at Klyde and motioned to the unoccupied space on the palisade wall at his side. He offered a nod.
 
   She leaned against the wall beside Klyde and crossed her arms. Andar and his Free Rain soldiers knew nothing of recent events at Terras, but Divad might. How much had the Mavoureen told him?
 
   If Divad had brought the Mavoureen through a portal, they might have spoken about the final battle at Terras. They might have told Divad she was there, possessed by the spirit of Breath. How to explain all that away?
 
   “Melyssa took me hostage.” Jyllith settled on a shaded truth. “She tortured me in hopes I would reveal my allies, men allied with Free Rain.” Jyllith's true memories had tortured her, after all, the knowledge of all the evil she had done to people who had not deserved it.
 
   “Did you tell her what she wanted?” Divad asked.
 
   “No.” Jyllith remembered Sera's brutal glyphs tearing her apart, ripping her bones open. “That's why I died. Then she brought me back and tortured me again.” She paused to shape her lie. “I don't remember much ... not until I killed her and escaped. That was a week ago.”
 
   Claiming ignorance was the safest route. If Divad challenged her about fighting alongside Kara and her allies as a champion of the Five — if he even knew she had done that — Jyllith could claim she remembered none of it.
 
   “My eggs are getting cold,” Andar asked. “They're really good eggs. We killing this woman or not?”
 
   “You’ll have your breakfast soon enough, old friend.” Divad picked up Melyssa's pitch-soaked head and shoved a finger into the bottom of its severed neck. “If you have the stomach for it.”
 
   The sound of Divad’s fingers inside Melyssa’s neck made several men turn green, but not Jyllith. She had heard and done much worse. Divad's finger emerged covered with dried blood.
 
   He kept that clotted blood on one finger as he cut the other and scribed a bloody glyph. Aether sucked the dried blood away.
 
   There was a green flash and a life-sized echo of Melyssa appeared between Jyllith and Divad. Next an echo of Jyllith appeared, tear-stained face hard. Teeth bared, Jyllith drove her knife into Melyssa's ribs.
 
   Melyssa fell and the image faded like smoke. The archers surrounding her looked spooked, but Andar merely looked annoyed.
 
   “That's how this woman died?” He really wanted those eggs.
 
   Divad set down Melyssa's head and tucked his hands into his robe. “Murdered by this brave young woman. Our new arrival is no Mynt spy.”
 
   Time to build on the lie they had all just seen. “Melyssa thought she could alter my memories and turn me against my people.” That was rich, given what Cantrall had done to her. “She was a fool and she died bloody.”
 
   Andar shook out his arms and rolled his head around. “One less Mynt to keep us down. That was a clean kill.”
 
   “It hasn't been the only one.”
 
   Andar rewarded her with a smirk. This man understood subterfuge, misdirection, and treachery because that was how a Ghost Cat survived one against thirty, on a battlefield where his only allies were trees. The leader of Knoll Point had accepted her ... for the moment.
 
   Divad turned his robed hood to Andar. “I'd like to talk with her. Learn about her travels and discover the ways she may help us.”
 
   “That begs a question.” Andar glanced at her, then at Divad. “How did she find us?”
 
   Jyllith stared at Divad and tapped the side of her head. Her meaning was obvious, but only to him. Her demon had directed her here.
 
   “I'll certainly find that out,” Divad said. “In the meantime, Jyllith Malconen, I welcome you to Knoll Point. We have long been without a trained Bloodmender.”
 
   Divad knew her name. Of course he knew her name. She would have known his as well, if Cantrall had ever spoken of him. It seemed Cantrall had hidden his cult from her, but not hidden her from his cult. Unfair.
 
   Yet she had infiltrated the enemy camp. Without Melyssa's sacrifice, Jyllith suspected she would now be filled with arrows. Melyssa had saved her life again, and now Jyllith had to ensure that sacrifice meant something.
 
   She had to gain Divad's trust and then murder him.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   JYLLITH FOLLOWED DIVAD. Cowl hiding his face, Divad led her through a town of well-made cabins, one or two stories high. All had walls of wood-sealed wax and glass windows insulated against winter's chill.
 
   Rain's carpenters were the best in the Five Provinces, but these cabins had likely been built for the Mynt who ran the quarry, not their slaves. It was fitting these builders now had their cabins back. Their hands, their work.
 
   Jyllith saw no clutter in the streets and alleys, and every cabin porch looked well-kept. She wondered how many who lived here were former slaves and how many had come after, leaderless soldiers like Andar and Klyde. Escaped slaves from other work camps.
 
   Why had the Mynt not retaken this town? Jyllith reasoned it out. Knoll Point was high in the hills, and its modest quarry was obviously spent. What would Mynt gain by sending tax collectors this far south? They could wring much more gold and blood from closer towns.
 
   Jyllith measured her old fury. The Mynt might not burn villages, as most in Rain believed, but they stamped out resistance. Arrests remained common and executions not as uncommon as they should be.
 
   Many had perfectly legitimate reasons to despise the Mynt, so was that the true legacy of Cantrall's lies? Ensuring a generation of Rain and Mynt grew up at each other's throats? Did the people Jyllith murdered have parents or children who hated her as she hated the Mynt?
 
   Divad led her into a large cabin. The bunks inside were not military — that was obvious from their rumpled sheets — so Jyllith suspected this was where the members of Divad's cult slept, like a Solyr dorm. The floor was cluttered with scrolls and half-burned candles.
 
   How many lived here? There was Calun, of course, but he had mentioned others. Xel. Rala. How many more? How many more people must she murder before she died?
 
   Divad closed the door and slid a heavy brace into place. Trapping her inside? She considered going after Divad while his back was turned, but demurred. There was still too much she did not know.
 
   “Easy, Spike.” Divad stared at someone or something behind her. Jyllith felt eyes on her back.
 
   She turned slow. A davenger with one missing eye crouched at stairs leading to a second floor. This was an ape demon, and Jyllith was very glad she had not attempted to overpower Divad. That demon could tear her arms off in less time than it took to breathe.
 
   “Why do you name them?” Jyllith asked. “They're tools.” Like Calun and his precious Torch.
 
   “Even tools deserve names.” Divad walked to his davenger and the demon lowered its head. “Spike has been with me since the beginning.” He scratched it like he would a loyal dog. “He lost his eye in a challenge two years ago, when an old friend decided we weren’t friends any longer.”
 
   That set Jyllith's heart racing. Divad had made this davenger years ago, but no Mavoureen possessed him. That meant Divad had used the cure for the Demonkin curse, traded some innocent soul for his own.
 
   How many here had done the same? How many innocent souls had these monstrous people sent to torture in the Underside? Was their “cure” permanent, or did it only last until they scribed their next demon glyph?
 
   “We'll have time enough to talk at supper,” Divad said. “Rest. You've had a long trek.”
 
   “I ate before we arrived,” Jyllith lied, “and I got more than enough sleep. So tell me. How can I help you?”
 
   Divad pulled back his cowl, revealing a bushy black beard and tangled gray hair. His narrow brown eyes looked her over, not a lecherous gaze — more like examining a new horse. Jyllith refused to look away.
 
   “Help me?” Divad said. A white scar stretched from his left eyebrow, past his nose, and through both lips. “What leads you to believe I need your help for anything?”
 
   “I didn't wander here on accident.” Jyllith shaded the truth in case Divad, like her, could pick out lies. “I came because someone told me I'm needed here.”
 
   “Someone?”
 
   Jyllith tapped the side of her head. “Why am I here? What did Cantrall order you to do and how can I help you do it? I've been running from the Mynt long enough.”
 
   She knew Divad's plan, already, of course — Cantrall's spirit had revealed all it could — but getting Divad to admit he had opened a portal to the Underside would be the first step in building trust between them. Opening a portal was something the Terras elders struggled with for years.
 
   “I have letters to write and reports to fake,” Divad said. “The Mynt still believe this outpost to be loyal, and our shipments and my letters ensure that stays the case. I will be occupied for some time.”
 
   “That's not an answer.”
 
   “There is a washbasin in the room to the east. I ordered Rala to bring clean water.”
 
   Jyllith grimaced, but Divad had a point. She remained filthy from the road and probably smelled worse than a slathered horse. Pressing Divad on his plan now was dangerous, and Jyllith had to admit the thought of a bath was appealing. It gave her time to plot.
 
   “Fine. Find me when you're done with your chores. Just don't mistake my intent. I'm here to hurt the Mynt. If that's not your plan, I'll find allies elsewhere.”
 
   Divad smiled, a tired smile on a tired man. “One day,” he said, “you may not be so eager for blood.” He started up the stairs. “We'll talk soon.”
 
   Spike lumbered after him, a davenger docile as a family dog, and that made Jyllith shudder. Perhaps docility came with time and training. Had Divad really seen his wife and child murdered, as Calun claimed?
 
   A door clicked open in the east wall. A short, buxom woman who could not be much older than Jyllith emerged from a shallow but serviceable wash room. This must be Rala.
 
   Rala had dirty-blond hair, a thick nose, plump lips, and ample curves. She evaluated Jyllith and smirked. “How ... wonderful to have another woman around. We'll be such marvelous friends.”
 
   Jyllith refused to take the bait. “I'm sure.”
 
   “I drew you a bath. Clean robes and a towel wait as well.” Rala strolled past Jyllith and wrinkled her nose. “Take all the time you need. Please.”
 
   Jyllith walked inside and closed the washroom door. Steam rose from a large iron tub. Jyllith doubted Rala was happy to be drawing her a bath, so should she have been friendly instead? What would a real spy do?
 
   She breathed in the smell of clean, warm water and decided she no longer cared. Not for the next few moments. For the next few moments she would forget about her mission, the demon in her head, and the people she had murdered. She would not think.
 
   She stripped, tossed her hunting leathers on the floor, and slipped into the tub. It was warm heaven, and feeling such luxurious comfort dredged up all her old guilt. When she opened her eyes and saw the once clear water clouded, she realized just how dirty she had been.
 
   Jyllith slid all but her face into warmth and let her dirty red hair float free. She closed her eyes and breathed ... just breathed. How was she going to stop Divad, stop his cult, stop the Mavoureen? How could she do that when she remained hopelessly, utterly alone?
 
   Their faces came unbidden. Marel's, stained with blood as she bolted the door. Yara's wet eyes as she pushed Jyllith into the cupboard. Jyllith remembered her father hugging her when she was little, remembered playing with Nat and Lehma in the small yard behind their home. An all too familiar lump rose in her throat, the only friend she still had.
 
   Jyllith held that lump, embraced it, refusing to weep or release anything. She deserved the pain she felt now. She deserved that and far more. She should have died with her family. If she had just died in Talos, crushed by revenants, she wouldn't be the monster she was now.
 
   Finally, after a long soak filled with memories of her dead family, she sat up in the now lukewarm water. She scrubbed the road from her body until her skin felt raw, did the same with her hair, and stepped from the iron basin into the chill mountain air.
 
   Jyllith stood for a moment as the chill claimed her, stood until her teeth chattered, and only then did she grab the wool towel. It scratched worse than the soap.
 
   She donned the frayed gray slip Rala had left, added a heavy brown robe over that, and pulled on her worn leather boots. Her hunting leathers had seen her through years on the road and they were comfortable, but she had forgotten what it felt like to be and smell clean. So different.
 
   She emerged from the washroom to an empty cabin. If Divad had departed, could she sneak into his study? Jyllith took the dream world and found Spike crouching in the hall on the second floor. Of course it would guard Divad's study. The demon couldn't be seen in town.
 
   Voices grew audible outside the cabin and Jyllith focused her dream world sight. Three orange dream forms walked beyond the cabin wall, two tall and one short and curvy. Rala and two others. Jyllith dropped the dream world as one of the men opened the cabin door. A tall man she did not recognize walked inside, followed by Rala and Calun.
 
   Calun's face lit up. “Jyllith!” He actually looked happy to see her. “Feeling better?”
 
   “Well enough.” Jyllith pretended she hadn't been watching them through the wall. “Where's Divad?”
 
   The man she didn't know moved past a scowling Rala and offered his hand. He was rake thin and probably a few years older than her, but moved with a confidence that was rather alluring. Jyllith didn't trust that at all.
 
   “I'm Xel.” The man took her hand and bent at the waist to kiss it. “A true pleasure, Miss Malconen.” His elegant bow reminded her of Malkavet.
 
   Jyllith snatched her hand away. “That's not necessary.” She resisted the urge to wipe her hand on her robe.
 
   If Calun told her true, Xel was the man who had sent a child's soul to Hecata in exchange for his defiler. He stared at her like a cat, hungry and eager. Rala harrumphed, loudly, but Xel ignored her.
 
   “Elder Divad will be occupied for a bit longer.” Xel offered his arm. “It would be my honor to show you around our fine little town.”
 
   Rala stared daggers and Jyllith only then realized why. Rala and Xel were the only cultists of age in this village, and Rala had claimed Xel as her own. Jyllith was a woman, too. Rala felt threatened.
 
   Jyllith almost laughed. She had been alone so long that the notion of any sort of romance seemed ridiculous. Rala was as stupid as she was petty.
 
   Jyllith debated taking Xel's arm — letting him lead her around town could be a good opportunity to gather information — but the thought of being alone with this child murderer made her skin crawl. When it came time to end this cult for good, she would murder Xel first.
 
   “Calun,” Jyllith said. “Where do the soldiers train and spar?” There was honesty in a soldier's work.
 
   “Um...” Calun glanced at Rala. “The eastern gate?”
 
   Rala harrumphed. “Off to play in the mud? Shall I draw another bath?”
 
   “It was nice to meet you both.” Jyllith walked for the door.
 
   Rala blocked her path. “You're not going anywhere, Malconen. Not yet. I've got questions.”
 
   Jyllith ground her teeth. “Yes?”
 
   “Don't think because Divad accepted you so easily the rest of us will.” Mala jammed two fingertips against Jyllith's breastbone. “We don't know you. For all I know, you're here to betray us to—”
 
   Jyllith snatched Rala's fingers and twisted, sending Rala to her knees. She towered over Rala as the woman stared and gasped. She could not risk even a whisper of betrayal, not now.
 
   “I'll say this once, you pampered sow.” Jyllith twisted Rala's fingers further, forcing her eyes wide. “I don't know what kind of life you've lived while I was out there fighting your war for you, but if you question my loyalty again, I'll break you in half.”
 
   Every time Rala struggled to rise Jyllith twisted fingers and drove her to her knees. She pushed so hard Rala gasped. Wet welled in her eyes.
 
   “You're here to protect Knoll Point,” Jyllith said, “aid Free Rain, and serve your elder.” She wondered if she should break Rala's fingers. “Not moon over boys.” She twisted and Rala cried out. “Do you understand me?
 
   Jyllith checked the others in her peripheral vision. Calun stared, slack-jawed, and Xel just smirked. He liked watching this, liked watching Jyllith hurt his girlfriend. She was giving them a show.
 
   “Do you?” Jyllith demanded.
 
   “Yes,” Rala whispered. “Please, I'm ... I'm sorry.”
 
   “Apology accepted.” Jyllith dropped Rala's mangled fingers and strode out of the cabin. “Thank you for the bath. Don't ever touch me again.”
 
   She slammed the door and strode off, but she only made it down one house before she darted between them, out of sight. Jyllith trembled, hugging herself tight. She felt so cold now, so monstrous. More demon than the thing scratching around inside her head.
 
   Every time she gave herself to her old rage, she saw the faces of her many victims. They hated her and she deserved their hate. She had thrown innocent people into eternal torture, and she could never forgive herself.
 
   Jyllith allowed herself twenty breaths of shaking and pain until she made her face hard and strode from the buildings, east. Had hurting Rala like that ruined her last chance to gain this cult's trust? Would smiling and making friends work better?
 
   The Jyllith that commanded gnarls and slaughtered Sentinels would have broken Rala's arm when the other woman questioned her loyalty, not twisted her fingers. That Jyllith would have kicked her in the face and broken her nose. She was not that woman anymore, but she needed to be if she wanted to maintain her ruse among these cultists. 
 
   Yet despite their bravado, these Demonkin were children. Children who had seen their families murdered, had their memories twisted by Cantrall. Even Rala. What right did Jyllith have to hurt Rala or hate her?
 
   Who had Rala seen murdered before Cantrall stole her away? Her parents? Her sisters? Did she mourn for them as Jyllith mourned at night?
 
   Why had Cantrall chosen Jyllith as his apprentice instead of Rala, or Xel, or Divad? Was it because of her talent with Aerial glyphs? Or was it because he had always known she was evil, deep down, and all he had to do was draw that evil out? A monster waiting to be called?
 
   The sound of an arrow thunking into a target echoed from ahead, followed by two more. Archers at work. Rain's freedom fighters favored archery over spearplay and daggers to swords. Honorable combat against the Mynt resulted in death, and Free Rain did not fight to die. They fought to kill and most were very good at it.
 
   Jyllith skirted a cabin and came upon a dirt courtyard marked off by a two-post fence. It held worn archery targets — round wooden plates wrapped in punctured animal skin — and a single two-armed practice dummy impaled on a wooden pole. Three more hard cedar poles stood in the yard, with smaller sticks emerging from their round bulk in all directions, like some sort of wooden cactus.
 
   Jyllith remembered where she had last seen those poles. In a small camp of Free Rain, when she was fourteen, killing the Mynt alongside Cantrall. Rain soldiers often fought as well without weapons as they did with them, and so Mynt had outlawed those poles. These were stained from the oil and sweat of countless hands.
 
   Two archers took turns on the targets, a man and a woman in brown forest garb, and Klyde hammered away at a practice dummy with his battered cudgel. Each impact shook the dummy hard. Andar stood in the center of the wooden poles, bare-chested and covered in sweat.
 
   Jyllith would start with him. Andar was Knoll Point's leader and there had been no true malice in him when she arrived — simply caution. What would he think if he learned about Divad's true nature?
 
   Would he turn if she told him Divad wanted to enslave their world? Could he become her ally? She was not here to betray Free Rain, after all — she was here to betray the Demonkin. That was a distinction.
 
   As she approached Jyllith couldn't help but notice that Andar's chest rippled with muscle, slick with sweat and covered in scars. The tattoos that mottled his face glistened in the light. His eyes remained closed, his breathing even and calm.
 
   Jyllith knew she shouldn't stare, but Andar made it difficult not to. He was actually a fairly handsome man, if one appreciated that sort of thing. Which she did not. He was also way too old for her.
 
   Andar opened his eyes and struck with his right hand, a blow that set the nearest pole to quivering. He spun in place and lashed out with one bare foot, and that strike rattled the neighboring pole. Jyllith stopped, transfixed, as Andar battered all three poles in a dervish of flying limbs, each strike hard enough to shatter bones, smash knees, and knock men flat.
 
   Andar finished with a spinning kick that slammed into a pole so hard it tilted. He landed with feet even, arms straight and shoulders taut. He closed his eyes, pushed his muscular arms straight out, and breathed deep. He flexed, relaxed, and bowed to the poles.
 
   When he opened his eyes, Andar was staring right at her. Grinning. Jyllith cursed herself and strode forward. She was not here to moon over boys. She was not Rala.
 
   Klyde turned from the battered dummy and sighed. “I just straightened those damn things. Really? Keep at them and they’re liable to snap.”
 
   “Plant 'em deeper, then.” Andar turned his smirk on Klyde and grabbed a linen shirt off a narrow bench. “Something I can help you with, Red?” He eyed her up and down as he pulled on his shirt. “I see you got inducted.”
 
   Jyllith did not know how she felt about the way he looked at her. At the robes, of course, not her. “I wanted some time with Free Rain's leader.”
 
   “No leaders in Free Rain, dear heart. Just cutpurses and killers. I happen to be one of the better ones.” Andar chuckled as he walked back into town. “I don't know why these idiots keep asking me for orders.”
 
   Klyde had a good laugh at that, slapping one of his beefy knees, and Jyllith made herself smile as she fell into step behind Andar. He had an honest, fatalistic calm she found appealing. All Ghost Cats knew they would die, eventually. Everyone else knew many would die with them.
 
   “I was at Firstwood the day before it fell.” Jyllith jogged to catch up. “Where were you?”
 
   “In the woods.” Andar slowed his pace. “Killed a few dozen that day. Where were you?”
 
   “I held Firstwood’s walls with Cantrall. My teacher. We slaughtered a good number of climbers before they stopped trying.” They walked on. “We left after Garret the Hammer died attempting to break the siege.”
 
   Jyllith vividly remembered the last day before Firstwood fell. Mynt legionnaires stood beyond the walls in countless rows, glittering ants devouring her world. They ate well, resupplied from Mynt convoys floated across the Layn, while those inside Firstwood ate rats or starved.
 
   Jyllith had eaten rat herself and would not recommend it. There was no flavor to it. Rat was gamey, tough, and more like leather than meat.
 
   “How'd you get out?” Andar nodded to a cabin and its soldiers nodded back. He owned the town's loyalty. No surprise there.
 
   “Same as you, I expect.” Where was he leading her? “We walked out.”
 
   Cantrall had summoned Jyllith the night of the new moon, when only Mynt watch fires lit the dark. Together, they had walked right through the siege lines, concealed by astral glyphs. Leaving the city to fall without them.
 
   Jyllith hated running, but they had watched Garret and his army die bloody only hours earlier. With the death of the chief's last son, Cantrall knew it was only a matter of time before Chieftess Shara surrendered. They had fought well and bravely, but Firstwood was lost.
 
   Cantrall had assured her they would one day avenge Firstwood, with the help of the Mavoureen. He never revealed he was the reason for the Mynt assault. He never told her it was his revenants, burning Mynt and Rain villages, that incited the entire bloody war.
 
   “So tell me, Red.” Andar led her past an enclosed field of wheat tended by several women in long dresses, and Jyllith was painfully reminded of Talos before it burned. “Why'd we lose?”
 
   “We fought them like they fought us.” Jyllith knew the answer as all Free Rain knew. “On the field, face-to-face. They had a lot more faces.”
 
   “Garret would thump you for saying that. Idiot always wanted to be a knight in bloody armor.” Andar chuckled and spit. “Died like one, didn't he?”
 
   “I've heard stories.” Jyllith had not seen Garret fall. The swarm of bodies had been too distant and chaotic to make out any single form. Only when the great horns sounded did she learn the Hammer's fate.
 
   Garret the Hammer had been named for his massive size, his massive horse, and the oversized maul he used to smash soldiers apart. The legend of his final battle said it took ten legionnaires to end him and he crushed them all to bloody paste.
 
   It was a wonderful, heroic lie. A tale to galvanize children and comfort slaves around campfires. Cantrall revealed the savage truth.
 
   Garret lost his maul when a cowardly legionnaire cut his horse out from under him. He fell hard and landed on his back, trapped in heavy armor. The Mynt stabbed him to death with glyphed spears as he flailed in mud.
 
   There had been no glory or honor in the Hammer's death. The Mynt slaughtered him like a common pig. His legendary battle with ten legionnaires remained a far more popular story.
 
   “So tell me true now.” Andar stopped at a cabin like the rest and slipped a key from his pocket. “Why'd you walk in here hauling that old woman's head? All Divad said is he was expecting you. He didn't say why.”
 
   “I told you at the gates. The Mynt captured me and I escaped.” Jyllith barely believed herself. “I'm not done killing them yet.”
 
   “See, that's what irks me.” Andar popped the door. “The lying. There's a fire in you, sure, but it's not for Mynt blood.”
 
   The warmth of their casual conversation melted. She had not fooled Andar, and lying further would increase his suspicions. What now?
 
   Jyllith decided she would tell him the truth, as much truth as she could. If there was anyone she wanted to befriend, it was Andar. If Calun told her true, he did not approve of demon glyphs or Demonkin.
 
   “You're right. Killing the Mynt isn't the only reason I'm here, and I should have respected you enough to admit that.”
 
   “You here to kill me?”
 
   “No.” She could say that honestly, and it felt good.
 
   “Here to betray Free Rain?”
 
   “Of course not.” Divad's Demonkin cult was not Free Rain.
 
   “Then your business with Divad is your business, not mine. I trust him, he trusts you, and that's all I'm liable to get out of either of you.”
 
   Jyllith grew unexpectantly warm. “Thank you.”
 
   “Don't thank me, Red. We need all the loyal soldiers we have, and I suspect you're more loyal than most. You took out Melyssa Honuron and Five knows how many others, and that took a piece out of you.”
 
   Jyllith stared at him. How could he know?
 
   “I've seen your eyes on dozens of soldiers, but here's the thing. You can't live driven by guilt. The only people you can save are those alive right now. Try fighting for them instead.”
 
   Jyllith felt an unexpected tingle, all over. Andar really did respect her, and that made her face flush and her palms sweat. Could he actually be attracted to her?
 
   He slammed the door and left her in the street.
 
   Jyllith wanted to kick herself. What had she just beaten into poor, deluded Rala? She had come here to get information from Andar, gain his trust, and he had played her like a harp with nothing but a smile.
 
   She really made a terrible spy.
 
   “Jyllith?” Divad asked.
 
   She jumped, startled. Divad had made no sound as he approached. She found the cult leader standing behind her in his red robes, arms crossed and hands tucked into sleeves. His cowl hid all but his whiskered chin and the set of his mouth revealed nothing.
 
   “I'm free now,” Divad said. “I'd like to hear more about your journey.” He did not need to add “I also want to know why the Mavoureen sent you.”
 
   Jyllith nodded. “Your study?” She had to learn if he kept the glyphs used to open the portal there.
 
   “I had a different idea.” Divad led her down a muddy road between cabins. “Let me give you a tour of our wonderful town.”
 
   At the end of the road Divad turned north, leading her up a half-paved main street to the shattered mountain. Knoll Point had no northern gate, just an opening into a deep quarry. As they descended Jyllith spotted broken pickaxes, rotting wooden pallets, and rusting shackles. Mynt's horrific legacy of greed, despair, and broken backs.
 
   Slaves like her father worked here under the hard gaze of Mynt slavers, and some even died. She hoped her father really was among the dead. She hoped he didn't toil still, back breaking, in a work camp.
 
   Divad led her through the ruined rock and abandoned tools to a wooden arch carved into the mountain's base. The mining tunnel's single wooden door remained shut, and Jyllith shuddered as they approached. A palpable aura of evil radiated from inside, an aura she knew. Mavoureen.
 
   Divad carved an infernal key on the air, a Demonkin glyph. It unlocked any door, and Jyllith suspected there was no other key. She doubted even an axe would splinter this mining tunnel's door, reinforced by demonic glyphs.
 
   A fire pit burned beyond the door, smoky flames rising with unnatural heat. Divad grabbed a torch, lit it in the pit, and strode into the tunnel. Jyllith followed, the walls close enough to brush her shoulders. Once again, she shuddered at the thought of being buried alive.
 
   Jyllith did not question Divad because she rarely questioned Cantrall. She simply followed him, and she sensed that was respect Divad craved. He fancied himself an elder and if Jyllith treated him that way, he might grow to trust her.
 
   A red-eyed davenger stepped from the dark.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   JYLLITH’S HEART THUMPED MADLY before she realized Divad had not summoned the demon to kill her. This davenger was not Spike — it was a hound, not an ape. Her davenger, before Divad stole it. Their link was gone.
 
   Divad had tracked down her davenger and rescribed Davazet's glyph upon it, taking it from her as she had taken it from Malkavet. Jyllith had hoped to call the demon if she got in trouble. So much for that idea.
 
   Divad squeezed past the davenger and Jyllith did the same, not daring to comment on what had happened. Divad had taken her demon from her to make a point. Protesting would only make her look disloyal.
 
   “I did not want your davenger wandering outside alone,” Divad said. “Does it have a name?”
 
   “No.” Why did everyone keep asking that?
 
   “Who was it?” Divad held the torch high and sent light fleeing through the tunnel ahead.
 
   Jyllith still did not know how well Divad detected lies. Being caught lying about anything was dangerous. Again, she shaded a truth.
 
   “My first davenger was a man named Tarel Halen. I caught him outside Taven's Hamlet, gathering reports for his masters.” She lowered her voice. “I never bothered giving it a name.”
 
   “How long until you turn?” Divad asked.
 
   “Less than a week.” Was he going to ask her to send an innocent soul to the Underside in her place? Could she do that again?
 
   Nausea overwhelmed her, yet she fought it hard. What was one more soul against those she'd damned? One soul weighed against the world?
 
   Yet she couldn't do it. Not again. So if Divad asked her to sacrifice an innocent, she would kill him in this tunnel or die trying.
 
   “The Mavoureen won't have you,” Divad said. “We're going to see to your curse, but not today. Today, I'm going to do as you asked in our cabin. I'm going to show you why your demon called you here.”
 
   Jyllith scarcely believed her luck. This tunnel would be as good a place as any to hide a Mavoureen portal, so could Divad be taking her to it now? That was the first time she considered what that truly meant.
 
   Malkavet had come through this portal, before traveling to the Unsettled Lands to abduct her. Had it spoken to Divad before it left, told him all about her betrayal? Was Divad leading her into a trap?
 
   They soon emerged into a chamber of polished gray rock. An unnatural wind chilled Jyllith’s bones, blowing from a wall of oil that floated ahead of her like a sideways lake. Divad's torch reflected off its mirrored surface.
 
   Jyllith missed her fur-insulated leathers. She hoped Rala had not burned them. It was just the type of thing that spiteful woman might do after today's confrontation.
 
   Divad strode into the sideways lake, ripples spreading outward as he disappeared. The room went dark. Jyllith snatched the dream world.
 
   This chamber was a series of intersected dark lines, free of color and free of life, but the black, sideways lake was a mass of swirling green. The color of death. Shapes moved inside it, hints of shadows that clawed at her mind and threatened her sanity. Things that should not be.
 
   Jyllith forced herself forward. Divad waited beyond. She stepped into flowing green and icy fingers brushed her, demons tugging at her hair.
 
   She walked until the darkness pressed down on her like a physical force. She couldn't see, couldn't smell, couldn't hear, and she no longer knew if she was even alive. Had she stepped into the Underside?
 
   “Keep walking,” Divad's voice boomed. “Don't be afraid.”
 
   Jyllith was afraid — anyone would be — but she walked until she stumbled from the dark, gasping for breath like a woman rising from the sea. She was in a small earthen cave, filled with torchlight, where someone had cut a glowing wound into empty air. A portal to the Underside.
 
   Screaming purple clouds swirled inside that portal and yellow eyes glinted, staring at her from the other side. The Mavoureen watched her. They hungered for those who did not kill themselves first.
 
   Divad's clenched fist slammed into her spine. That sent agony through Jyllith’s body and she fell to her knees. Why couldn't she move?
 
   “I've brought you here for judgment.” Divad walked into view. “We cannot be too careful, not so close to the end. I am sorry.”
 
   Jyllith tried to fight, tried to scream, but whatever Divad had done to her had locked her statue-stiff. Even breathing took effort. Divad sat cross-legged and lowered his head. His words echoed in the cave.
 
   “Patriarch, I seek your council. Look upon this woman and tell me if she's false.”
 
   Divad had summoned Paymon, king of the Mavoureen, the demon who had sent Malkavet to take her. Paymon wanted her here, at the portal to the Underside, so he could draw her through and torture her until she no longer remembered who she was.
 
   Jyllith knew she deserved that — she had even craved it — but that made the prospect no less terrifying.
 
   The screaming purple clouds swirled as the watching yellow eyes departed. A figure drifted from the clouds, white dress trailing away in the unnatural wind, but this demon was not Paymon. It was the only woman he had ever feared.
 
   Hecata, queen of the Mavoureen, had long dark hair and skin as white as milk. Her eyes were dead, inky pools, yet she remained breathtakingly beautiful. Hecata's dress clung to her perfect body, a fabric made of pale and writhing fingers. Fingers as flat as crushed leaves.
 
   Jyllith had never been attracted to women, but Hecata quickened her heart and stirred her blood. She wanted this demoness. She could not imagine what Hecata’s presence would do to a man.
 
   “Dearest Divad.” Hecata turned her dead black gaze on Jyllith's captor. “You bother us with trifles?”
 
   “I must.” Divad prostrated himself, a wise idea when faced with a woman who could drive men mad. “Paymon ordered us to trust none he had not vetted.”
 
   Hecata offered a breathy laugh. “You humans do enjoy instructions. This girl is your newest inductee?”
 
   Jyllith knew what waited for her beyond this portal. Torture unending. This was a demoness who turned innocent children into monsters, so what would Hecata do to her? She was not remotely innocent.
 
   “She claims to serve Cantrall,” Divad said.
 
   “She did serve Cantrall,” Hecata said, “until he died. That man failed us and now he's ours.” She snapped her fingers. “Have a look.”
 
   Cantrall appeared before Hecata, floating in the mass of swirling purple clouds. As Jyllith stared at Cantrall's burned out eyes, missing nose, and sewn lips, her gorge rose. As much as she hated him for what he had done to her, Cantrall did not deserve this. No one deserved this.
 
   “I will not fail you, mistress, not as he did.” Divad’s hair and nose brushed the rocky floor. “You have my word.”
 
   “That's so reassuring.” Hecata fixed her dead eyes on Jyllith. “Well, fair’s fair. Let's have a look inside the girl's soul.”
 
   Hecata reached with one long arm. It grew like a gruesome vine and stretched through the portal, pale hand still attached. The top of Hecata's finger brushed Jyllith's cheek, skin burning like ice.
 
   “Sweet child, you tremble so. Do I frighten you?”
 
   “Yes,” Jyllith thought. “A thousand times yes.” Thinking was the only way she could beg for mercy.
 
   “You should be frightened. You are playing a very dangerous game.”
 
   She knew. Hecata knew Jyllith's plan. Hecata would do to Jyllith what she had done to Cantrall, make her into an eyeless, screaming, shredded piece of human meat. Jyllith and her master would suffer, together, for all the horrors they had committed. Justice ... of a sort.
 
   “Heed my words, sweet child, and do not forget them.” Hecata gripped Jyllith's chin. “What you seek is not what you will find. You already know the truth of things. You read it in a book. Remember this, and you will please me.”
 
   As Hecata's impossibly long arm slid back through the portal, a pit opened in Jyllith's stomach. She would never be with anyone more beautiful than Hecata, and that made her despair. Her world would be forever empty.
 
   She needed Hecata, desperately, needed her touch and her gaze. Jyllith needed that even if it meant having her eyes gouged out, her lips sewn shut, her skin flayed off her body.
 
   She could never know peace save at Hecata's side. She would never betray this demoness. Each scream would be willing tribute.
 
   “Keep her close, Divad,” Hecata said. “You will find none more loyal.”
 
   Hecata vanished and took Cantrall's shredded form with her. Purple clouds screamed and whirled, but no more yellow eyes emerged. Divad rose and pulled back his cowl.
 
   “Forgive me,” he said. “I had to be sure.”
 
   He walked behind her and touched her spine. The paralysis vanished, throwing Jyllith to the ground. She vomited, convulsing.
 
   “It will pass.” Divad slid his arms beneath hers and helped her up. “Just breathe. I'm here.”
 
   Divad held Jyllith until she could stand. Hecata had bewitched her, convinced Jyllith she wanted nothing but to be tortured gladly at her side. She could never forget that horrific desire.
 
   “Lean on me,” Divad said. “Walk. I need to be done with this place.”
 
   Jyllith sobbed against his shoulder. Cantrall didn't deserve what Hecata had done to him, and every person Jyllith had damned had suffered Cantrall's fate or worse. Jyllith had known, on a factual level, but seeing what she had done to those poor people tore at her.
 
   As Divad led her, Jyllith struggled to think. Hecata knew exactly why Jyllith was here — to betray Divad, destroy his cult, and close the portal to the Underside — yet she had revealed nothing. Hecata had lied for her.
 
   Had the demon but asked, Jyllith would have betrayed herself to Divad, betrayed Melyssa, yet Hecata had not asked. The demon queen had spared her. Why?
 
   They emerged from the utter dark of the mining tunnel to a setting sun, yet they had entered in mid-morning. Jyllith had heard that the Mavoureen twisted time and space, but knowing she had lost almost a day in less than an hour boggled her mind. Her days were so precious now.
 
   Divad eased her down against the rock. Jyllith breathed and stared. No one could ever forgive her for what she had done. Not even her own mother.
 
   “Legionnaires tortured my wife in front of me.” Divad crouched before her. “Nailed her to a post. Made me beg as they cut pieces off her.”
 
   Jyllith shuddered. These were the false memories Cantrall had made inside Divad, the reason he had founded this cult and given himself to the Mavoureen. Revenants murdered his wife, but Divad remembered them as Mynt soldiers. He was telling her why he became Demonkin.
 
   “Every time Paula passed out from the agony,” Divad said, “a battlemage brought her around again.”
 
   Jyllith suspected that battlemage had been Cantrall, as no revenant could use glyphs. Those armored corpses were soulless, implacable brutes. Had Cantrall murdered Divad's wife on one of the many trips he took during their time together, or before he burned Talos?
 
   “I begged them to put me on that post. I offered to cut myself, kill myself, do whatever would amuse them if they would just let my wife die.” One finger traced the scar above his eyebrow. “I cut my own face to prove it.”
 
   Divad's memories were no doubt as real to him as her own had been, before Melyssa showed her the truth, yet those memories still haunted her. So must it be for Divad. For the first time, Jyllith found she could pity him.
 
   “My Paula died at dawn.” Divad looked into a horror she couldn't see. “Then they brought out Nyna, my daughter. They led her to that post.”
 
   Jyllith hugged herself.
 
   “That was when Cantrall arrived. He came at them alone, burning as he went.” Divad bared his teeth. “The torturer — the one who had cut my wife apart — managed to slash Nyna's throat, but she left this world quickly. Not like Paula. My daughter’s death was a blessing.”
 
   Divad stood and helped Jyllith stand. “I've served Cantrall since, and with him dead I now serve Paymon the Patriarch. I've done things in his name my wife would never forgive, but I don't deserve forgiveness. Do I?”
 
   Jyllith found her voice. “I know how you feel.” That was the truth, as bare and raw as it could be.
 
   “I'm glad we found each other.” Divad squeezed her hand, his eyes glistening. “There is no salvation waiting for us, but we can still save others. We can stop torture like we've both witnessed. We can stop all war.”
 
   “That's your plan with this portal? To stop all war? How?”
 
   “The Mavoureen.” Divad released her hand. “They are terrifying, I know. They terrify me. But once we bring them here, no force can stand against them. They will bring peace to the Five Provinces, even if by the sword.”
 
   “They'll enslave us, Divad. Torture us.”
 
   “Only those who deserve it. Paymon promised me that when I agreed to open this portal for him. Peace in exchange for loyalty and devotion.”
 
   Jyllith rubbed her arms. “It's a nice thought.” Paymon's promise was a lie, of course, but the Jyllith who had served Cantrall would believe it.
 
   “We damn ourselves,” Divad said, “so those we love won't have too. So our people can live free of fear.”
 
   His was a noble cause — horrific, but noble — and Jyllith knew now Divad truly believed this was the best way to save the people of the Five Provinces. Divad would save them the only way he knew how, even if the cost of doing that was his own eternal torture. When it came time to close this portal, Jyllith was going to regret killing him.
 
   “Come.” Divad set out across the broken quarry. “The sun is setting and you must be famished. We'll eat, and after we do I'll tell you everything.”
 
   Jyllith followed and considered all the possible reasons Hecata would oppose Divad's plan, betray him by helping her. Was Hecata competing with her husband for power, hoping to deny him a victory in the Five Provinces? Or was she playing an even deeper game?
 
   Jyllith couldn't know, and even the thought of Hecata's black eyes drove rational thoughts from her mind. Whatever Hecata's reasons, Divad now trusted Jyllith. Jyllith would make the best of that.
 
   She had much to do before she killed herself.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   AFTER DINNER, AS PROMISED, JYLLITH followed Divad to his study. Ancient scrolls covered Divad's battered wooden desk. A decrepit looking rocking chair sat under a curtained window, next to a single bed, neat and tucked. Divad unfurled a scroll and spread it open on his desk.
 
   “Here,” he said. “This is how we end all wars.”
 
   Complex interlocking glyphs covered Divad's scroll. Jyllith understood none of them, but did recognize the distinctive curving style and spiky lines of demon glyphs. The scroll looked ancient, possibly as old as the books in the Terras library. Had Cantrall brought it from Terras?
 
   “What am I looking at?” Jyllith asked.
 
   “The portal in that cave only allows one Mavoureen through at a time, and the cost is great. Magesand, more than you can imagine. We've used it all, but that portal was never my only plan.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “I can't trust anyone else. Five days from now marks a rare convergence in the Underside, the day their realm and ours are closest. On that day, two people must scribe these glyphs together on either side of a gate or doorway. I chose the south gate of Knoll Point.”
 
   “So you want me to help you scribe these glyphs?” Jyllith stared at the flowing lines. “These will open a gateway?” Something about these glyphs tugged at her mind, but she could not pin it down.
 
   “These glyphs,” Divad said, “will forever link our world with the Underside. This is the same set of glyphs the Terras elders used so many years ago.”
 
   Jyllith had thought those glyphs lost, that curse destroyed. Evidently, she and everyone else in the Five Provinces had thought wrong.
 
   “Once that gate opens,” Divad said, “no one still living can close it. The last mage capable of closing a gate was Torn, and he is long since dead.”
 
   Divad was incorrect — there was at least one woman still alive who could close a Mavoureen gate — but if he did not know about Kara, Jyllith would not betray her. If Jyllith failed to stop Divad, Kara might have to.
 
   “After we open the gate,” Divad said, “Paymon's army will take over the Five Provinces. With Rain crushed, Mynt and Tellvan at war, and Metla Tassau and Rillan both gone, no army will stand against him for long. Once Paymon rules us, all provinces will have lasting peace.”
 
   “You're certain.” Jyllith needed to know exactly how committed he was to this insanity. “What if Paymon simply kills us all?”
 
   “He won't do that.” Divad fixed her with a truly earnest gaze. “Like the Five, Paymon craves the worship of souls. So long as we turn our faith from the Five to the Mavoureen, he will rule us fairly. That is what these ancient conflicts are about. Our souls.”
 
   “How is Paymon any better than the Five?”
 
   “The Five refuse to intervene in our world's wars.” Divad walked to the window overlooking the rocking chair, gripped the decrepit back. “They watch as we rape and murder and torture each other. They let it happen.”
 
   Divad rocked the chair without looking at it, voice low. “They let it happen to my wife. I prayed to the Five harder than I've prayed for anything, but that did not stop those men from cutting my Paula apart.”
 
   With his back turned, Jyllith felt free to examine the glyphs on the scroll. The curvy, spiky lines itched at the inside of her mind. She could almost feel Hecata looming over her, demanding she understand.
 
   “The Mavoureen will stop all that,” Divad said. “I know how they rule, and they tolerate no war or torture.”
 
   “At least none they don't inflict themselves,” Jyllith said.
 
   “As I said, only to those who deserve it.”
 
   “What you're suggesting, then, is we trade our freedom for safety.” Jyllith could swear the strange glyphs moved. “You really think that's right?”
 
   “I know it is.” The floor creaked and Jyllith's eyes snapped to Divad. “Anything is better than what I saw the night those Mynt soldiers butchered my wife. Humans have proven, over and over, that free will is a mistake.”
 
   Jyllith had not seen her own family butchered. She had hidden in a cabinet, hearing the sounds, and had only seen the aftermath. How much worse would it have been if Cantrall had made her watch?
 
   “I don't care how peace comes to us,” Divad said, “so long as it comes. That's why I need you to help me. That is why you’re here.”
 
   “Then tell me this.” Jyllith held his gaze. “We've only just met. Why not ask the others? You’ve known all them for years.”
 
   “The others, brave as they are, do not understand sacrifice as we do. They have never put others before themselves.” Divad shuddered. “These glyphs come at great cost. The mages who scribe them become Paymon's playthings. After we open that gate he'll tear our souls apart.”
 
   Jyllith knew there was more to it. “What about the people here? What will happen to them when Paymon comes?”
 
   “He'll treat them fairly.”
 
   “You can't really believe that. He's going to murder them all, or worse, do to them what he'll do to us.”
 
   “He won't. I have his word.”
 
   “His word isn't worth the breath he said it with!”
 
   “You must trust me. I have planned this for a very long time. I know what I'm doing.”
 
   Divad's tale about his wife and daughter tugged at Jyllith. She had to turn him away from this, bring him to his senses. She had to try.
 
   “I know you're willing to risk yourself, and I'd gladly take that risk with you. But how can we risk this village's people? Their children? If we demand their sacrifice and torture, how are we better than the Mynt?”
 
   “And what if Paymon does take this village?” Divad asked. “Won't hundreds of other villages be saved? Isn't sacrificing a few hundred people to save hundreds of thousands a worthwhile risk? Or did you and Cantrall have some other reason for slaughtering Taven's Hamlet?”
 
   “What we do,” Cantrall told Jyllith, “we do to save our world. The safety of its people is more important than any one person, including you or I.”
 
   Jyllith stared at Cantrall's kind, wise face through her tears. In the distance, the people of Taven's Hamlet screamed. Revenants were cutting them down and Jyllith could not stop thinking about her family, how Talos had been torn apart. Was another little girl crying over her dead mother right now? Begging her to wake up?
 
   “Tell me you understand,” Cantrall said.
 
   Jyllith blocked out the cacophony of revenants putting men, women, and children to the sword. She blocked out her memories of shaking her mother's corpse. “I do.”
 
   Jyllith understood the horror those families endured, and still she let this happen. Had she grown so callous in her years with Cantrall? If that was true, why did every last one of those screams rip her apart?
 
   Divad watched her, and Jyllith knew he was a moment away from ordering Spike to tear her apart. He had revealed everything. Nothing would satisfy him now but unconditional acceptance.
 
   “Tell me you understand,” Cantrall begged.
 
   Jyllith took a shuddering breath. “I understand.” Her spiteful demon stirred in her head. “We can't let these wars continue. If it's the only way...”
 
   “It is.” Divad shuddered with relief. “Everyone in Knoll Point will be safe. Our new masters will never harm them.”
 
   “Then I'll help you do this.” Divad remained committed, and that meant Jyllith would murder him. “What about the others?”
 
   “They may not know everything we now plan,” Divad said, “but they'll be ready when it’s time. Don't worry about them.”
 
   “I need time to think. I need to clear my head.” She needed to plot.
 
   “I understand.” Divad stepped past her and opened the door. “Five days from now, at dawn, we open the portal.”
 
   “Thank you for trusting me with this.” Jyllith stepped into the hall and found Spike waiting, single eye narrowed at her. “I won't disappoint you.”
 
   “We’ll save the world together, Jyllith,” Cantrall said. “We’ll ensure no one ever suffers like your family again.”
 
   Jyllith strode past Divad's davenger and down the stairs. Divad was lost to her. There was only one person in this entire town she could trust, one person who would refuse to let Divad sacrifice Knoll Point. She had five days to convince Andar she was telling the truth.
 
   Five days to convince him not to kill her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ARYN’S NERVOUS STOMACH CHURNED. The sun had risen and Tania was late. He watched Xander pace back and forth in front of the Gentleman's Haunt, Honest Jack's modest tavern. It catered to off-duty legionnaires and militia.
 
   The fact that Aryn could even see the sun still thrilled him. The way its light played across the wooden slats of the tavern seemed so clear. Tania had shown him many amazing things last night, but the clarity with which he now saw the world was the most impressive.
 
   His dream world sight was now far more detailed than jagged lines. Those lines still existed — this sight was built upon the dream world — but the space between the lines held detail now, like a drawing made from colored chalk. More than Aryn thought to ever see again.
 
   The living were the strangest things in his new sight. Aryn saw now what waited inside them, not the skin the wore. Orange impressions of their true selves. As Tania had once said, Aryn saw their souls.
 
   Xander's soul was particularly jagged today. Tania said that the way a soul looked in this enhanced dream world reflected how the person saw themselves, and when someone felt strong emotion, it distorted their soul — that self image — like a pebble in a calm pond.
 
   Xander's soul quivered and spiked, ripples of distortion traveling down his body in waves, and the most curious thing about his self image was that it lacked a beard. Was that a reminder of his younger years? Did Xander still think of himself as clean-shaven?
 
   The most wonderful discovery about Aryn's new sight was that he finally saw Tania's face, at least as she saw herself. Her face was soft, round, and entirely unlike the painted and pinched faces of noble women. She had a small nose, full cheeks, and full lips that made all sorts of amused smirks. Just thinking of her made Aryn smile.
 
   Aryn toyed with the weight of his new quarterstaff, garrison surplus Honest Jack had brought after Tania showed Aryn how to see. His bargain was already paying dividends. It felt good to hold a staff again, even if this one was not weighted like the staff Davazet had snapped in half.
 
   As the sun rose the sparsely populated street filled with traders, beggars, and messengers hurrying to and from the royal complex. Xander paced, heedless of those his large, scowling form drove aside, and Aryn knew there was no point in asking him to stop. If Ona could not calm Xander down, Aryn stood little chance.
 
   Xander was certainly frustrated by Tania's absence and worried for his daughter. Aryn worried too, but mainly about Tania. Where was she? They had fallen asleep, back-to-back, in Honest Jack's basement. When he woke in the night, she was gone and he was cold.
 
   Honest Jack had rapped loudly at first light, probably because Tania had instructed him to do so. Aryn had emerged from the cellar, bleary eyed, to find the smiling barkeep holding out a plate of sliced cheese and fruit.
 
   “At your service, my boy,” the man said, but he was likely already considering his favor.
 
   Aryn had downed the food and stepped outside to find Xander pacing, Ona waiting, and no Tania in sight. It had been like that since.
 
   “It's been too long,” Ona said.
 
   “Just trust her.” Aryn marveled at how steady Ona's self image remained. “Tania's on our side. She'll be here.” Ona's soul remained as still as a quiet lake.
 
   “You understand trusting is difficult for my husband. One of Tania's order tried to murder him. Most consider that impolite.”
 
   “Tania would never betray us.” They had been through too much, together. “I don't know what happened with Valar, Anylus, or Xander, but I know Tania. She'll get us to Kara. You have my word.”
 
   The street was emptying out. It was almost empty now, and Aryn only then realized what that meant. Someone had closed off the street. He stood and hissed at Xander, but Kara's father paid no notice.
 
   Armor clanked and men shouted orders. Legionnaires stomped out, filling both ends of the narrow parkway. They marched forward with shields locked and spears raised.
 
   Xander raised hands and scribed glyphs. Aryn could not let this escalate because no matter who won, Kara would lose. He sprinted into the street and grabbed Xander's wrists, mussing his glyphs.
 
   “Stop!” Aryn shouted. “We can't fight them!”
 
   Xander shoved Aryn with enough force to knock him down. “Your little demon hunter betrayed us.” He beckoned for Ona as his hands burst into flame, massive fireballs ready to blast legionnaires apart. “To me!”
 
   A ball of ice dropped from open sky and melted around Xander's hands. Aryn knew then a Lifewarden hid nearby, a mage who wielded water like a weapon. Aryn slammed his quarterstaff against the back of Xander's head.
 
   Xander dropped, groaning in the street. Ona glared and that only made Aryn’s guilt worse. Her once calm soul form trembled like Xander's now, and why wouldn't it? So far as Ona knew, Aryn had betrayed them both.
 
   Aryn threw down his staff and raised his hands as the legionnaires advanced on them. At best, Xander would have wounded or killed a half dozen of them, and then there would be no gaining the king's trust. Aryn had betrayed no one. He had just saved Kara again.
 
   If whatever Mynt division surrounded them wanted them dead, the Lifewarden hidden above them in the buildings could have impaled them with spikes of ice. These soldiers wanted them alive, which meant Aryn still had room to negotiate. To save Xander, Ona, and Kara.
 
   “Aryn!” Tania shouted from behind the legionnaires.  “I found Captain Traeger!” She twisted in the man's grip. “He's being rather obstinate!”
 
   Captain Traeger stood beside her, a hard-looking man with four red chevrons burned into his forehead. Though he had no blade on Tania, he gripped her arm firmly. Aryn remembered Traeger from their brief meeting at the edge of the Unsettled Lands.
 
   Legionnaires hurried to Xander's slumped form and grabbed his arms, forcing his hands into ringmail gloves. The quickest way to ensure a mage did not glyph. They also bound Xander's hands behind his back and pulled his limp body upright. Finally, they gagged him. Why gag him?
 
   A legionnaire glanced at Aryn, and Aryn held out his hands for gloves. The legionnaire looked to Traeger, who shook his head, and joined her fellow in balancing Xander's bound and gagged form. Leaving Aryn unbound.
 
   Ona glared at him. The legionnaires had not bound her either, but that didn’t seem to matter to her at the moment. It was rather suspicious.
 
   “I didn't betray you,” Aryn said again. “I promise. I don't know what's going on any more than you do.”
 
   “We'll see.” Ona stared him down.
 
   The legionnaire nearest Ona doffed her helmet to reveal narrow features and long black hair, and Ona nodded a greeting. Had this legionnaire been with Prince Beren and Captain Traeger, confronting Aryn's Firewalkers at the edge of the Unsettled Lands? Did Ona know her personally?
 
   “My lady,” the legionnaire said, “I'm sorry things had to happen like this. King's orders.” She glanced at Xander, then back at Ona. “If you promise to come quietly, we won't lay a hand on you.”
 
   “I promise,” Ona said. “May I talk to the captain?”
 
   “That's why we're here. Just a bit worried about your husband.”
 
   Two legionnaires had Xander restrained. Kara’s father glared daggers at Aryn. He cursed Aryn dozens of times without a single spoken word.
 
   “What did you plan to do?” Aryn whispered. “Burn the city down?”
 
   Xander harrumphed behind his gag.
 
   “Peace, love,” Ona said quietly. She directed her next words at the female legionnnaire. “Shall we go?”
 
   “You're to speak to the captain alone, my lady.” The legionnaire jerked her head toward where Captain Traeger waited, with Tania, at the end of the street. “I'll escort you over there right now.”
 
    “I'll handle this,” Ona told Xander, before she walked off. When Aryn moved to follow a legionnaire shook his head. “Easy there. The captain only wants Ona for now.”
 
   “Why's Tania restrained?” Aryn tried to make out features through the T-slit in the legionnaire's shiny metal helmet, embossed with images of flowing springs. Another detail offered by his enhanced dream world sight.
 
   The legionnaire shrugged and armor clanked. “She slapped the captain, hauled off and smacked him good. Captain didn't particularly like that.”
 
   She slapped him? Aryn picked up his quarterstaff, leaned on it, and waited. He ignored Xander's furious gaze and watched Ona confer with Traeger.
 
   Tania stood aside now, no longer restrained. Soon Captain Traeger shook his head. He pressed a hand to Ona's arm but she tossed it off.
 
   Ona stormed back to Xander. Captain Traeger pointed and another of his legionnaires stepped into her path. When Ona stopped, Aryn was certain she was going to tackle the man. What in the Six Seas was going on here?
 
   Traeger closed the distance and joined the men holding Xander. “Elder Honuron.” Traeger hardly squinted, even with the bright sun right in his eyes. “I'm afraid you're under arrest.”
 
   Xander snorted in a way that obviously implied “You don't say.”
 
   Traeger wore no helmet, and Aryn spotted dark circles under his eyes. His square chin was covered in stubble. All unusual for a man of his rank, which suggested the captain had been up for some time.
 
   Aryn spoke because Xander could not. “Why are you arresting Xander?” He winced at the big man’s glare. “And why is he gagged?”
 
   “Turns out he's a Bloodsinger,” Traeger said. “I don't particularly care to have my guts sung out.”
 
   Aryn guffawed. Traeger's claim was ridiculous — or was it? Everyone knew Torn had been the last of the Bloodsingers, mages who altered the world through song. Could it be true?
 
   Bloodsingers used the Ancient language like the peoples of old, performing feats beyond those possible with glyphs. No Bloodsingers still lived — the art was lost — yet Xander was the grandson of the last man who knew how to sing. Torn’s songs had raised mountain ranges.
 
   Yet how could Xander learn anything from Torn? Torn had thrown himself through the Mavoureen gates at Terras eight months before Melyssa bore their first child, Varyn: Xander's father. Was this yet another lie perpetrated by Adept Anylus?
 
   “If Xander’s going to be gagged from here on out,” Aryn said, “how can he deny that claim or defend himself?”
 
   “Are you volunteering to act as his counsel, Aryn Locke?” Of course Traeger remembered him. Not many forgot a man who walked out of the Unsettled Lands with charred skin and his own tribe of gnarls.
 
   “I am.” As the son of Mayor Dupret, Aryn had status. “And I am curious. Bloodsinging, while rare, is not a crime. So why arrest Xander?”
 
   “Because Kara's gone,” Traeger said, “Adept Anylus is dead, and we have an eyewitness who swears he saw Xander in the royal palace last night.”
 
   Xander went limp as a man who had just been punched in the gut. Aryn wanted to scream at the open sky. They had been so close!
 
   Had Xander gone after Kara? Had he been that stupid? Had he finally taken revenge for Anylus’s attack on him ten years ago?
 
   Aryn searched Xander's eyes for guilt, anger. Satisfaction.
 
   All he found was despair.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   “I’D LIKE TO REQUEST AN AUDIENCE with the king.” Aryn turned back to Traeger. “How soon can that happen?”
 
   “Given the king asked Xander be brought to him immediately, I'd say right now.” Traeger snapped his fingers. “Bring up the wagons!”
 
   Four legionnaires entered a wagon ahead of them, and then two more forced Xander into that wagon as well. Ona rode atop the wagon with Captain Traeger, in the driver’s seat. Aryn wondered if Tania would be the last woman to slap Traeger today.
 
   The other legionnaires ushered Aryn and Tania into the back of another covered wagon, leaving them alone inside. An audience with King Haven would tell Aryn why Haven had imprisoned Kara in the first place. Not that it made a damn bit of difference now.
 
   “Hey.” As the wagon rumbled off, Tania slipped beneath Aryn's arm and pressed against him. “You did great. No one died, and given the mood Traeger was in this morning, that's better than we could expect.”
 
   “I did my best.” She felt so good against him. “We'll sort this out.”
 
   “Xander did plan to rescue Kara. Why do you believe he didn't?”
 
   Tania was testing him, still. Training him. What evidence did he have?
 
   “Xander's no fool. Sneaking into the castle is an act of desperation, the last resort of a man without options, yet we gave Xander one attractive option yesterday. Meeting Traeger. Why risk being seen?”
 
   “Perhaps he grew impatient.”
 
   “Xander Honuron is one of the most powerful mages I've ever seen. He kills Anylus, yet doesn't disintegrate the body? He's witnessed killing Anylus, yet lets the witness live? And after sneaking Kara out successfully, he still meets us this morning, with Ona and without his daughter?”
 
   “You make good points, counsel.” Tania squeezed him. “Let’s hope King Haven is in the mood to listen. If someone murdered the royal adept, that’s bound to put him in a bad mood.”
 
   Aryn needed to know how things had gone so wrong this morning. “What happened in the tavern? Why was Captain Traeger holding you?”
 
   “I found Traeger and told him I wanted to arrange a meeting with Xander Honuron. He scowled, stood, and called his legionnaires. Then he ordered me to tell him where Xander was.”
 
   “Is that when you slapped him?”
 
   “I asked him what crime Xander had committed, and he told me Xander murdered Adept Anylus and abducted Kara. When I told him I knew that was not possible, he gave me a look that promised he disagreed.”
 
   Aryn smiled. “Then you slapped him.”
 
   “It seemed the most straightforward way to be arrested, and Traeger had no time to call another squad to drag me away. Not if he wanted to move on Xander before he escaped. So here we came, together.”
 
   “So that's your only reason. Strategic slapping.”
 
   “A sad necessity of unexpected circumstances.”
 
   “Still,” Aryn said. “Did you enjoy it?”
 
   Satisfaction curled Tania's lips. “Why would I enjoy something like that?”
 
   The wagon ground to a halt. Aryn waited with Tania until a helmeted legionnaire poked her head in through the flap. “Out, please.” At least they were being polite about this arrest. Probably because no one died.
 
   Aryn emerged into a courtyard just inside the closed gates of the royal palace. Pennants bearing the white and blue colors of Mynt flapped on high poles. The courtyard was empty save for their wagon, the one that carried Xander and Ona, and a dozen armored legionnaires.
 
   Two legionnaires manhandled Xander out of the back of the wagon. It seemed Kara’s father had his fight back. Yet when Xander's eyes met Aryn's, he didn’t scowl. He must now know Aryn would plead his case.
 
   Aryn strode over to join Xander, the legionnaires, and Ona, who hopped from the wagon. “I know you didn't kill Anylus or take Kara,” Aryn said. “I'll do everything I can to prove your innocence.”
 
   Ona relaxed, squeezing Xander’s arm. Xander just raised an eyebrow. Aryn had clubbed this man on the back of his head this morning.
 
   “Do you need time to prepare your case?” Traeger asked.
 
   “I'm ready now.” What else did he have to prepare? “Let's go.”
 
   Traeger marched up the palace’s marble steps, two legionnaires following with Xander. Ona followed them, and Aryn and Tania made up the last of the procession. The rest of Traeger’s squad remained in the courtyard, tending horses and talking among themselves. The tale of arresting Torn Honuron's grandson would fill Honest Jack's tavern tonight.
 
   “Excuse me!” a man yelled.
 
   Aryn turned to find a pudgy man only a few years older than he was rushing up the steps. His tan skin made him Tellvan stock — a rare sight in Tarna's capital — and he wore white and blue robes marking him as a Lifewarden. He had short black hair and blue eyes, like Trell.
 
   “Mister Honuron,” the man huffed. “I just wanted to apologize for the street.” His voice was husky, like Trell's. Too many years of breathing sand.
 
   Xander just stared at the man. Captain Traeger slammed a knocker into the massive door. The impact echoed.
 
   “I had orders,” the man said, “and those orders were to stop you from glyphing at us. I hope I didn't hurt you. And if it helps, sir, I don't believe you did this.”
 
   Xander chuckled behind his gag and Aryn catalogued a possible ally. A loyal Lifewarden could prove useful, especially one who worshipped Torn and, by extension, his descendants. “May I ask your name, sir?”
 
   “Erius.” The man bowed deeply, but not to Aryn. “And I just wanted to say, again, it's an honor to meet you. I had no idea Kara was—”
 
   “Thank you, Erius.” Aryn cut him off as Traeger opened the door and legionnaires led Xander away. He stepped down and gripped Erius's wrist, pulling the wide-eyed man close. “Stay nearby. We may need you.”
 
   When Erius saw the charred face inside Aryn's cowl, he paled and stammered. “Yes, yes sir.” He said nothing else as Aryn walked away.
 
   Traeger led them down a wide hall. Its floor was alternating bands of gray and brown stone. Thick stone arches supported this hallway, with wooden braces supporting dozens of glass lanterns nestled in their upper reaches. Aryn’s new dream world sight continued to amaze him.
 
   They cut away from the main hall, headed up narrow spiral steps, and emerged into a much smaller hallway of gray stone. Aryn suspected this was a private hallway reserved for royal servitors. Traeger led them to a small room and unlocked it with a glittering key. He opened the door.
 
   King Haven sat on the bench against the room’s back wall, one heavy brown boot resting on the knee of his linen pants. He wore a fur belt and a blue silk shirt. He wore no crown or other conspicuous jewelry.
 
   “Xander Honuron.” King Haven rose. “I thought you just a legend.”
 
   The room's only furnishings were a thick rug, dyed Mynt blue, and a pair of wooden benches with plush white and blue cushions.  Rather patriotic. A balcony overlooked the massive city of Tarna, a city Aryn now saw put Locke to shame. You could easily fit twenty Lockes into just what he could see.
 
   Haven glanced at Aryn. “You've agreed to act as his counsel?”
 
   Aryn pulled his new vision off the sprawl and bowed. “Yes, my king.”
 
   “Let me see your face.”
 
   Aryn pulled back his cowl to reveal his charred, eyeless visage. Though Traeger made no sound — he had seen it before — one of the legionnaires with them gasped. Aryn would need to get used to that.
 
   “You were a champion of Heat,” Haven said. “You fought the Mavoureen at Kara's side.”
 
   “That's correct.” Had Kara told King Haven everything? Then why lock her away at all?
 
   “How can you see?” Haven asked.
 
   “Tania taught me to see using the dream world. It's not perfect, but it's better than being blind.”
 
   “So you're training to be andux orn?”
 
   Xander skewered Aryn with a fresh glare, but Aryn ignored it. He hadn’t been part of the andux orn when Anylus tried to kill Xander. He bore no blame for that incident. As for Valar himself...
 
   “Yes, my king. Tania is my teacher.” He saw no path forward but to ask. “I’ve been informed Anylus is dead, and you believe Xander killed him. Have you spoken to Valar about that?”
 
   “You refer to the incident ten years ago.” King Haven tapped his chin. “Adept Anylus had wide latitude in his duties, and that included managing the andux orn. If he indeed sent Valar to kill Xander, I’m certain he had a valid reason.”
 
   “What reason could he have to order Xander’s murder,” Aryn asked, “when Xander is not Demonkin?” Time to plant some doubts.
 
   Haven looked to Tania. “You've confirmed this?”
 
   “Yes, my king.” Tania curtseyed. “Xander Honuron bears no Demonkin taint, yet Royal Adept Anylus sent Valar to murder him. For the crime of being a Demonkin. Isn't that odd?”
 
   “Would that we could ask him.” Haven locked eyes with Xander. “Did you murder my royal adept? A shake of your head will suffice.”
 
   After a long moment, Xander shook his head.
 
   “Did you take your daughter?”
 
   Xander shook his head again.
 
   “My king,” and Ona stepped to Xander's side, “I must know.” She trembled, hands clenched. “What happened to Kara?”
 
   Haven looked to Captain Traeger. “Tell them what happened this morning. All of it, including the other murders.”
 
   “After the incident with the Mavoureen,” Traeger said, referring to Abaddon's attack on Tarna's gates, “we moved Kara to protective custody, a guest room beneath the throne room.”
 
   “You placed her in a cell,” Ona corrected.
 
   “This morning,” Traeger said, “the soldiers who relieved the night's watch found both men on Kara's door murdered, not a mark on them. A Bloodmender determined they had been asphyxiated.”
 
   Aryn latched onto the detail. “Asphixiation sounds like the work of an Aerial. Could one be involved?”
 
   “Glyphbinders like Elder Honuron know Aerial glyphs as well as everything else,” Traeger said, and Aryn should have expected the man to know his glyph schools. “I wrote letters to the wives of the dead soldiers this morning. One had a three-year-old girl. She'll never know her father now.”
 
   Ona gripped Xander's arm. “And our daughter?”
 
   “Gone,” Traeger said. “The room was locked when we arrived and empty when we opened it. There's only one way in or out of that tower.”
 
   “Why do you think Xander committed this crime?” Aryn asked. “Did anyone actually see Xander enter that room, or see Kara leave?”
 
   “We have a witness,” Traeger said. “But if I speak his name, who's to say Xander won't kill him as well?”
 
   Xander snorted and rolled his eyes, but Aryn saw the opportunity and seized it. If Anylus had been involved in some sort of conspiracy, conspiracies required participants. This eyewitness might be another traitor.
 
   “I don't believe Xander killed anyone,” Aryn said, “but I understand your concern for your witness. I give you my oath, as a member of Locke's noble family, that I will not reveal your witness's identity to anyone. I will, however, need to speak with them on Xander’s behalf.”
 
   Aryn's oath as a Mynt noble carried heavy weight, all he had left from his life as Mayor Dupret's third son. Haven stroked his beard and considered. Traeger didn’t move a muscle, but his dream form rippled nervously.
 
   Haven nodded at last. “You may speak to our eyewitness. As you no doubt understand, questioning Xander directly will be difficult. A song from his lips can blow the walls off my palace.”
 
   “I also don't believe he's a Bloodsinger,” Aryn said, “but if it comes to giving testimony, Xander can write.”
 
   “Our eyewitness heard him singing last night,” Traeger said. “Xander sang and opened a hole right in the palace wall. It closed behind him.”
 
   Xander snorted rudely. Not helping his case.
 
   “Everything comes back to this eyewitness, doesn't it?” Aryn looked around the room for agreement. “May I interview him now?”
 
   Haven looked to Traeger. “See to it.”
 
   Traeger frowned back. “My king—”
 
   “I'll be fine.” Haven gestured at Xander. “This man is bound, gloved, and gagged. Or do you not trust your own legionnaires to keep me safe?”
 
   Traeger nodded as his dream form rippled again. “Follow me, counsel.” He looked like he had swallowed something sour.
 
   “Tania.” Aryn brushed her hand. “Come with me?”
 
   “Of course.” He loved that he could see her smile.
 
   “Thank you,” Ona said, stepping close. “For helping us.”
 
   “I’m just sorry I couldn't stop this from happening.”
 
   “Just concentrate on proving my husband’s innocence. And be careful.”
 
   Aryn felt a chill at Ona’s reminder. The person who had actually murdered Anylus might still be in the palace. Traeger led him down the narrow hall, Tania at his side. The door closed behind them.
 
   “You're doing well,” Tania whispered, lips tingling against his ear. “As a noble, you carry more weight as Xander's counsel than I would. Andux orn aren't often called to trial.” She didn't have to remind him why.
 
   Tania said nothing about her opinion of executing Demonkin. A good teacher would not want to guide her student's answers. If he was not constantly thinking about kissing her, Tania might make an even better one.
 
   Again the thought of a real relationship, one that could lead to marriage and children, seemed alluring and impossible. Aryn had been certain he would never be with anyone after escaping the Underside, especially Sera. He still loved Sera, didn't he? Should he?
 
   Aryn pondered his feelings for Tania. Did he love her too, already? Could he love more than one woman at the same time? He did not know. What he did know is the thought of losing her terrified him.
 
   “Tania, wait here.” Traeger stopped by a closed wooden door. “Aryn must question the witness alone.”
 
   “Naturally.” Tania settled against the wall. “Do be thorough, dear.”
 
   Traeger turned the handle to the closed oak door. “You may talk as long as you like, but I need to be in there with you. Understood?”
 
   “I'll take no more time than I need.” A diplomatic statement if there ever was one. If only he had a trained Bloodmender with him!
 
   Traeger led Aryn inside and closed the door with an audible thump. An older man with thinning black hair looked up from an aging wooden desk. He sat enjoying a meal of sausage, grapes, and wine. Considering he had seen people murdered last night, he did not look at all traumatized.
 
   “Councilman Charrod,” Traeger said, “is the king's treasurer, a trusted advisor for decades. Councilman, this is Aryn Locke, son of Mayor Dupret Locke. He is acting as Xander Honuron's counsel.”
 
   “Aryn Locke!” Charrod stood and walked over, smiling wide. “What a pleasure. I know your father. We've spoken quite often, and—”
 
   Aryn pulled back his hood, revealing his charred, demonic visage. Charrod gasped and covered his mouth. He turned very pale.
 
   “Thank you for speaking with me.” Aryn would ask his most dangerous questions while Charrod reeled. “How did you survive last night's attack?”
 
   “Beg pardon?” Charrod blinked rapidly.
 
   “The man who entered this palace last night killed two trained legionnaires. He even killed the royal adept. Why did he not kill you?”
 
   “I hid behind a wall!” Charrod scowled and hunched his shoulders. He had just decided Aryn was suggesting he lied.
 
   “If you were hiding, how did you see anything?”
 
   “I heard singing,” Charrod said, “low and haunting. When I peeked around the wall, I saw Xander Honuron. He walked right into the dark.”
 
   “How did you know it was Xander? Have you met him before?”
 
   Charrod frowned. “Well, no—”
 
   “How did you identify him?”
 
   “I described him,” Charrod said, standing stiff. “Captain Traeger identified him, based on my description.”
 
   “Is this true, captain?” Aryn glanced at Traeger. “You identified Xander, rather than Charrod? Could another man resemble Xander?”
 
   Traeger shifted his weight. “I suppose so.”
 
   “Now hold on a moment!” Charrod crossed his arms. “I watched you ride into this courtyard, young man, and I saw the gagged man you escorted into our palace. That man is the man I saw last night.”
 
   How convenient. “What about Kara? Did you see her too?”
 
   “Yes! She wore a dark cloak, but she had Kara's bearing. I’ve often seen the royal apprentice in court, and when she looked in my direction, I caught a glint of orange eyes. No one else I know has such striking eyes.”
 
   “But Kara didn’t see you, and you never saw her or the man with her kill anyone. You simply saw a woman you thought might be Kara with a man you thought resembled Xander, walking in low light.”
 
   “Don't be dense, boy!” Charrod glared. “I wouldn’t make claims of murder and treason lightly! I know what I saw.”
 
   “Could you have been dreaming, councilman? Confused?”
 
   “After Xander closed the wall, I rushed up the hallway from which he'd come! I found those poor guards.” Charrod stomped one booted foot. “The hall was empty. Who else but Xander could have murdered them?”
 
   “And Adept Anylus? Did you see Xander kill Anylus?”
 
   “Someone slit his throat, in his own chambers! Who else but a man who could sing himself through walls could do that?”
 
   “Yet this murderer did not kill the legionnaires by Anylus's door. He left those legionnaires alive.” More holes. “Why kill the men by Kara's cell and not kill those by Anylus? If Xander Honuron can sing through walls, as you claim, why kill anyone at all? He could enter Kara’s cell and lead her out without any one of you being the wiser. Without harming anyone.”
 
   “How should I know the thinking of a criminal?” Charrod poked Aryn's chest and loomed over him. “You question my honor, third-son? The king’s own treasurer? Do you have any idea what I can do to you?”
 
   Aryn pushed the finger off. “All I'm saying is—”
 
   “All you are,” and Charrod pushed him again, “is some crippled brat from Locke. You’ve involved yourself in a matter that is none of your concern and now you’re accusing me of lying to my own king!”
 
   “These aren't accusations, councilman.” Aryn did not push back because he knew he was winning. “Your testimony simply does not make sense.”
 
   Charrod threw up his hands and stared at Captain Traeger. “How much more of this must I listen too?”
 
   This was where everything must come together. Charrod's testimony was obviously flawed. Aryn just had to hope Traeger would see that.
 
   “Captain Traeger,” Aryn said, “we’ve raised a number of questions about your witness testimony today. Do you honestly believe a man as powerful as Xander would have any need to murder legionnaires? If he did take Kara, why meet me on the street this morning? Why risk capture?”
 
   “This is preposterous!” Charrod shouted. “Dare you entertain this fool?”
 
   Traeger straightened. “You've both made good points.” He rubbed one dark-rimmed eye with a knuckle. “Perhaps I did jump to conclusions.”
 
   “I saw Xander Honuron do this! I swear it!”
 
   “Be that as it may,” Traeger said, “our royal adept is dead, Kara is missing, and the only person who wanted that is now in our custody.” Traeger shook his head. “We cannot risk freeing Xander Honuron. Not yet. Not until we know absolutely everything about what happened.”
 
   Aryn glanced at Charrod. The man wore a self-satisfied smirk Aryn wanted to burn right off his face. He had lied just well enough.
 
   “Well, boy?” Charrod asked. “Satisfied?”
 
   Charrod's testimony would not stand at a public trial, but that trial would take weeks. Kara had days. All Charrod had to do was keep Xander here until whatever his conspirators planned came to fruition. Since those conspirators must know that, Aryn knew it was coming soon.
 
   “Counsel,” Traeger said, “any other questions?”
 
   “Not at the moment.” Why would Charrod frame Xander? Anylus would not instigate a plot that got him killed, so were Charrod and Anylus working against each other? Had someone paid Charrod off? That was where Aryn would start, with the treasurer's finances. If Tania could get them.
 
   “We're done here,” Aryn said. “Let's go.”
 
   Traeger opened the door. “I'll take you back to the king.”
 
   Tania stood outside the door, staring right at Councilman Charrod.
 
   “Tania!” Traeger shouted. “How dare—“ 
 
   She scribed two glowing blood glyphs. “Move!”
 
   Aryn dived into Captain Traeger as the floor behind them exploded. He knocked Traeger through the door as a sawblade shriek rose behind them. Aryn knew that horrifying sound. He knew it all too well.
 
   Councilman Charrod was one of the Mavoureen.
 
   Aryn rolled off Traeger and unslung his quarterstaff. “Call your soldiers, captain! You’ve got a demon problem!”
 
   A twisted body writhed now inside Councilman Charrod's skin, wriggling into the world like a bug from rotting fruit. It uncurled like a roller beetle. It could have been human save for its ludicrously thin body, spindly horns, and oily black skin.
 
   “Tania?” Aryn shouted.
 
   “Hold it off!” She scribed new blood glyphs on the air.
 
   Aryn charged the doppelganger. The demon screeched and lunged. Aryn's world slowed as he twisted, as poisonous sharpened fingernails slipped by his cheek. He felt air stirring with their passage.
 
   He swung his staff down and around, taking the demon’s ankles out from under it. The demon hissed as it landed, bounding right off the floor and springing toward him. Aryn slammed the end of his staff into its drool-stained teeth. The Mavoureen smacked hard into the floor.
 
   “Get out of there!” Tania shouted.
 
   Aryn spun and ran for the door. Traeger threw it shut after Aryn dived through, and then the door bucked hard enough to knock dust from its hinges. Traeger braced the door with outstretched arms, teeth bared.
 
   Aryn breathed a bit easier now — it was just a doppelganger in there, not Malkavet himself — and then he wondered when he had started regarding demon-spawned monstrosities as the acceptable evil.
 
   The locked door splintered as demon claws broke through. One swiped at Traeger as he ducked aside, barely avoiding it.
 
   “Watch out!” Aryn shouted, slamming his weight into the side of the door that opened. “Those claws are poisoned!”
 
   “Aryn!” Tania shouted. “Blood!”
 
   Aryn grunted, pushed off the door, and ran to her. Six complex blood glyphs now floated on the air. He grabbed Tania’s hand.
 
   The door cracked and Traeger grunted. The demon slammed against it, over and over. Sawblade shrieks filled the hall.
 
   Tania ignited her glyphs, the whole series at once. Aryn felt blood rushing from his body, enough that it took him to his knees. The floor rumbled, dropping Aryn on top of Tania and Traeger on top of the floor.
 
   The palace quaked for what felt like an eternity. When it finally stopped, no more sawblade shrieks came from inside the door. There was no sound at all, just clouds of dust drifting through the hallway.
 
   Traeger rolled to his feet with his sword drawn, backing to Aryn and Tania. “What did you just do?” He stared at the door.
 
   “I collapsed the room.” Tania trembled, now flat on her back. “Not easy, when I can't bring down the floor above or collapse the one below.” She did not look like she was getting up anytime soon.
 
   “You killed it?” Traeger demanded.
 
   “It'll take an hour or so to dig its way out. A pair of Firebrands and some Hands of Heat should roast it quite nicely.”
 
   Aryn grimaced and helped Tania up. She leaned against him, sweat dotting her cheeks. Another detail he had thought never to see again.
 
   Traeger shook his head. “A demon in these very halls. Thank the Five it did not try to kill the king.” Then he straightened. “The king!”
 
   “I'm sure he's fine,” Tania offered gamely, but Traeger was off like an arrow from a bow. He did not look back.
 
   Aryn glanced at Tania. Her chest heaved and her body trembled. Her blond curls hung in disarray, yet she was alive. They were both alive, and Aryn knew what that doppelganger would have done to him if she had not stopped it.
 
   “You're amazing,” Aryn said.
 
   “Sometimes.” She managed a half-smirk.
 
   “How did you know Charrod was a doppelganger?”
 
   “Saw him in the dream world.”
 
   “How? All I saw was a normal man.”
 
   “Seeing through demon glamours is the next stage of our glyphed vision.” Tania wiped her forehead. “You're still learning this one.”
 
   “Oh.” That made sense. “Should we—”
 
   Tania kissed him, a long kiss that made him very warm. He felt dizzy. Blood loss, or something else?
 
   Aryn wobbled. “You aren't supposed to do that.”
 
   “Don't tell anyone and I might do it again.” She pulled him after Captain Traeger.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   XANDER HONURON HAD the gag out of his mouth and the ringmail gloves off his hands shortly after Aryn, Tania, and a rather disheveled looking Captain Traeger returned. Their tale of the doppelganger only made him more furious about his arrest. King Haven had wasted precious time, time Xander could have used to track Kara.
 
   “We were going to rescue her,” Ona whispered, clutching Xander's arm as they followed Traeger into the bowels of the palace complex. To the bodies of the people they now knew Xander had not killed.
 
   Xander hugged her close. “It was a stupid plan.”
 
   “I wish we'd done it.”
 
   “Me too.” Xander kissed the top of her head.
 
   Four legionnaires joined them before they left, increasing the guard on King Haven for obvious reasons. It was tough to protect someone when the assassin could look like anyone, including your dearest friend. Xander did not envy the legionnaires their task, but protecting King Haven wasn't his job. His job was keeping his family alive.
 
   Aryn glanced back once, walking now beside Traeger, and Xander glowered at him. The boy quickly looked ahead. Good. Aryn might think twice before hitting Xander in the head again.
 
   Tania, the woman who hadn't actually betrayed them this morning, walked as if she had just finished a marathon. She had spent a great deal of blood dispatching the Mavoureen doppelganger, but Xander doubted that made her less dangerous. He simply could not figure her out.
 
   Tania hunted Demonkin mages, which meant she was willing to murder people, but she also seemed genuinely sympathetic toward Ona and Aryn. Her order had hunted him for ten years, yet she now seemed quite happy to announce his innocence. No one was that generous.
 
   It seemed unlikely the doppelganger Tania had unmasked was the only Mavoureen servant in the palace, and fear for Kara clutched at Xander. He, more than most, knew what the demons were capable of. He buried his fears down deep. Ona must be feeling the same and he had to be strong, for her.
 
   Traeger opened a simple door that led into a stone cellar with a low roof. The mortuary. Two legionnaires waited outside the door and two joined Xander, Ona, Aryn, Tania, and King Haven inside. With Traeger.
 
   The smell of death and chemicals was overwhelming, and Xander measured each breath. The mortuary held eight slabs and three of them held bodies draped in sheets. Respect accorded the honored dead.
 
   “Your counsel asked to see the royal adept.” King Haven pointed at the closest slab. “Here he is.”
 
   Xander stalked over and pulled back the sheet. A pale, lanky man with a tangled black beard lay on the slab. Xander recognized the sheen of corpse clay patching his throat.
 
   No one looked well in death and Anylus looked more skeletal than most. Xander had seen this man only once, ten years ago, but this did appear to be Anylus. He might never know why the man wanted him dead.
 
   “Someone cut him so deep it damn near took his head off,” Traeger said. “You think it was that doppelganger?”
 
   Xander understood Captain Traeger's actions in the street a bit better now. With Kara missing, two guards asphyxiated, the royal adept murdered and a doppelganger putting Xander at the scene, it did seem fair to cast some suspicion his way.
 
   Someone had murdered Anylus, attacked or abducted Kara, and created a highly placed witness to accuse Xander of bloodsinging. Everything had been designed so Xander couldn't defend himself, but the planner must have assumed Xander would prove his innocence, eventually. That made this a race against time, one Xander must win.
 
   “Well, counsel?” King Haven raised a bushy white eyebrow. “What are your thoughts?”
 
   Aryn stepped forward. “Xander, I need you to examine the body. Tell me exactly how he was killed.”
 
   “You mean besides his slit throat?”
 
   “Humor me,” Aryn said. “Please.”
 
   Xander conceded the point. “May I?” he asked Traeger. An olive branch.
 
   Traeger nodded. Xander stared at the corpse of the man who had tried to murder him ten years ago. Why had Anylus sent Valar after him? Had he been working with the Mavoureen, and now they no longer needed him?
 
   Xander took the dream world and scowled. He should have seen it. A blind fool would have seen it. He opened his eyes and glanced at Traeger.
 
   “Mind summoning Erius, Captain?”
 
   Traeger crossed his arms. “What do you want with him?”
 
   “I need a second opinion.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   “You'll see.” Time for Traeger to hop to his tune.
 
   Captain Traeger did not move. Ona turned an imploring gaze on King Haven, stepping forward to catch his eye.
 
   “Please,” Ona said, clutching her hands together at her breast. “My daughter's out there, alone.”
 
   King Haven's eyes softened at Ona's obvious distress. Ona could be truly convincing when she wanted to be, and these men had not known her when she was younger, Kara's age. When she and Xander first met, an impassioned plea from Ona could send a man questing across a sea.
 
   “Fetch Erius.” King Haven dismissed Captain Traeger. “Hurry back.”
 
   Traeger saluted and left. Xander kept his distance from the king and his legionnaires, both to keep those soldiers comfortable and so their voices wouldn't carry. The others huddled close.
 
   “What is it?” Ona asked for all of them.
 
   “That's not Anylus,” Xander whispered back.
 
   All their eyes widened, but Aryn saw it first. “It's Councilman Charrod, isn't it?”
 
   “I don't know, but I don't want King Haven or anyone else questioning our objectivity.” Xander glanced at the closed door. “They need to hear it from one of theirs.”
 
   Ona bit her lip — a habit their daughter had inherited — and waited. Xander held Ona's hand until Traeger returned, Erius in tow.
 
   “My king!” Erius's eyes widened at the sight of so many people. “To what do I owe this honor?” He certainly was polite.
 
   King Haven stared at Xander.
 
   “Erius,” Xander said, smiling at the young mage, “would you mind examining this corpse?”
 
   “Adept Anylus?” Erius glanced at the slab, at the body upon it, and turned a bit green.
 
   “So it seems.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Take the dream world. Tell me what you see.”
 
   Erius did as Xander asked. He approached the body, closed his eyes, and turned his dream world sight down. He jumped and opened his eyes.
 
   “That's not possible.”
 
   “Look again,” Xander suggested.
 
   The second time, Erius held the dream world longer. He opened his eyes and turned to King Haven, but did not speak. He seemed at a loss.
 
   “Out with it,” Haven said.
 
   Erius swallowed. “This is not Adept Anylus.”
 
   Xander had chosen the right man for the job. Erius might even prove useful in the future. Every Tellvan he had ever met always had a good head on their shoulders, which made Trell’s loss even more of a shame.
 
   “Who is it, then?” Traeger demanded.
 
   Xander gripped Erius's shoulder, calming the nervous man. “The glyphs were scribed on the roof of the corpse's mouth. You should be able to muss them easy enough. Just be careful. Get your hand out quick.”
 
   Erius gingerly reached into the corpse's mouth, wincing as he did so. He pulled his hand out as the chamber filled with the sound of snapping bones. The mouth snapped shut, teeth locking.
 
   “Five protect me,” Traeger whispered, as bone snapped and flesh changed. Soon an entirely different man lay on the mortuary's slab, one with black hair, no beard, and round cheeks. Nothing like Anylus's gaunt face.
 
   “Councilman Charrod.” King Haven stared at corpse. “I suppose that makes sense.”
 
   Traeger scowled. “So the royal adept was abducted as well? Could he and Kara still be together?”
 
   Xander knew now was the time to confront them about the incident ten years ago. He could make no stronger case than he could now, with the deception about Anylus's death revealed.
 
   “Anylus was not kidnapped. He killed your men and took my daughter.”
 
   “What leads you to believe that?” Haven asked.
 
   “The same reason Anylus named me Demonkin ten years ago, and sent one of your andux orn to kill me. He's working with the Mavoureen.”
 
   “Why would he do that?” Haven crossed his arms and stood tall. “He has been my loyal friend for over forty years. Why betray me now?”
 
   Was Haven honestly this stupid? “The Mavoureen are on the move. He's been spying for them for as long as he's been with you.”
 
   Most tales of King Haven spoke of a shrewd tactician and skilled negotiator, yet all Xander saw was a tired old man. Had Haven lost a step in his old age? If so, Mynt was in trouble when the Mavoureen came.
 
   “Again, why?” Haven locked eyes with Xander. “I brought you here because I hold tremendous respect for your family, particularly your grandfather. Yet I've known Anylus for over forty years, and I do not know you. Now you name a man who was like my brother as a traitor?”
 
   “If only Anylus were here, we'd all enjoy a spirited debate!” Xander scoffed. “Summon a Bloodmender. We'll see who's lying then.”
 
   “There's no need for that. Spy or no, it seems obvious Anylus has been swept up in whatever happened with Kara and these doppelgangers. We must assume he's alive, and we may also assume he's with Kara.”
 
   “Holding her hostage,” Xander added.
 
   Haven turned on Traeger. “Leave us.”
 
   Traeger glanced at his legionnaires. “My king—”
 
   “Now, Captain.” Haven grabbed Erius by the arm. “You. Stay.”
 
   Traeger and his legionnaires filed out the door. The mortuary emptied save for Xander, Ona, Aryn, Tania, and Erius. That King Haven would be alone with them spoke volumes as to the trust they had gained today.
 
   “Xander,” Haven said, “I know you don't like me, but you must acknowledge I have done all I could to protect your daughter. Even after she broke the law. She aided a Demonkin and stole magesand.”
 
   “Well, I aided a Demonkin too, if you want to take it all the way back to Terras.” Xander was tired of arguing about who had done what. “What I want to know is what you're going to do now. Are you going after Anylus?”
 
   “Do you know where he is?”
 
   “I can find him.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?”
 
   Now that there was no one in this room he did not trust, Xander could play his last card. “I can track my daughter through her blood. Her blood and mine are unique among all those walking the world. Torn's legacy.”
 
   “I see.” If King Haven was surprised, nothing showed on his craggy face.
 
   “While I do that, are you prepared for war?”
 
   “With the Tellvan. Not the Mavoureen.”
 
   “Then I'd get on that.” Xander glanced at Ona for confirmation, and she nodded. “My wife and I are going after Kara. We're going to save her, and if Anylus tries to stop us I'm going to put him down.”
 
   “I see you will not be swayed from this,” Haven said, “yet I must remind you more is at stake than your daughter's life. The Mavoureen walk our world and all signs point to another invasion. You are the only Honuron we have.”
 
   Xander snorted. “You imprisoned the other one.”
 
   “Regardless, you are the most powerful mage in the Five Provinces, and you have defeated the Mavoureen before. You have the knowledge of Torn to aid you. I would implore you to aid us.”
 
   Technically, King Haven was forgetting someone. Varyn Honuron, Xander's absentee father, was far more powerful than Xander and knew just as much about the Mavoureen. Varyn had helped Melyssa erase Xander and Ona's memories almost twenty years ago, and though Xander had not seen his father in decades, he knew Varyn lived. Somewhere.
 
   Xander saw no reason to bring that up, and why would he? King Haven's request was ridiculous. After forcing Xander into hiding to avoid the andux orn, imprisoning his daughter, and finally arresting him in the street, this king had the audacity to ask him for aid?
 
   “We'll help you,” Ona said.
 
   Xander felt like she had punched him. “What?”
 
   “This is bigger than just our family.” Ona gripped Xander's arm tightly, ensuring he understood how serious she was. “Kara risked her life to stop the Mavoureen, and her friends lost much. Some lost everything. We won't waste their sacrifices. We're united in this.”
 
   “I'm not giving up on Kara!”
 
   “Neither am I. We'll find her. We'll leave right now. But once we have Kara we'll return here, to Tarna, to aid our king and province against this threat.” Ona smiled at King Haven. “We face the Mavoureen together.”
 
   A smile softened Haven's face. “That does seem best.”
 
   Xander scowled. There was no point in arguing with Ona while she was like this — all brave and patriotic. He would have plenty of time to talk her around on the road.
 
   Once they found Kara, they were leaving. Simple as that. Ona would understand when he explained. For now, they had placated King Haven and learned all they could. They should leave Tarna while they still could.
 
   “So,” King Haven asked. “What do you need from me?”
 
   Xander glanced at Aryn, then Tania. She raised an eyebrow. She was willing. Xander turned back to Haven and told him.
 
   They would start by forming a dyn disc.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA WAS LOST IN A DAY OF SAILING, with Trell, when her warding bubble tickled the inside of her head. She woke at once and rolled to her feet, snatching up her quarterstaff. She searched for Anylus by the dim light of their flickering fire. His bedroll was present, but he was not.
 
   Whoever had tripped her bubble would have seen her fire, and putting it out would only alert them she was awake. She backed from the fire and its treacherous light, waiting for her hunter to show itself.
 
   Kara knew it had been stupid to cook and stupider to sleep beside a warm fire, but she was just so tired of being cold. Anylus had not expressed any concern about the light, and where was he? Where was Anylus?
 
   Two figures crept toward the fire, people Kara recognized. Sera and Byn. Sera and Byn were in Terras, looking for a cure, not here.
 
   Kara had seen what she had believed was Byn once before, in the night of Highridge Pass, and the demon had damn near taken her head off. A doppelganger. How had they even found her? Could Byn track her?
 
   A hand touched her shoulder, so gentle it barely made her jump. Adept Anylus crouched beside her, staring at the fire. “Your friends?”
 
   “We can't know that.” Kara missed her friends desperately, which made their appearance all the more ominous. “What if they're doppelgangers?”
 
   “If they are,” Anylus said, “hiding out here accomplishes nothing.” Anylus strode to the fire, robes billowing. “Come. We'll ask them together.”
 
   Kara followed him. The royal adept wielded power equal to that of Elders Halde or Cantrall. Soulmages went into battle with the experience of hundreds of deceased warriors at their beck and call, and if the two at the fire were doppelgangers, Anylus could destroy them. Kara hoped.
 
   Byn spotted them and waved one hand. “Kara!” The wide smile on his face melted her heart. If he was a doppelganger, he was the best Malkavet had ever made.
 
   “Byn Meris!” Kara kept her pace even, backing Anylus up with her quarterstaff raised. “Remind me!” She thought back to something only he would know. “Who did you kiss at the Harvest Fair in Jarel, when we were twelve? After we stowed away on the Seaborne Gale?
 
   “I didn't kiss anyone that night!” Byn shouted back, “and we stowed away on the Maiden's Breath. It was also the Solstice Festival!”
 
   That was right. He was right. He was her Byn.
 
   “Also,” Byn shouted, “it was you who did all the kissing! Garel Smith and Palyn Rourke, one before the dance and one after! Did I forget anyone?”
 
   Kara blushed at the memory. It had been her first Solstice Festival, after all, and it had been the first time she got to be alone with boys. A warmth filled her as she realized Byn and Sera were really here. With her.
 
   Kara sprinted to the fire and threw her arms around Byn, wet blurring her eyes as Sera hugged them both. Had they found their cure? She planted a kiss on Byn's cheek and clutched Sera tight.
 
   “Did you find it?” Kara asked. “Did you find the cure?”
 
   Sera shook her head.
 
   Kara felt all the warmth drain out of her. If there was no cure at Terras, there was only one reason for Sera to come here. To see her.
 
   Sera had come to say goodbye.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   KARA GRIPPED SERA’S HANDS. “I'm not giving up. You can't either. We're fixing you.”
 
   Sera smiled faintly. “Who says I'm giving up?”
 
   “You're here.”
 
   “Not by choice, and there's a story behind that.”
 
   Kara imagined a dozen perils: Abaddon assaulting them on the road, davengers harrying them through the Unsettled Lands, a harvenger leading an army of animated corpses. “What happened?”
 
   Sera pulled her hands away. “Balazel.”
 
   “Drown me,” Kara whispered. Other Mavoureen had entered the Five Provinces as well, just as she feared. Were Abaddon and Balazel alone, or could there be others?
 
   “Kara?” Anylus stepped closer, tucking his hands inside his long sleeves. “I've business at the Layn. Would you like to stoke our fire and offer our guests a meal?”
 
   “So you're Adept Anylus?” Byn asked.
 
   “I am. You both look quite famished, and a discussion over a hot meal is far superior to discussion alone. You’re welcome to whatever we have.”
 
   “That’s awful decent of you.” Byn eyed the royal adept. “You still cross about that magesand?”
 
   A smile split Kara's face. That was the Byn she knew.
 
   “Go.” Kara looked to Anylus. “I'll explain anything you miss.” She motioned to the fire. “Let's sit.”
 
   Anylus disappeared into the night as Kara stoked the fire for her friends. She unwrapped the last of their food: a half-eaten loaf of bread, cheese, and chunks of salted venison. So what? They could hunt tomorrow.
 
   Kara passed the food to her friends and wrapped an arm around Sera, hugging her close. “So Balazel came after you.” Kara shuddered despite the fire's warmth. “How did you find me?”
 
   “Balazel captured us,” Sera said, “and I thought we were finished.” She nibbled on a bit of cheese as Byn tore into a hunk of venison.
 
   Kara leaned close. “How did you escape?”
 
   Byn shrugged and chewed. “Sera saved us both.” He grinned at them both. “She's a bloody hero now.”
 
   “I got lucky.” Sera stared at the flames. “The demons had us for almost three days, locked in the grips of defilers. We moved at an incredible pace. Balazel and his demons move far faster than horses.”
 
   “Where were they taking you?” Kara asked.
 
   “Toward the Layn. That's all I could figure out. We entered the Valerun yesterday night.”
 
   Kara suspected she knew exactly where Balazel had been taking her friends — to Knoll Point, where Abaddon must be leading Trell right now — but she needed to hear everything from Sera first.
 
   “Eventually, they had to feed us,” Sera said. “While they did, I examined everything I remembered from my time as Ruin's Champion.”
 
   That raised butterflies in Kara's stomach. Ruin might have taken Sera as his champion to help them, but the master of the Five did not lend his power easily. No mage had scribed Ruin since the All Province War, and most thought his power as dangerous as the Mavoureen's.
 
   “Anyway,” Sera said, “I put it all together, and scribed what I felt would work. The Hand of Ruin.”
 
   “You're certain?” Kara asked. That glyph was known to none save Demonkin, and no one in Solyr.
 
   “I don't know what else it could be. I ended those defilers, Kara. I ended Balazel too. He's gone now, back to the Underside or somewhere else.”
 
   “You slaughtered them.” Kara could believe it. Ruin's power was absolute. “Byn, did you see this?”
 
   “I watched it happen.” Byn snorted and shook his head. “They came at her all at once, and they didn’t stand a chance. My heroine.”
 
   “How did you find me?” Kara asked.
 
   “I...” Sera glanced at Byn, who chuckled.
 
   “Tell her,” Byn said. “You have to tell her.”
 
   Sera's cheeks flushed. “I ... smelled you.”
 
   Kara stiffened. “What?”
 
   “Rannos the Wolf.” Sera turned beet red. “Please don't think ill of me for saying this, Kara, but you have developed a rather strong smell.”
 
   Kara laughed so hard her sides hurt. She couldn't stop laughing. After days on the road without a bath or a change of clothes, she must smell terrible. And so Sera and Byn were here, alive.
 
   “I've had a journey as well,” Kara said, after they all calmed themselves. “There's no help coming.” She filled them in on everything that had happened since Tarna. Abaddon's attack. Trell's abduction. Her imprisonment. When she was done, they had all sobered considerably.
 
   “So here's what I don't get.” Byn gnawed at salted venison. “If Haven's after you, why not head for Boon? My family can protect us, and I know a half dozen sailors who would take us on at a word. Haven can't find you on the open sea.”
 
   “That's where Haven would expect her to run,” Sera said, “but that's not why she's out here.” Sera fidgeted, staring at Kara. “You're going after the demons, aren't you? You're going after Trell.”
 
   “We're going to where these Mavoureen arrived,” Kara said. “Knoll Point, above Pale Lake. It's infested with Demonkin, and both Anylus and I believe they opened another portal there, somehow. If Trell's anywhere, he's there.” Kara would not let Abaddon murder him.
 
   Byn tapped his chin. “Rory Mason spoke about Pale Lake once. Visited with his mother. Said it was too cold to swim and looked like a giant mirror.” He tore into his share of the loaf. “I want to end these bastards as much as anyone, but taking on an entire town of them? And their demons?”
 
   Kara grabbed a small chunk of cheese. “We don't have a choice. Abaddon, Balazel, all of them ... they entered through a portal at Pale Lake. I'm certain of that, and more may be coming.”
 
   “Are you?” Sera asked quietly. “Certain?”
 
   Kara frowned. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “How much do you actually trust Adept Anylus?”
 
   “He got me out of Tarna.”
 
   “Perhaps he did. Perhaps he wanted you somewhere his demon friends could abduct you, rather than inside the most fortified city in the world. Did you think about that before you fled?”
 
   Kara huffed. She wanted to be angry at the way Sera asked that question — of course she had thought about it! — but Sera was not berating her. She was concerned about her best friend. It made sense Sera would have trouble trusting Anylus, and his timing was convenient.
 
   Yet it couldn't be that simple. If Abaddon had wanted her, it would have taken her, not Trell, when it carved a bloody path through Tarna's streets. Who could have stopped a Mavoureen general?
 
   “Look.” Kara squeezed Sera's hand. “I understand you don't know Anylus, but I do. He's useful, and it's not like I had options. Anylus proved himself when we escaped. He sacrificed a great deal to help me.”
 
   “Like what?” Byn asked.
 
   “His career? His entire life? Anylus can never return to Tarna now. Freeing me has branded him a traitor in King Haven's eyes, in the eyes of all of Tarna, but he did it because he agrees only we can stop this.”
 
   “Even if he is on our side,” Byn said, “one mage isn't going to help us much. If there is a portal at Knoll Point, the Mavoureen are guarding it with davengers and Five knows what else. Why not summon Torn?”
 
   “Summoning Torn would require training,” Kara said, as Byn asked every question she had asked herself this past week, “and I can't know it would work. Soul glyphs are hopelessly complex, and Anylus has tried it. Wherever he is now, Torn's spirit isn't responding to anyone.”
 
   “How long to Knoll Point?” Sera asked.
 
   “A day or two, if we march hard every day. I wish we had horses of our own, but it was difficult enough to get out of Tarna as is.”
 
   “We'll help you,” Byn said. “Between the four of us, we can smash these Demonkin. We'll rescue Trell.”
 
   “If you trust Anylus,” Sera said, “we will too.”
 
   Kara nodded. Sera had destroyed Balazel and his demons by herself. Even if Ruin no longer remained inside her, Sera had his power. A power that might kill her just as Life’s power was killing Trell.
 
   “Is this how it ends for us?” Kara asked quietly. “We all die together, saving the world? Didn't we try that already?”
 
   “Honestly?” Byn said. “If I have to die, there’s no one I’d rather be with when I do.” He wrapped a big arm around Sera and hauled her close. “But ... let’s do our best to not die, all right? I tried it once. Didn't like it.”
 
   “Hug.” Kara raised Byn's other arm and slid beneath it. She sighed and wrapped her arms around her big brother. Together until the end.
 
   “I never saw things ending like this for us.” Kara thought back on their horrific journey from Solyr to Tarna, all they had lost. “I feel so guilty.”
 
   Sera sighed heavily. “That's enough.”
 
   “Hmm?” Kara glanced at her.
 
   “We went with you to Tarna because you needed us,” Sera said, “and everything we did, we did to protect you. No one forced us. That's what family does, and you're our family.”
 
   “Sera—”
 
   “If you say one more word about how guilty you feel or how much we sacrificed, I'm going to punch you in the face.” Sera made a fist and showed it to her. “Not kidding. Knuckles, right into your nose.”
 
   “I love you so much,” Kara whispered.
 
   Byn squeezed Sera. “I just love having two gorgeous women in my arms.” He sniffed the top of Kara's head. “Even if one of you does smell.”
 
   Sera gasped and poked him. “Ass.”
 
   A swish of robes caused them to scatter, and a blush warmed Kara's cheeks. What must Adept Anylus think of the three of them, huddled together in the dim fire light? They were just hugging.
 
   “Water.” Anylus offered two canteens. “Drink.”
 
   Byn snatched a canteen and offered it to Sera, but she forced him to drink first. Kara took the other and drank as well. The water of the Layn was cool, clean, and wonderful, and it did much to settle her blush.
 
   Byn was like a brother to her, Sera like a sister, and this might be one of the last nights they spent together. If Anylus took exception to their hugging, he could go jump in the river. “I told them the plan.”
 
   “Excellent.” Anylus crouched by the fire. “Will you help us? You have no obligation to do so.”
 
   “We've got nothing better to do.” Byn leaned close. “Though Sera's the one really helping you. I'm just here for moral support.”
 
   “Sera knows the Hand of Ruin, Anylus.” Kara saw no harm in telling him. He already knew Sera was Demonkin. If any glyph could destroy Abaddon, it was the Hand of Ruin.
 
   “Sera,” Anylus said. “How are you feeling?” His question was simple, but its implication was not.
 
   From what Kara had read, a mage grew more powerful the closer they came to succumbing to the Mavoureen inside them. If Sera had figured out how to use the Hand of Ruin, it meant the demons had influence over her beyond what Kara was comfortable admitting. How many more days did Sera have before their influence overpowered her?
 
   “I'm me,” Sera said.
 
   “It's been over three weeks.” Kara had to be certain Sera remained sane. “You have what? Four days?”
 
   “Three and a half.”
 
   “How can you be certain you're thinking clearly? Is that demon—”
 
   “It's in me,” Sera said, and her voice shook just a little. “It’s growing stronger every day. I feel it, and I hear it, but I'm not listening. It knows about my execution glyph and it's not happy.”
 
   “But it's not controlling you,” Kara said.
 
   “No,” Sera said. “I’m still me.”
 
   “The Mavoureen aren't taking her,” Byn added.
 
   “We hope.” Sera squeezed his arm. “I wish I could give you a better assurance, but I can only tell you how I feel. I feel like me.”
 
   “Kara,” Anylus said, “my andux orn specialize in detecting the taint of demon glyphs. I see that taint around Sera’s soul, strong and green, but no demon possesses her yet. She speaks the truth.”
 
   “And I'll stay in control,” Sera said. “My demon won't take me, at least not before we reach Pale Lake. I traded my soul for this power and I want to use it to end this. Melyssa would want that, wouldn't she? To end this?”
 
   Kara shuddered as she remembered the worst of Sera's tale. Melyssa was dead now — a headless body shambling around Terras — and they were all quite certain Jyllith murdered her. That wretched woman had betrayed them one last time, after she got Melyssa alone.
 
   Kara had not known her great-grandmother well — they had only spent a moment together in the aftermath of Terras, before Kara left — but knowing Melyssa was dead still hurt. Kara had respected Melyssa's judgement, trusted Jyllith, and she would not make that mistake again. 
 
   “I believe you,” Kara said, because this was her Sera. Her best friend. “I'll stay with you until we fix you. Until the end, if it comes to that.” 
 
   “Actually,” Anylus said, rubbing his beard, “it may still be possible to save Sera's life.”
 
   “What?” Kara and Sera spoke at once.
 
   “Think about all we know. This Demonkin cult has existed for years, perhaps decades. From everything you've told me, Cantrall took his first apprentice almost ten years ago. Jyllith.”
 
   “Right.” Kara saw where he was going. “So you think—”
 
   “Once a Demonkin scribes their first demon glyph,” Anylus said, “they have perhaps a month before they turn. Yet Cantrall plotted and planned for years, and he retained his soul. His cult has existed for years as well, and they’ve certainly used demon glyphs. So how are they not cursed?”
 
   “They sacrificed innocents.” Byn scowled. “That's the cure, Anylus. You give the Mavoureen an innocent soul in place of your own.”
 
   “But is that the only cure?”
 
   “You think the Demonkin know something we don't?” Kara asked. “Some way to delay the curse, even lift it?”
 
   “It is merely a supposition. Yet who would be more knowledgeable about this taint than the Demonkin themselves? What if they have a cure, one that does not involve an innocent soul?”
 
   “If they know about that,” Byn said, “then we'll have a long talk.”
 
   “It's a possibility,” Sera said, “if a slim one. Regardless, our primary goal is to stop the Mavoureen and end their threat. We have to put that first.” She glanced at Kara. “And we’ll rescue Trell. Agreed?”
 
   Kara nodded because she had to. Her hopes about saving Sera had been crushed too often to raise them now. An unknown cure was a small chance at best, but it was a chance. Kara would take it even if Sera would not.
 
   No matter what happened at Knoll Point, Kara would not leave until she knew for certain. She would reach the town, close the portal, save Sera's soul and save Trell's life. Everything she wanted.
 
   “Anyone want to sleep?” Kara rose and stretched. She had slept a good four hours and was filled with energy.
 
   Byn and Sera rose together. “We can sleep when we're across the Layn,” Byn said. He glanced at Anylus. “Any ideas about that?”
 
   “Just one.” Anylus tucked his hands once more into the sleeves of his robes. “That's what I was doing while Kara slept, binding wood with ice and earth.” He motioned to the river. “I've constructed us a raft.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   AFTER ALMOST A WEEK OF RIDING, Xander and his “escort” emerged from the snaking, tree-choked length of Highridge Pass. The ruins of Highridge Fortress stretched before them across a scrub-dotted plain. The wreckage of ancient black towers jutted like broken fingers, remains of a great fortress torn apart in the All Province War.
 
   Xander called a halt and slipped from his horse, a big brown gelding named Storm. One of Haven's best. It was time to take another directional reading and give the rest of the riders time to eat.
 
   Just behind him Ona slipped off Chesa, a brave mare now far from Solyr. His wife wore a brown travel cloak over a thick wool sweater and lined riding pants. Mynt's brutal winters got cold, even on this side of the Ranarok, and Ona had dressed appropriately. She carried a fine ash bow and a quiver of arrows covered in Xander's glyphs.
 
   “You need to eat too, you know.” Ona placed a warm hand on his shoulder. “You ate nothing this morning.” Behind her, Chesa snorted softly.
 
   Xander had ignored his grumbling stomach for most of the afternoon, pushing Storm hard and forcing the others to keep pace, but his wife was right. Ona was right a great deal of the time. He had lived almost twenty years without her and refused to add one more to that tally.
 
   “I'll eat.” Xander covered Ona's hand with his own and squeezed. “I want another reading before it gets dark. Would you mind brewing some lerild soup?” His words misted on the chill air.
 
   Mages mixed that special brew with chunks of meat and rare herbs, many of which Xander had taken from Anylus's private stash. Unlike carrow root, these herbs enhanced a mage's ability to scribe blood glyphs, at a cost. The soup was addictive.
 
   “Coming up.” Ona kissed his hand and joined the others to start a campfire: Tania, Aryn, Erius, and three of King Haven's handpicked legionnaires.
 
   Led by First Sword Dynara Keris, Haven's legionnaires claimed they were here to help, but Xander knew their real purpose. Haven was not so confident they would return as Ona seemed to be. Xander didn’t blame him.
 
   Dynara was here to ensure they came back, but that assurance came with a cost. She and her soldiers had traded their heavy armor for boiled leather, allowing them to ride at the pace Xander demanded. A legionnaire without heavy armor was an unhappy legionnaire.
 
   For several days now, Xander had feared Kara meant to enter the Unsettled Lands. If she did that, only he could follow without having his skin torn off. Fortunately, this morning's reading had Kara moving south, toward the Layn. Taking those readings was getting progressively harder.
 
   Some power interfered with each of his searches for Kara, likely Adept Anylus. The adept's power pushed at Xander like a deep current. Thus far, Xander had won each time they struggled, but he needed that soup.
 
   All Anylus had to do was beat Xander, once, and take a sharp right turn. Each day Xander did not catch him was another day closer to Kara's death or, if the Mavoureen were involved, her soul torn apart. He had to catch up with Kara before Anylus took her ... wherever he was taking her.
 
   Xander sat, open-legged, as Aryn and Tania chattered about something or other. He tuned them out and opened his mind to the rhythm of the world. Varyn, his father, had taught him to do this when he was very little. He had also cuffed Xander's head every time he failed.
 
   Varyn had not been a particularly good father or a particularly nice man, but he had been a good teacher. Xander owed as much of his prowess with glyphs to Varyn as to Melyssa, even if he still hated them both. They had stolen almost twenty years from him and Ona.
 
   Time lost meaning as Xander sat. Soulmages trained to project their souls beyond their body using glyphs, but their clumsy and limited method only allowed them to move a league in any direction, tethered to their bodies. What Xander was doing was different, older, a relic of the Ancient language and something he had never shared with anyone save Ona.
 
   Xander sang.
 
   The words of the song made no real sense, defined only by the meaning in Xander's head. Understanding the Ancient language and singing it aloud required clarity of thought difficult to achieve in the best circumstances. Before the time of blood glyphs and academies, in the first days of existence, there had been many singers and they had shaped the world.
 
   Torn had been the best singer the Five Provinces had ever seen, using the Ancient language far more often than clumsy blood glyphs. Xander could never approach Torn's abilities, but he did have the man's blood inside him. So did Varyn and so, Xander knew, did Kara.
 
   Xander focused on Kara's blood, on the unique element their bodies shared, and that focus allowed him to reach out to her across leagues. He focused on his overwhelming love for his only daughter. When his soul left his body, it was like being pulled aloft by a current of air.
 
   Xander streaked across leagues of scrubland as a bird might drift on the wind, an experience as exhilarating as it was disorienting. If he was not careful, he would forget who and what he was. Drift forever.
 
   He zipped across the thick Layn river and found Kara camped far beyond it. How had they forded the river, and how could his large party follow? That was a problem for later. No wards thwarted Xander, and that alarmed him more than the absence of Adept Anylus. Where was he?
 
   Xander gasped as he recognized a greenish demon aura wrapped around a woman's body, one warming herself beside Kara. A Mavoureen possessed that woman, a demon wearing a person as clothes. That body was Sera Valence, or had been — but now she was a demon in flesh.
 
   An impact slammed into Xander’s mind, an impact like a rock into his nose. Xander pushed back as the inside of his head throbbed and his blood heated. As his skin tingled and sweat burst along his pores, Xander knew why Anylus had declined to ward Kara.
 
   He planned to melt Xander's mind instead.
 
   Xander focused as Varyn had taught with all those cuffs to the head. He focused his will and hatred on the invisible wall pressing down upon him, an effort like pushing a heavy cart uphill. He pushed that wall away.
 
   Soon, it was Anylus who struggled as Xander pressed that wall of force down upon him, crushing him alive. A horrific fate, even for a traitor, but if Xander crushed Kara's captor, Kara might stop running. If only he could speak to her without ending his song!
 
   As Anylus screamed and thrashed, Xander watched Kara leap up through his spectral eyes. She ran to Anylus. Xander did not like that she had to see this man crushed, but what choice did he have? And even if he killed Anylus, what about the demon inside Sera’s body?
 
   Kara looked up, looked at Xander. Stared right at him. How could she see him? How was this possible?
 
   Kara sang back.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   DARK INTENT AND BITTER TONALITY hit Xander hard enough to destroy his sense of self. For countless moments he flailed, drowning in a void. Who was he? What was he?
 
   “Xander,” a woman whispered. “Come back to me. I love you. I’m never losing you again.”
 
   Ona. His Ona. Xander remembered just enough of the land outside Highridge Pass to reach for it like a drowning man reached for debris in a shipwreck. The fingers of Xander's soul brushed land slippery as oil. He grunted and pulled.
 
   Xander's eyes snapped open, his joints and muscles stiff. He choked as his body remembered how to breathe. It was like being born again, terrifying and difficult. Would his traumatized body remember how to live?
 
   Boots stomped as a crush of people arrived, but Xander could not make out faces or recall names. His mind had been mangled by his encounter with Anylus and his daughter. He had to mend it.
 
   Xander's body would handle breathing and pumping blood. It was his mind that he now needed to repair, an effort like patching hundreds of holes in a shredded quilt. By the time he finished, the dark sky held many stars.
 
   Xander grunted and found Ona kneeling beside him, gripping his hand and praying. As if the Five would care. At least it made her feel better.
 
   “Ona?” Xander's throat was dry as sand, but he could speak. He could remember his wife's name and his own.
 
   Ona clutched his arm and leaned close. “What happened? Do you know where you are?”
 
   Xander clenched her hand. “I'm with the woman I love.”
 
   “You’re also lucky to be alive.” Tania settled at his other side, blond hair glistening in the moonlight. “I know a bit of bloodmending, enough to diagnose injuries I cannot cure. You were bleeding inside your skull.”
 
   “Well, I'm not anymore.” Xander tried to sit up, but his abdominal muscles betrayed him. “Help me up.”
 
   Ona slid an arm beneath him and Tania did too. Together, they helped Xander sit. Despite the pain in his gut and all over his body, Xander knew his injuries could have been much worse. He was lucky to be alive.
 
   “What happened to you?” Tania asked. “More importantly, is it going to happen to any of us?”
 
   Xander grunted. As much as he had disliked Tania when they first met, she had an infectious charm. Five days on the road had softened his opinion. As for Aryn, Xander glowered at him as often as he could. Aryn needed his mind on catching Kara, not groping his comely new girlfriend.
 
   “I'll reheat your soup,” Ona said, before locking eyes with Tania. “Don't you let him move. I mean it.”
 
   Tania inclined her head. “Yes ma'am.”
 
   Xander tried to watch Ona move off, but his neck stabbed his head with pain. Better to rest and recover. When and how had Kara learned to sing?
 
   “You fought Anylus again,” Tania said, once they were alone. “This time you lost. What happened?”
 
   “I didn't lose,” Xander growled.
 
   “Then someone else intervened. Kara?”
 
   Xander scowled at her. When Tania pulled facts out of thin air was when he got most annoyed with her. People were not supposed to do that.
 
   “She didn't know it was you, of course.” Tania considered. “Anylus must have her entirely wound around his finger. How will you convince her Anylus is false? What if she refuses to come home with us?”
 
   “I'll figure it out,” Xander growled. Even after a week, he found Tania's eyes and gaze disconcerting.
 
   Tania blinked like any other person, but her pupils were clouded. The surface of her eyes resembled a hard-boiled egg. Xander knew it was some kind of film that had grown over her eyes, forever ruining her sight, which made it all the more odd when she focused on him.
 
   “Kara's singing stays between us, understand?” Xander glared at Tania. “I won't have you worrying my wife.”
 
   “Sorry, Mister Honuron, but that’s your wife’s decision to make.” Tania smiled brightly. “We both know who's in charge.”
 
   Ona returned. She handed Xander a clay bowl filled with steaming soup. Xander's arms shook as he shoveled spoonfuls into his mouth until his fatigue faded.
 
   Lerild soup showed its effects rapidly, and this batch smelled strongly of garlic and spices. Ona had tried to mask its bitter taste.
 
   “What happened tonight?” his wife asked.
 
   Xander considered lying to her. He told her the truth instead, and when he finished Ona stared into the dark. Wringing her hands.
 
   “Did you teach Kara to bloodsing during your journey back from Terras?”
 
   “No.” Xander wiped soup chunks from his thick beard, using the sleeve of his warm brown cloak. Hygiene was the last of his worries now.
 
   “Where did she learn to sing?”
 
   “Not from Anylus.” Xander hoped he was right. “It's possible Kara retains some memories from when Torn possessed her. Torn's bloodsinging was instinctive, or so my father told me. When we talked.”
 
   “If I may ask, Mister Honuron,” Tania said, “how could Torn teach your father anything while in the Underside?”
 
   Xander glowered at her, but she only smiled in return. What harm was there in explaining things now? Only those who had the proper blood could bloodsing, and Tania did not.
 
   “Before he stepped through the gates at Terras,” Xander said, “Torn transferred his memories of bloodsinging to my grandmother. Melyssa Honuron. Melyssa could never sing herself, lacking our unique blood, but she passed Torn's techniques onto Varyn. He passed those onto me.”
 
   “And now, apparently, to our daughter.” Ona shuddered. “What is Anylus doing to Kara? Could he alter her memories, like Cantrall changed Jyllith's memories about those revenants? Turn her against us?”
 
   “Probably not.” Xander would lie about that. “Also, there's a bit of good news. Kara's not alone with Anylus any longer. Sera and Byn are with her now.”
 
   He did not mention the demon. If he revealed that, Ona might never sleep again. He needed her focused and calm.
 
   “Where is Kara?” Ona asked. “How close are we?”
 
   “She's on the far side of the Layn.” Xander finished the last of his chunks, tipping the bowl and sucking down what remained. “We're gaining on Kara every day. We're riding and she's not, now.”
 
   “So we'll catch her?” Ona bit her lip.
 
   “If we don't stop riding when the sun sets tomorrow, and we find a ferry across the Layn, we'll catch her around midnight tomorrow. I'm certain of it.” Xander wasn't.
 
   “Thank the Five.” Ona scooted close and rested her head on his shoulder. In a moment, Xander forgot everything but his lovely wife.
 
   “I think I hear Aryn calling my name!” Tania hopped up and smiled brightly. “Please excuse me.” She hurried off.
 
   Xander nuzzled Ona's hair and drank in the smell of lavender. He knew Ona lacked most of her real memories. She did not remember much of their cabin, or the year they spent sailing with the crew of the Wailing Siren, or the nights he spent teaching her the Ancient language. Yet Ona remembered him. She loved him and that was enough.
 
   No matter how long it took to find Kara, Xander would not allow his daughter to return to Tarna. Kara had no future as the royal apprentice — not with King Haven determined to “protect” her — so they would simply leave it all behind. They would become a family again.
 
   Perhaps they would go back to Boon. Perhaps they would settle in Tellvan. All were welcome in the Sun-Blessed Desert, provided they kept to themselves and caused no trouble. They might even go to Rain. Xander had always wanted to visit those treetop villages.
 
   Xander could train Kara to take advantage of Torn's rare blood far better than Anylus or any other mage in the Five Provinces. He should have insisted she come with him after Terras, but it had simply felt too soon. Kara had just returned from the Underside, desperate to save Ona, with her heart set on becoming the royal apprentice and building a life in Tarna.
 
   How could Xander take that from her, squash her hopes and dreams? Kara deserved better, or so he had thought. Now she walked to her doom with a traitor and a demon, because of his decision. Xander had to find her, save her, and ensure no one ever hurt her again.
 
   Soft footfalls sounded and Xander looked up, annoyed. Erius approached like a dog approached a much bigger dog. Head down and steps hesitant.
 
   The Lifewarden’s obsequious respect bothered Xander. He was no great hero and he didn't appreciate being treated like one. Torn Honuron had been no saint, and his son wasn’t much better. Ran in the family.
 
   “Beg pardon, Elder Honuron,” Erius said, “but the others wish to know if we'll be resuming our journey tonight.”
 
   “We'll catch Kara soon enough.” Xander held Ona close. “Tell them to bed down. We have a hard day's ride ahead.”
 
   Five knew Xander needed rest. A few hours in a bedroll with Ona would do wonders for his mood. Facing a Demonkin Soulmage would be difficult enough when fully rested.
 
   No matter the perils ahead, Xander would rescue Kara. Nothing could stop that now, not Anylus, not the Mavoureen, not even the thrice-damned Underside. He was going to put his family back together.
 
   Once he did, nothing would ever separate them again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JYLLITH WAS MORE than a bit frustrated.
 
   It had been days since Divad revealed his terrible plan, and Andar still had not returned. He had gone on a “hunting trip” with Klyde and several other soldiers — a euphemism for dealing with a Mynt patrol that had wandered too close to their town — and if he died out there, she would have no allies in her fight to stop this cult.
 
   Taking meals and exchanging pleasantries with Divad and his people was the hardest part of her infiltration. It would be so much easier to just kill them all ... at least, everyone except Calun. If it came to that, Jyllith would dispatch Calun as mercifully as she could.
 
   Twilight encroached on the stoop of Andar's office, where Jyllith had waited for almost an hour. After some debate and pride swallowing, she had decided to pretend she was sweet on Andar. A soldier had told her Andar would return by nightfall.
 
   Andar did not return. Darkness fell and Jyllith stood. It was time for dinner at the cultist cabin, and Divad would miss her if she did not show. She slipped a note beneath Andar's door and strode away.
 
   Jyllith's note laid out Divad's plot to sacrifice the village, but if Andar did not return before tomorrow night, he would never read it. Divad planned to open the Mavoureen gate two days from now, at dawn, and Jyllith would stop him. She would creep past Spike and murder Divad in his sleep.
 
   She had almost reached the cabin when she heard sobbing. So what if someone was crying? It was none of her business and she couldn't help.
 
   Yet that sobbing called to her. It sounded familiar because Jyllith had cried like that herself, missing her murdered family. She followed the sound behind the cabin. She found a boy pressing his head to his knees.
 
   “Calun!” Jyllith gripped his shoulders and shook him, once. “What's happened? Are you all right?” Had Divad punished him for something?
 
   Calun looked up at her. “Jyllith?” He threw his arms around her, sobbing even louder.
 
   Jyllith went stiff as he clutched her tight. She let him hug her, even hugged him back, and felt the cold inside her thaw. Jyllith had never had a little brother — only sisters — and now, Calun had her wondering what a little brother might have felt like.
 
   “He's lying.” Calun sniffled. “It's just a cruel trick. It has to be a trick!”
 
   “Who's lying?” Jyllith asked.
 
   “Xel.”
 
   Jyllith felt a rush of anger. She eased Calun back so she could stare into his wet eyes. “What did Xel lie about?”
 
   “He said demon jail doesn't exist.”
 
   “Demon jail?” What was he talking about?
 
   “Where people go,” Calun said. “When we make them into davengers. Their souls go to demon jail.”
 
   Jyllith almost strangled him then. How could Calun be so blind, so stupid? As she stared into his earnest, wet eyes, she forced such thoughts away. Calun was, after all, only a boy.
 
   “What exactly did Xel tell you?”
 
   “He told me Divad lied. He told me the people we send to the Underside are tortured endlessly. He told me demons rip their faces off.” Calun stared at her with wide wet eyes. “The demons don't do that, do they? Torture people? They just put them in jail.”
 
   Jyllith did not know whether to hug him or slap him, yet the deception made sense. Why would Divad tell his cultists the truth about demon glyphs? She saw now that Calun would never have made anyone into a davenger if he knew the truth. He could never live with the guilt.
 
   Jyllith knew that guilt because it had almost driven her mad. She had known the people she sent to the Underside would be tortured, but she had thought them sociopaths and murderers. She had thought they deserved it and they most certainly had not.
 
   Jyllith hugged Calun and stroked his hair until he calmed. She eased him away and sat beside him. “Tell me about demon jail.”
 
   “It's where bad people go.” Calun wiped his wet nose. “The man I turned into Torch was a murderer. He killed two people in Knoll Point, their child too. He wanted gold.”
 
   “He murdered a family. Like yours?”
 
   “He was evil! Divad told me that the Mavoureen take people like that man and put them in a cell where they can never hurt anyone. They eat bread and water and think about what they did. Once they repent, once they truly feel sorry, they can leave, but not until then.”
 
   “That's what happens when you send souls to the Underside.” Jyllith looked to the dark sky. “Demon jail.”
 
   “It's the truth!” Calun grabbed her arm and held tight. “They don't torture them. Even the people that man murdered wouldn't want him tortured. It's not true, is it?”
 
   Calun was deluded, childish, yet she could not bear to hurt him. The reality of what she had done tore her apart every night, and she would not inflict that upon Calun. He did not deserve to live with her pain.
 
   “Xel's lying.” Jyllith made herself smile at him. “He just wanted to upset you. You shouldn't let him.”
 
   “Really?” Calun asked. He looked so hopeful now.
 
   “I need you to be strong. Help me. We're friends, right?”
 
   “Always.” He hugged her arm. “You’ll always be my friend.”
 
   Jyllith knew then she could not kill him. One day he might learn the truth of his crimes, but Jyllith would protect him until she couldn't any longer. It felt good to know she could still protect someone, even if all she could do was get him somewhere safe before she killed herself.
 
   “Don't tell Xel we spoke. This must be our secret. If Xel thinks you're upset, he won't mess with you again.”
 
   Calun wiped at red-rimmed eyes. “I get it.” He hugged her again. “Thank you. You understand what it feels like to lose your family, to lose everyone.”
 
   Jyllith blinked back unexpected tears. Tears would only confuse him, and she could not have that. Calun could not know how good he made her feel. It had been a long time since she felt like she had any family.
 
   Andar had not returned and Jyllith could not wait for him. He would be on guard tomorrow night, so she had to strike tonight, when he did not expect it. She would murder Divad and save Knoll Point.
 
   After that, she would take Calun somewhere safe.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA TENDED ANYLUS THROUGH THE NIGHT and the morning, while Sera aided him with bloodmending. They could not move until Anylus recovered and Kara refused to leave him. She offered Sera what blood she could. Together, the two of them made Anylus live.
 
   Anylus woke close to midday, eyes bleary. He focused on her, on them both, and everyone knew he was alive due to their efforts. “Thank you.”
 
   “Royal Adept,” Kara said, “what was that?”
 
   It was only when Anylus started thrashing and shouting that Kara took the dream world. She had been searching for a mage hidden by an astral glyph, or some attacker invisible to the naked eye. A Mavoureen.
 
   Kara had found nothing, and desperation filled her until she heard the sound over Anylus's panicked, tortured screams. Singing. Someone had been singing, a mournful sound that she somehow understood.
 
   So she found the singer and sang back.
 
   Even now, Kara was unsure how she had done that. Hearing that song had drawn words from her lips she no longer remembered. Did some trace of Torn's memories remain from when he possessed her body?
 
   Kara knew the High Protector had used the Ancient language as no other mage before him — singing changes into the world, as the ancient bloodsingers had done — but she had never imagined she would retain any of that knowledge. Yet she did have Torn's blood, and she had possessed his body in the Underside. He had also possessed her.
 
   “Kara,” Anylus rasped, “your father is pursuing us. With hunters.”
 
   “What?” Byn gripped Anylus's arm and helped him up. “Xander's chasing us?”
 
   “He's following Kara,” Anylus said, relaxing in Byn's grip, “under duress. My former soldiers, the andux orn, are using him to hunt us down.” Anylus smiled faintly at Sera. “I'm afraid they’re looking for you too.”
 
   “Because I'm Demonkin.” Sera fixed Kara with narrowed eyes. “King Haven wants me dead.”
 
   Kara stood and shook her head. She missed Xander terribly, but this could not be a new development. “How long have you known he was following us?”
 
   “Days.” Anylus brushed off Byn's arms and stood, shaky. “Xander has been tracking us and I've done what I could to misdirect him, but yesterday night, he got the better of me. I'm afraid I miscalculated.”
 
   “My father would never hunt me for the Mynt!” Kara knew that. Xander loved her far too much. They loved each other.
 
   “Perhaps he wouldn't,” Anylus said, “if Ona was with him. But Ona is back in Tarna, perhaps hostage, like you were, Kara. I suspect King Haven won't free Ona until you all return. Haven seeks to protect us, and this is how he believes he'll do it.”
 
   “Andux orn means demon slayer.” Byn translated, almost to himself. “So your people murder demons? They fight Mavoureen?”
 
   “They murder Demonkin,” Anylus said. “Before they can turn.”
 
   Byn pulled Sera close. “You can't let them catch us.” He looked at Kara. “We're so close to finding that cure.”
 
   Kara grimaced. Anylus had absolutely no right to keep news of this pursuit from her, yet he had hidden it for days. Haven holding her mother and using her father made a great deal of sense. Haven wanted her back, desperately, and Anylus’s betrayal must have angered him.
 
   “You should have told me.” Kara resisted the urge to shout. “I had a right to know. Have you kept anything else from me?”
 
   Anylus shook his head. “Nothing.”
 
   “How can I believe you, after this?”
 
   Her teacher sagged in place. “I only kept it from you because I did not want you to worry.”
 
   “Well, if you think to keep anything else from me because I might worry,” Kara said, glaring, “don't.”
 
   Anylus inclined his head. He looked battered and bruised, even after Sera's bloodmending, and Kara's anger cooled.
 
   Anylus had gotten her out of Tarna. He had given up his entire life to help her. She looked across the Layn, to her father.
 
   “We're going to rescue Xander,” Kara said.
 
   “What?” Sera stepped forward. “We can't!”
 
   “I trust my father. Once we get him away from those legionnaires, he'll believe me about Knoll Point. He'll help us stop the Demonkin.”
 
   “And then he'll kill Sera!” Byn shouted.
 
   “I know him,” Kara said. “He—”
 
   “You traveled together for what, a few days? And then he left you!” Byn's nostrils flared. “He's a wanted man in Tarna and he never explained why, did he? Even after you asked, he just told you not worry?”
 
   Kara winced. She had told Byn and Sera that in confidence, but Byn was right. Xander had never explained why he couldn't come to Tarna with them, what his crime was, and that did bother her. Why hide it?
 
   “Even if he could help us,” Byn continued, “what makes you think we can stop these andux orn and the legionnaires with them? What if we get captured, too? Sera dies!”
 
   “We also don't have time,” Sera added. “If we don't find a cure in two more days, this execution glyph fires. It's a day's walk to Pale Lake.”
 
   “Mynt's hunters are riding,” Anylus said. “We are not. Even if we don't wait, the delay we've incurred due to my injuries means they will likely catch us before we reach Pale Lake. How will we protect Sera then?”
 
   Kara wanted to rescue her father more than she wanted anything, at the moment, but she forced herself to look at this as a leader would. Like Trell would, weighing the risks of each course. If only he was here.
 
   Xander was safe with Haven's forces, even if he was a captive. Ona was safe too, and Kara could not believe King Haven would harm her. Haven simply wanted her back, and if she knew Xander, he would want her to run.
 
   “Kara—” Byn said, but Sera shushed him.
 
   “This is Kara's decision,” Sera said. “She led us to Tarna and she got us through everything, even the worst of it. I trust her.” Sera smiled, sad and tired. “No matter what you choose, I'm with you. As long as we're together.”
 
   That simple admission twisted Kara's stomach into knots. Her decision could very well end Sera's life, yet Sera didn't shout at her, didn't berate her, didn't plead or curse. Sera had given her life and soul to save Kara, and now Kara was risking Sera for no reason at all.
 
   “You said they're tracking me,” Kara said. “If I lead them in another direction, could the rest of you still travel to Pale Lake?” She hated leaving Sera and Byn, but what choice did she have?
 
   “That may not be necessary,” Anylus said. “I believe I can buy us time to all reach Knoll Point together, if you permit it.”
 
   “How?” If Anylus had hidden something else from her, Kara was going to toss him into the river.
 
   “A blood doll.”
 
   Kara searched her memory of her studies at Solyr. She found nothing.
 
   “What's a blood doll?” Byn asked for both of them.
 
   “I believe Xander is tracking you through your blood,” Anylus said. “It is the one unique element you and he share. Torn’s blood.”
 
   That made sense. “So how do we stop him from tracking us?”
 
   “Sera,” Anylus said. “I'll need your help.”
 
   Sera stepped closer. “What do you need me to do?”
 
   “Draw out Kara's blood. We'll use it to construct a simulacrum, a blood construct that bears Kara's mark so brightly it obscures her real body. We will send it southwest, to the Children of Rain, while we head to Pale Lake.”
 
   Sera turned to Kara and waited. Once more, Sera placed her life in Kara’s hands. That decided her. She would save Sera no matter the risk.
 
   “Do it.” Kara looked to Anylus. “But why Sera? Why can't you do this?”
 
   “Because this is a demon glyph.” Anylus closed his eyes and took the dream world. “Sera. You will need to make incisions.”
 
   “I’m ready.” Sera produced a hunting knife from her travel cloak, watching Anylus intently. “Where?”
 
   Kara did not like how that knife looked in Sera's hands, how comfortable Sera seemed holding it. Kara was imagining things, exhausted from days on the run. Sera hated hurting people and that would never change.
 
   “Slice Kara's wrists,” Anylus said. “After you draw out her blood, bind the wounds quickly.”
 
   “Hold out your arms.” Sera smiled the comforting smile she had learned from Senior Healer Landra. “I'm afraid this will sting.”
 
   Kara extended her wrists, palms up. She caught Byn wincing out of the corner of her gaze. He didn't like this any better than they did.
 
   Sera opened Kara’s wrist with the tip of the knife. Agony rushed up Kara's arm, but she grimaced and held still. Sera expertly moved the knife and sliced again, opening Kara's other wrist. Wet blood gushed down her arms into her palms, dripping from her fingers.
 
   “Now, I'll draw the glyphs you need to scribe.” Anylus painted a duo of spiky demon glyphs on the air. “I dare not ignite them.”
 
   Sera painting Anylus's glyphs on each of Kara's bleeding wrists. When she ignited them, they sucked Kara's blood into the air. That blood swelled and pulsed like a beating heart, growing in size and bubbling.
 
   Kara gasped, fire filling her veins. This really hurt. She focused on breathing and keeping herself upright. They had to do this correctly.
 
   Sera stepped back, eyes stark black. Blood pooled between them as Kara's knees trembled. Nausea filled her as their world flashed so bright it made Kara squint. A crimson shape stood before her.
 
   The corpse was shaped like her, at least in silhouette, but its flesh was instead bubbling blood, rippling and swirling amidst thick shadow. It was like a person without skin, a fleshless demon ripped straight from the Underside. Kara felt a chill to her very bones.
 
   “Where did you learn that?” Kara whispered.
 
   Anylus's blood doll was a physical presence, pumping with Kara's own blood. It looked to Sera for guidance. Just like the desiccated davenger she had made in Highridge Pass, when she damned her soul to save Kara’s.
 
   “Head southwest.” Sera's eyes were her own again, clear and green. “Walk and keep walking until you expire.”
 
   The blood doll shambled off. Kara watched it go and dug her bloody fingers into her bloody palms. How could she trust Anylus now? Where had he learned to scribe demon glyphs?
 
   “My grandfather was Demonkin,” Anylus said softly. “He died in the All Province War.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   KARA SAT AND SERA sat beside her. They stared at each other without speaking. What they had just done had shocked them both.
 
   Sera scribed healing glyphs on Kara's wrists, and Kara felt her flesh stitching together. It felt like a bony fish spine slicing through her arms, knitting as it went. When Sera finished Kara dropped her arms and shook them, ignoring the itch. The ground swayed beneath her.
 
   “Your grandfather was a Tassaun?” Byn sat as well, still pale from seeing the blood doll. “Then how—”
 
   “No,” Anylus said. “My grandfather hailed from Rillan. Olan Anylus served with Lared Pavel's detachment. His unit was cut off in the battle for Toroia and trapped in a small fort by Tassaun soldiers. Olan commanded over four hundred souls, all of whom were going to die.”
 
   Kara had never known Anylus's grandfather fought in the All Province War, nor had she known Olan Anylus was Demonkin. She would listen to Anylus before she judged him. He deserved that.
 
   “The night before they were all to be slaughtered by Tassauns, Olan's soldiers captured a Demonkin mage. Olan forced the man to show him the glyph that made davengers, then used that glyph on the corpses of his men. It was the only way to save his living soldiers.”
 
   Sera shuddered against Kara's side. Sera had done the same thing in Highridge Pass, scribing demon glyphs on a corpse to save Kara and her friends. Doing so damned the caster, but harmed no other soul.
 
   “Olan's plan worked,” Anylus said. “Even weak with decay, those davengers shattered the Tassaun lines. Olan got almost four hundred souls to safety, people who rejoined Lared Pavel’s lines just in time to meet Torn. Torn had just returned from victory at Blackpoint.”
 
   “Blackpoint was part of the line of fortresses that protected Falkan, wasn't it?” Byn asked.
 
   “That's right,” Anylus said, “and when the Tassauns pulled back to protect their capital, Torn led his forces to Terras instead. He ended the war and unleashed the spectral storms, but before that, Torn met my grandfather. He knew how Olan had escaped. Torn executed him.”
 
   Byn glanced at Kara and grimaced, his meaning clear.
 
   “One word, sung, destroyed my grandfather,” Anylus said. “Just like Torn's spectral storms destroyed everyone in Metla Tassau, Demonkin and mortal alike.”
 
   “It was tragic, yes,” Kara said, forcing the anger from her voice, “but there were thousands of Demonkin in Metla Tassau by then. You know that. Had Torn not stopped their spread, our world would have—”
 
   “I know.” Anylus raised his hands. “I do not tell you this to disparage your great-grandfather. Torn Honuron made decisions I would not wish upon anyone, and our world exists today because he did so.”
 
   “Yet Torn executed your grandfather as Demonkin.” Kara had been a fool to trust Anylus while knowing so little about him. How could she trust a man who might hate her family? How could he keep this secret?
 
   “He murdered my grandfather,” Anylus said, “and by doing so, Torn saved Olan from a fate worse than death. Torture by the Mavoureen.”
 
   “You really believe that?” Byn demanded.
 
   “Olan knew the penalty and gave his own life to save his soldiers. That's why I learned demon glyphs, Kara. If my king ever needed me, if my province needed me, I had to be ready to sacrifice my own life to protect them. Just like my grandfather, all those years ago.”
 
   Kara did not buy that for a moment. Even if Anylus was sincere, he had concealed her father's pursuit and his knowledge of demon glyphs. What if Xander was not hunting her under duress? What if her parents were both on their way to save her, and Anylus wanted her dead?
 
   “Sera,” Kara said, “I need you to test Anylus.”
 
   “How?” Sera asked.
 
   “I appreciate all you've done for me,” Kara said, turning on Anylus, “but I have to be sure you're not lying to me, about anything. Will you submit to questioning by a Bloodmender?”
 
   “If that will make you feel better, I will answer anything you ask.”
 
   “It will make me feel better.” The fact that he agreed so easily was a good sign, so Kara squeezed Sera's hand. “Tell me if he's lying.”
 
   Sera glanced at her. “Lying about what?”
 
   “Anything.” Kara felt a tinge of guilt as Anylus stared at them, calm and understanding, but their souls were at stake. “Ready?”
 
   “Yes.” Sera closed her eyes and took the dream world.
 
   Kara took it as well. She did not have the keen understanding of dream world anatomy afforded a Bloodmender, but it was about time she learned. Perhaps by observing Sera, she could learn to detect lies herself.
 
   In the dream world Anylus appeared as a thick orange blob, as did Sera and Byn. The ground was a network of interlocking black lines and the night sky was yellow and free of stars. Yet Kara could draw no additional detail. She simply didn't have the skill or training.
 
   “Anylus,” Kara asked, “do you serve the Mavoureen?”
 
   “I do not,” Anylus said.
 
   Kara saw nothing that suggested a lie, but that proved nothing. She hoped Sera was watching closely.
 
   “Why are you here?” Kara asked.
 
   “To ensure you reach Knoll Point. To ensure the Demonkin don't bring through any more Mavoureen.”
 
   Sera leaned close to Kara's ear. “He's telling the truth, so far as I can see.”
 
   “Is my father really held captive by King Haven?” Kara asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And my mother's at Tarna?”
 
   “I cannot be certain of that, but it makes sense. I know how King Haven thinks, and using your mother to motivate your father is something he would do. It is something I would do, in his place.”
 
   Kara realized how tightly she clutched Sera's hand and made herself relax. “Why did you free me at Tarna?” She did not want to hurt Sera.
 
   “Because I knew you had a better chance to stop the Mavoureen out here than in a cell.” Anylus's tone softened. “Because even after teaching you for only a few weeks, I've seen how resourceful and talented you are. The story of Terras only confirmed it. I believe that together, we can stop them.”
 
   “It's all truth.” Sera squeezed Kara's hand. “Every bit of it.”
 
   Kara sagged, relief flooding through her. What would she do without Sera? How could she let Sera kill herself? She had to save Sera, and Trell, and everyone else, and she could do that ... with Anylus's help.
 
   Kara dropped the dream world and walked over to her teacher, her friend. “I'm sorry.” She felt the exhaustion of a week on the road, days of being unable to relax or stop looking over her shoulder. “I had to know.”
 
   Anylus smiled at her. “And now you do.”
 
   “We'll finish this together.” Kara clasped Anylus's hands and looked to her loyal friends. “We'll smash these Demonkin and close their gate.”
 
   “And Xander?” Byn wrapped an arm around Sera. “Do we rescue him after we deal with these Demonkin?”
 
   Kara pictured her father's bearded face, remembered the way he had smiled as they developed Ona's cure. He was a good man. He would forgive her for leaving him with the Mynt when she told him why she did it.
 
   “After we deal with these Demonkin,” Kara said, “we won't have to rescue Xander, or Ona, or anyone. Because then, King Haven will know we were right.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JYLLITH MALCONEN WOKE FIVE HOURS before dawn. This might be her only chance to slip into Divad's study unattended. The other Demonkin slept all around her, and they had no way of knowing the extent of Divad's plan. Unfortunately, they wouldn't believe her if she told them.
 
   Jyllith slipped from her bed, listening to quiet snores. Divad did not sleep among his cultists — he slept upstairs — and Spike guarded those stairs. She wasn't using the stairs.
 
   Jyllith walked to the door leading out of the cabin and took the dream world, scribing Aerial glyphs. She drew the air from the closed door and the heavy bar, forming a vacuum bubble. Without air there was no sound, and she needed silence this night.
 
   Jyllith tied off her glyphs and stepped into the bubble of vacuum, holding her breath as she lifted the bar and soundlessly set it aside. She opened the door, stepped out, and closed it just as quietly. She knitted the bubble back together slowly, without any thunder. That was satisfying.
 
   All that waited was the journey to the second floor, and that was no challenge for an Aerial. Jyllith crept around the building until she found the window of Divad's study. She scribed a Hand of Breath and catapulted herself to the second floor. She drew the air away from the wall, landing silently inside another vacuum bubble.
 
   Jyllith used her Hand of Breath to hold herself as she struggled with the shutters, opened them, and then only glass remained. She expanded the vacuum bubble to encompass the window and then shattered it with a gloved punch. She slipped inside and closed the bubble, crouching as she waited for her eyes to adjust.
 
   Papers rustled in the new wind, but nothing else stirred. Jyllith searched for Divad — she would need to kill him before he woke — but his single bed remained empty. He must have slipped out some time in the night, and that worried her. Still, no turning back now.
 
   Divad's absence presented an opportunity to examine the glyph scroll he had shown her days ago, the one detailing how to open a gate to the Underside. While Jyllith waited for him to return, she would take a closer look. Perhaps she could find some way to sabotage Divad's glyphs.
 
   Jyllith unrolled the scroll and flattened it on Divad's desk with spread hands. She stared at the elegant, spiky glyphs. Unbidden, Hecata's words at the portal beneath Knoll Point came to her anew.
 
   “What you seek is not what you will find. You already know the truth of things. You read it in a book. Remember this, and you will please me.”
 
   Jyllith suddenly realized why these glyphs bothered her. The links and turns were familiar, the width of each line and the way they were painted, but these were not demon glyphs. These were the same type of glyphs she had seen winding around the edges of Wards Against the Alcedi, the book she had discovered in the library at Terras.
 
   “I hoped you understood,” Divad said.
 
   Jyllith spun, but a blast of air tossed her into the desk before she could scribe anything. She cracked her head so hard she stopped thinking, and when she started again Spike had her pinned to the floor. The davenger smelled like coal and fresh blood.
 
   “I prayed I was wrong about you,” Divad said, somewhere above her. “But no deity has ever answered my prayers.”
 
   “Wait,” Jyllith whispered. “I'm not—”
 
   “I knew I could not trust Hecata,” Divad said. “She suspected my sympathies toward the Alcedi, and I honestly don't know how I fooled her for so long. But you fooled her, didn't you? Or did you?”
 
   Jyllith gasped as Spike crushed her into the wooden floor, as splinters and dirt tore at her cheek. Demonic drool coated the back of her hair. The glyphs on that scroll were Alcedi, and they did open a gate.
 
   Divad's gate led to the Teranome, the place spoken of in the tome she had showed Melyssa at Terras. A world filled with golden monsters. Just as Elder Cantrall had believed, the Alcedi were preparing to invade.
 
   “I know now why Hecata lied to me about you.” Divad knelt beside her. “She fears the Alcedi, hates them, and wants our world for herself.” Divad brushed Jyllith's cheek. “She sent you to undo me.”
 
   “Listen, you idiot!” Jyllith struggled against Spike. “Cantrall knew about these Alcedi, about their invasion. They terrified him!”
 
   “Rumors spread by the Mavoureen,” Divad said. “You've seen how those demons reward their servants. The Alcedi are benevolent protectors and they will protect us. So long as we worship them, we live free.”
 
   Jyllith trembled beneath Spike's bulk, struggling to move, because she had to do something. Divad sounded so reverent that he terrified her. He sounded just like Cantrall when he praised the brutal Mavoureen.
 
   “I did not lie when I said I would bring peace to our world.” Divad's voice swelled with emotion. “The Alcedi shall rule us with order and justice, morality and compassion, and no mortal will ever suffer again.”
 
   Jyllith got one hand free. Spike slammed a meaty palm on her hand before she could scribe any glyph, crushing her fingers. She screamed.
 
   Bare feet thundered on the stairs as Divad's cultists filled the room. Xel smiled when he saw her pinned, and Rala pursed her lips. Calun trembled.
 
   “What is going—” Calun began, but Rala shushed him.
 
   “She betrayed us,” Rala told Calun. “She's working for the Mavoureen.”
 
   “Don't listen to him!” Jyllith shouted. “He's—”
 
   Spike's bulky hand clamped over Jyllith's mouth, crushing her lips against her teeth. She gnawed on demonic flesh, glaring at them.
 
   “I don't understand.” Calun swallowed. “Aren't we all working for the Mavoureen?”
 
   Xel's thin body shook with laughter. “Divad, really.” He wiped a tear from his eye. “Why do we keep him around?”
 
   “Hold her,” Divad told Spike, before walking over to Calun. “Listen to me.” Divad placed hands on Calun's shoulders. “Jyllith lied to you.”
 
   Calun stared up at Divad and then at Jyllith. “She's not evil. She's our friend.” He bit his lip. “She should not go to demon jail.”
 
   “Jyllith only pretended to be our friend,” Divad said, “and there's more. The Mavoureen are no saviors. They want only to devour us.”
 
   “What?” Calun stepped back and trembled, pointing an accusatory finger at Divad. “No! The Mavoureen will save us, bring us peace. You said!” He looked at Xel, who grinned wickedly. “They don't torture people!”
 
   Jyllith shouted a muffled curse through Spike's hand. So Divad had told his cultists the true plan all along, about the Alcedi. He never trusted her. He lied about needing her, made himself vulnerable, and trapped her.
 
   She really was not a very good spy.
 
   “Our true saviors are the Alcedi, Calun,” Divad said, “and they do not torture or devour souls. They will protect our world and everyone in it.”
 
   Calun looked at Xel, who leered, and Rala, who smiled. And Divad, who just watched. Calun looked at Jyllith, and she knew then exactly what he planned to do. She fought and shook her head.
 
   Calun closed his eyes and raised one bloody finger.
 
   Xel slammed his serrated knife into Calun's back. The boy stiffened, eyes wide, and his single glyph faded as fresh blood pumped from his open mouth. Jyllith screamed against Spike's paw. Her heart pounded like it had the night she listened to her mother die.
 
   Xel ripped out his dagger and Calun collapsed, coughing blood all over the cabin floor. Jyllith remembered her mother's shattered head, Marel's hanging eye. Her family slaughtered like livestock.
 
   Divad frowned at Xel. “I did not say to kill him.”
 
   “He killed himself.” Xel wiped his knife on his nightclothes. “You saw him attempting to scribe. I solved the problem you would not.”
 
   Jyllith stared as Calun breathed his last, convulsing no more. His wide eyes went distant, then blank. She took comfort in the fact that Calun, at least, would never be sacrificed to the Mavoureen or the Alcedi. She took comfort in that fact because the others crushed her.
 
   Divad knelt by Calun's body and passed a hand over his eyes. “Find peace, my son.” He stood and stared at Jyllith. “This is your fault.”
 
   Jyllith glared through her stupid tears. When she got free of this davenger, she would tear Divad's spine out through his own throat. She would make him pay for all the lives he had destroyed.
 
   “Xel,” Divad said, “summon your defiler.”
 
   “We're not killing her?” Rala walked to Jyllith and produced her own blade. “I would enjoy killing her. She planned to murder us in our sleep.”
 
   “Jyllith only did what she thought was right,” Divad said, “and I would have her live to see the grace of the Alcedi. She's suffered as we have, lost her family as we did. I want her to see our wonderful new world.”
 
   Divad sounded so much like Cantrall that it took Jyllith back to a time when she was broken, sad, alone. Cantrall had made her feel like family after murdering her family. She had failed Melyssa and Calun. Failed everyone.
 
   Yet as Jyllith stared at Calun's still body, Rala's wide grin, and Xel's smirk, rage overcame guilt and pain and shame. She would make these people suffer. She would kill them all and save her world.
 
   Somehow.
 
   “Chain her down in the mine,” Divad said. “No one will find her before we open the portal. After we summon the Alcedi, we’ll release her.” Divad smiled at her. “You will finally understand true bliss.”
 
   Rala sheathed her knife. “Tomorrow you'll thank me, you ungrateful bitch. I hope you know how to apologize.”
 
   Icy tendrils slipped into Jyllith's lungs. Xel’s defiler sucked her consciousness away. Dark crept over her in a chilling wave.
 
   The last sound she heard was Xel's throaty laugh.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XANDER KICKED HIS HEELS into Storm’s sides.“We're close!” he shouted down the line. “Be ready for anything!”
 
   Only moonlight lit the muddy animal trail, but Kara was less than a league ahead. She was headed for the rainforests that covered the vast majority of Rain. Those were impossible to navigate without a native guide.
 
   Had Anylus made a deal with the Children of the Forest? Did Anylus have a guide waiting for him? Where would he take Kara?
 
   Storm thundered down the trail, tearing up ground both muddy and pungent. A tributary of the Layn flooded the land leading up to the forest, and this animal trail was the only hard ground in the bog for leagues.
 
   The Children of the Forest called this place the Dead Bog, and Xander knew why. This sucking mud was where they dumped the bodies of criminals, exiles, and anyone else who displeased the tribes. This bog had swallowed countless dead people.
 
   When only a shallow ridge separated them from Kara, Xander called a halt. He dismounted and ordered the others to do the same. He felt Kara on the far side of that ridge, and she might be able to feel him.
 
   Now for the open question. Would Kara sing at him, as she had the night he fought Anylus? Had Anylus turned her, or had Kara simply not known who Xander was? Could he simply put her to sleep?
 
   Dynara and her legionnaires, Mat and Zell, waited with Ona. Zell was a thick-nosed man with dark hair and dark eyes, and Mat was a wiry fellow who almost looked too small to be a legionnaire. Both were trained killers, and Xander dared not underestimate them.
 
   Once they dealt with Anylus, Xander hoped he would have enough blood to put the legionnaires to sleep. One way or the other, he was leaving with his family. He would not return Kara to a gilded prison.
 
   “Aryn, Tania, with me.” Xander delivered orders to his dyn through mindspeak. “Erius, remain with the legionnaires. Tell Ona to shoot anything that comes over that hill and isn’t us.”
 
   Ona had been a champion archer in her younger days, progressing so far as to travel to Tarna and compete in a royal contest. That was where she had first met King Haven and his son. Ona's glyphed arrows could core even a davenger, and Xander had glyphed the legionnaire weapons as well.
 
   “I understand,” Erius thought back. “Please be careful!”
 
   Xander led Aryn and Tania up the muddy hill on a very silent night. Nothing buzzed in the bog, hundreds of frogs simply ceasing their croak. Anylus knew they were coming. Xander hoped he was afraid.
 
   He took the dream world and scribed two powerful Hands of Land. A glimmering green form waited on the other side of the ridge, walking slowly toward the forest. It was not orange, nor was it alive. It also was not Kara.
 
   Xander had just led everyone into a trap.
 
   “Back to the horses!” Xander thought.
 
   A sawblade howl pierced the night and the dark sky turned blood red. The darkened bog stirred all around them as mud writhed like the sea. The dead stirred within the bog, teeth chattering, animated by demon will.
 
   Only Balazel had such vile power.
 
   Xander did not know whether to laugh or scream. Anylus had lured them to a Mavoureen who could raise the dead, in the middle of a bog filled with corpses. Torn could not have crafted a more insidious trap.
 
   “To arms!” Xander sprinted for the legionnaires, Aryn and Tania with him. “Ona! Behind you!” An ape davenger splashed from the bog.
 
   Ona turned, drew her bow, and let fly. Her glyphed arrow took the demon in the leg, sending it tumbling head over heels. Then his wife put another glyphed arrow right through its head. The davenger dropped.
 
   Another davenger loped up the animal trail. Dynara roared and charged it, longsword glowing green with Xander's glyphs. Mat and Zell spun and stepped even with each other, shields planted and glowing spears raised.
 
   Xander immediately saw the futility of any defense. In units, phalanxes of twelve or more, Mynt legionnaires were a devastating force on the battlefield. Two men without heavy armor were not the same, and Xander almost wished he had brought more legionnaires. Almost.
 
   “Tania!” Xander thought. “Raise a wall!”
 
   He did not look back to see if she listened, but the earth soon rumbled. The path through the bog rose past Xander's height, forming a narrow plateau. Even for an experienced Earther, that was quality work.
 
   “Erius!” Xander thought. “Freeze the bog!”
 
   “Yes sir,” Erius thought from atop their new plateau.
 
   Xander leapt to grasp the edge and hauled himself up. He saw Erius scribing and though the mage seemed woefully slow, Xander dared not rush him. He turned to find Aryn huffing toward the raised path, Tania leaning against him. This narrow plateau had cost her a great deal of blood.
 
   Xander grabbed Tania's hands and pulled her up as Aryn pushed from below. Xander then grabbed Aryn and dragged him up as well. A woman howled in the distance, and Xander looked up the trail to find Dynara hacking apart the davenger she had charged earlier.
 
   “Dynara!” Xander shouted. “To us!”
 
   Aryn walked to the edge of the plateau and ignited his staff. His flames cast shadows across the now raised plateau, but could not light the swamp beyond. Even flames would do little damage to damp bones.
 
   Xander scribed Flaryen. He snapped his fingers and sent a brilliant light bursting skyward. His glyph illuminated the trail and the bog, revealing the risen dead. That was good, because everyone could now see them, but also bad, because there were hundreds of them.
 
   Skeletal shapes shambled closer, covered in clinging muck and immersed waist deep. Bony legs and fleshless arms pulled spines, ribcages and skulls, yet in some places the bones were not connected at all. They simply moved, animated by Balazel's demonic will.
 
   Fresh ice crackled across the bog, thousands of jagged lines spreading in all directions around Tania's raised plateau. That ice slowed the lumbering corpses, stuck in slush and mud. Erius dropped to his knees.
 
   “Sir,” Erius thought, “I can't...”
 
   One look at the man's pale, sweat-covered face told Xander Erius would be scribing no more glyphs tonight. Spending any more blood might kill him. This brave Lifewarden had done all he could.
 
   “You did great.” Xander thumped Erius's shoulder. “Now don't die.”
 
   Another davenger crested the rise that had hidden the fake Kara. It charged them like a galloping horse. This was one of the hound-shaped davengers, jaws wide and paws tearing up the ground. Ona put a glyphed arrow through its throat.
 
   “Got one!” she shouted.
 
   Xander really did love his wife.
 
   The first of the dead reached the edge of Tania's plateau. They could not climb its sheer walls, but they could climb over each other. The massed dead clambered over each other like frenzied ants.
 
   Zell and Mat stabbed with spears, knocking climbing dead down onto their fellows. Dynara clambered onto the plateau and turned to guard the other end, stabbing and grunting. Her glowing green blade slashed bone, and she howled in what Xander might mistake for genuine pleasure.
 
   “What's happening?” Ona shouted. “Is it a harvenger?”
 
   Xander grimaced as the top of a dark head crested the distant rise. “No, that's Balazel.”
 
   The Mavoureen strode over the ridge at that very moment, all massive legs and outsized head. It sauntered down the animal trail toward Tania's plateau, sword teeth bared. It raised an arm and waved hello.
 
   “Xander Honuron!” Balazel gnashed its sword-sized teeth. “I look forward to devouring your luscious—”
 
   One of Ona's glyphed arrows pierced Balazel's eye, imbedding itself fletching deep in the Mavoureen's head. Balazel laughed, snatched the fletching, and ripped the arrow out. “Your delightful wife!”
 
   The crush of dead bodies around the plateau grew. No matter how many Mat, Zell, and Dynara stabbed, more came. Aryn tossed flames as Tania caught her breath, holding herself in reserve until she recovered.
 
   Xander scribed the Body of Air on his chest. He drew a deep breath. Then he blew that breath out of his body, a dome of air that boomed from the plateau and flung dead away like leaves. They splashed into the bog.
 
   “Spectacular!” Balazel shouted. “Do that again!”
 
   Even as dead things plopped into the bog all around the plateau, the corpses thrashed and righted themselves. These raised dead were without end and compelled by demonic will. Xander felt the others looking to him for orders, felt their desperation, but he had no orders left to give.
 
   Every last one of them was going to die.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   JYLLITH OPENED HER EYES to utter darkness. She sat on hard rock and someone had bound her hands behind her. Her bent arms wrapped around a wooden post at her back.
 
   Thick gloves covered her hands, even the broken one, so scribing anything was impossible. There was one bright spot. She did not taste any carrow root.
 
   Water dripped nearby and that reminded Jyllith of her trip with Divad beneath Knoll Point, into the network of old mining tunnels. Where they confronted Hecata. Hecata's too-perfect face and inky black eyes filled Jyllith's thoughts. She trembled violently.
 
   Divad had said no other demons could come through the portal beneath Knoll Point, that it would take a great deal of magesand to send even one demon — but could Jyllith trust that? Did she dare? Footsteps approached before she could decide. The dark became less dark.
 
   A faint light filled the small, rocky chamber in which Jyllith was bound. She did not see the wall of inky black or the Mavoureen portal beyond it, and that made her breathe easier. Someone was coming with a lantern.
 
   Jyllith closed her eyes and slumped against the post despite the pains screaming through her shoulders and back. She could not let whoever was coming know she was awake. She had to catch them unaware.
 
   She took the dream world inside her closed lids and watched a single tall figure stride from the tunnel, holding the black stick of a torch. It had to be Xel. The question was, where was his defiler?
 
   She spotted the defiler after a struggle, hovering paces away with inky green tendrils withdrawn. The only way the defiler would withdraw its tendrils is if Xel had ordered it to do so. Why would he do that?
 
   Xel walked close — close enough to kick — and knelt before her, dream world face staring. Jyllith kept her breathing slow and even. What was Xel doing here, and how could Jyllith murder him?
 
   “Open your eyes,” Xel said.
 
   Jyllith didn't move.
 
   “I know you're awake. You repelled my defiler, and I'm going to know how you did that.” Xel raised one dream world hand. “Open your eyes.”
 
   Repelled his defiler? What was he talking about? Jyllith had done nothing, yet Xel's defiler hovered nearby, not forcing her to sleep. If Xel had not ordered it do that, then who could possibly...
 
   Xel pressed the end of his torch to Jyllith's bare arm. White hot agony seared her flesh and shocked her eyes open. She howled in pain and fury. Xel smiled and stood, holding his torch aloft.
 
   “It hurts, doesn't it?” Xel beamed down at her. “I can't say I've ever met anyone who doesn't find their tongue once they've tasted the flames. I burn, they talk, and then they burn some more.”
 
   Agony pulsed through Jyllith's blistered arm. “What do you want?”
 
   “Tell me how you did that.” Xel pointed at his quiescent defiler. “How did you make my defiler release you? How have you made it refuse my commands?”
 
   “I don't know what you're talking about.”
 
   Xel brought his torch close enough that Jyllith flinched away, craning her neck in a desperate attempt to escape the searing heat. What if he set her hair on fire?
 
   “Will you tell me once I burn that beautiful face?” Xel’s voice grew taut with excitement.
 
   “Wait!” Jyllith would endure any agony to stop Divad's cult and save her world, but having her face burned off would make it harder to do that. “I'll tell you how I did it!” Yet what could she say?
 
   Xel's defiler had released her, allowed her to wake, and stopped responding to Xel’s commands. Moreover, Xel had not made his defiler do that. So what was going on? Had Jyllith's davengers every disobeyed her?
 
   Hecata's inky black eyes filled her vision. Once again, the demon queen's terrible beauty filled her with longing. Hecata controlled defilers. She was the demoness to whom Demonkin mages traded children's souls. Hecata hated the Alcedi and everyone who served them. Was it possible...?
 
   “I'll show you the glyph I used.” Jyllith focused on Xel's torch and trembled as if she were afraid. “But I can't do that with my hands tied.”
 
   Xel chuckled. “You really think me so stupid?”
 
   Jyllith knew better than to answer that. “Just tell me what you want, please! How can I show you what I did with my hands tied?”
 
   Xel set down his torch and knelt behind her. “If you do anything I don't like, I'll paralyze you with one stroke. I know how to do that. Then I’ll show you what’s possible with a heated knife. You won’t like it.”
 
   He drew the knife he had used to murder Calun. Jyllith wondered how Xel would look when she shoved that knife through his neck. He sawed through her bonds and her gloved hands fell free.
 
   “Do you understand me?” Xel asked.
 
   “I won't defy you.” Jyllith made herself as small and weak as possible. “Please, don't hurt me anymore.”
 
   “Scribe the glyph.”
 
   “I can't with these gloves on.”
 
   “Honestly,” Xel said, as he slid a glove off her broken hand. “Women.”
 
   Jyllith whimpered and cried out, not because of the pain — though that was excruciating — but because she knew it would relax Xel. He liked his women weak. He liked being in control.
 
   Xel pressed against her from behind and touched the cold edge of his knife to her throat. “Now,” his husky voice whispered in her ear. “Scribe the glyph you used. Do it well, and I might even leave you an ear.”
 
   “I can't scribe with a broken hand.”
 
   “I think you can.” The cool edge of Xel’s knife bit into her neck as he relaxed, comfortable in his domination. “If you try—”
 
   Jyllith slammed the back of her head into Xel's nose hard enough that a crack filled the chamber. The knife fell from her neck and she rolled away from the post, rising despite her bound feet. Xel gasped paces away, on the ground, clutching his broken nose. Blood poured through his fingers.
 
   “You bitch!” Xel stumbled to his feet and brandished his knife. He charged her like a surly drunk, out of his mind with pain.
 
   Jyllith couldn't kick him — not with her feet still bound — but he was frantic and furious and clumsy. As Xel charged Jyllith dived into him shoulder first, right past his glittering blade. Xel exhaled everything as Jyllith's shoulder smashed into his gut.
 
   They went down together, Xel's knife clattering into the darkness. Jyllith batted his strike away and wrapped her thighs around Xel's neck. She choked the life out of him and glared as she did it. She needed to make him hurt.
 
   Xel struggled, batting at her legs and gasping orders, but his defiler didn't respond. It didn't move. Xel's eyes grew wide and his gasps became pleas, but without orders, Xel's defiler simply watched its master die.
 
   When Xel breathed no longer, when Jyllith had choked him so thoroughly his eyes bulged from his skull, she unclenched her aching legs. Xel's defiler vanished, called back to the Underside. Good riddance.
 
   Jyllith fumbled at her remaining glove with her broken hand, each movement sending pain screaming through her shattered fingers. She endured, pushed, and removed the glove. A moment after that she had Xel's knife, and a moment after that she freed her bound feet.
 
   She stood and kicked Xel hard enough to make his body jerk. Yet as she stared at this man who had planned to cut her, burn her, murder her, she remembered bodies could be useful. Xel's body was barely dead.
 
   Jyllith knelt, sliced all four fingers on her single working hand, and scribed Davazet on Xel's forehead. His corpse rose and purple blood ivy grew. She felt her blood thin as the gruesome process finished, but the hound davenger she created looked as healthy as those made from the living.
 
   She wondered if she would have been able to do that to Xel if he was still alive. She hoped she would have killed him first. She hoped she had grown.
 
    A quiet voice emerged from the tunnel. “So you're Demonkin too.”
 
   Jyllith spun and snatched up Xel's torch.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “HOLD OFF THE DEAD AS LONG as you can,” Xander ordered his dyn. He turned on Ona and drank in every part of her. “I love you.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “You can't.”
 
   “Don't want to.” He took the dream world before lying to his wife one last time. “I'll be fine.”
 
   Xander launched himself into the air with a single Hand of Breath. He sailed over the gathered dead in a controlled arc, hurtling right for Balazel.
 
   “Xander Honuron!” Balazel raised its arms in a welcoming gesture. “Your blood smells wonderful!”
 
   Xander's heart thumped in his ears as he stared at a demon straight from the Underside, an immortal of unmatched power. He visualized his father, Varyn, and Varyn's hard eyes the night he took Ona away. He channeled all the anger he felt at his father into his next glyph.
 
   Xander ignited his Hand of Earth on his way down. A boulder smashed into Balazel hard enough to bat the demon off the trail and into the bog. The Mavoureen splashed into mud headfirst and sank, thrashing.
 
   Xander moved his Hand of Breath to cushion his fall, landing on the muddy path intact. “Get ready to fight back the way we came,” he thought to Aryn and Tania. “Take Ona and don't stop for anything.”
 
   Xander had no illusions his attacks had done anything significant, but removing Balazel from this fight was the only way to save the others. That army of dead would not stop coming until Balazel was gone. Xander thought he could get rid of the demon, but only if he got close. Very close.
 
   Balazel broke from the bog and rose with a sawblade shriek. “You dare challenge me?” the Mavoureen roared.
 
   Xander scribed another Hand of Land, wrenching up a mossy boulder and tossing it at Balazel. Even strong as the demon was, the impact smashed the Mavoureen back into the bog. If Balazel was going to spend all its time shouting threats, Xander would use that time to glyph.
 
   He dared not check on his allies. He dared not do anything but scribe and ignite blood glyphs as Balazel sloshed toward him. If he could stun the demon, get close enough to scribe one glyph on it, he could save his wife.
 
   “Pathetic!” Balazel shouted, but its once mocking tone shook with rage. At the least, Xander had made it very cross with him. Balazel charged through the bog like an enraged bull.
 
   Xander grunted as more blood burned away. His Hands of Heat seared Balazel's arms clean off, but those arms sprouted anew by the time Balazel splashed from the bog. Nothing should heal itself that fast!
 
   Xander spotted Aryn and Tania dragging a struggling Ona down the trail, to safety. Xander backed away from them, drawing Balazel to the forests of Rain. Dynara, Mat, and Zell fought off the disoriented dead, bodies animated with no purpose now that Balazel focused on Xander. 
 
   “You've lost, old man.” Balazel bared sword teeth and spread its arms wide. “No mortal can stand against me.”
 
   “Still standing.” The cold world spun around Xander, but he made himself grin and scribed two more Hands of Land. “Lost a step?”
 
   Balazel slipped through the shadows with impossible speed. In a blink the demon was right in front of him. Xander floated above the trail.
 
   His boots dangled. Xander glanced down at his twitching body, trying to understand the white fire in his chest. “Oh.”
 
   Balazel had shoved its hand straight through his chest, buried its demon arm up to its elbow. Xander coughed and blood exploded from his lips. He pictured Kara's smiling face as Balazel held him high.
 
   “Pity.” Balazel's stinking breath seared Xander's nostrils. “I had hoped to make you watch as I devoured your wife.”
 
   Xander wished he could spend a few more quiet moments with Ona, hug Kara one more time before the end, but that had never really been his plan. His plan had been to save the others, and he could do that now.
 
   Xander scribed an astral glyph on Balazel's chest.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ARYN LOCKE SWUNG HIS STAFF and sent two dead things flying into the bog, one after the other. That was when a cry rose behind him, a woman's scream. He spun, expecting to see dead things tearing Ona apart, but she was intact and staring down the path. Staring toward her husband.
 
   “Xander!” Ona shrieked his name.
 
   A brilliant flash opened in the bog. It rippled across the frozen water and hit the scrambling dead all at once, knocking them off their feet. Thunder rumbled as the light grew and then the world went dark. Terrifyingly dark.
 
   Splashes sounded all around them as Aryn desperately scribed another Hand of Heat. His hand ignited, surrounded by fire, and it revealed motionless dead bodies sinking into the frozen bog.
 
   There was no sign of Balazel.
 
   “Let me go,” Ona shouted. “Let me go!” She tore her arm away from Tania, leapt off the raised plateau, and rushed up the muddy trail. Toward her husband.
 
   Aryn finally caught sight of Xander's body, crumpled in red robes. His throat clenched as Ona sprinted down the path, calling Xander's name. So Balazel had beaten him. Where was the demon now?
 
   Aryn breathed hard as he scanned the bog for any sign of its terrifying visage, but Balazel was simply ... gone. Had the demon fled after it killed Xander? Or had Xander somehow sent it back to the Underside for good?
 
   “Where is he?” Aryn clutched Tania as she stared after Ona. “Where's Balazel?”
 
   “Somewhere far away.” Tania squeezed Aryn's hand. “That flash? That was an astral glyph, Aryn. I think Xander teleported Balazel out of this bog.” She took a breath. “Or beneath it.”
 
   That was a clever way to deal with a very clever demon, and Aryn knew Xander had planned it all along. How badly had Balazel hurt him? Could they save Xander without a trained Bloodmender?
 
   “Tania,” Aryn said, but she hurried after Ona, limping at a reasonable pace. She would help Ona tend to Xander, get him on his feet.
 
   “Mat, Zell, watch for bodies,” Aryn said. “Dynara, tend to Erius.” For some reason, they all listened.
 
   In the distance, Ona knelt by Xander's motionless form. Her wail rose across the bog, a terrible wail Aryn had heard only once before. When his father told a woman her children died in a cart accident.
 
   They were not going to heal Xander. Xander was not going to lead them out of the Dead Bog. Kara's father, the man they had trusted to lead them through anything, was gone, and he was not coming back.
 
   If the Five planned to resurrect him, they would have done it by now.
 
   “The threat's over.” Aryn kept his voice steady through will alone. “Xander's very heavy, and Ona and Tania can't carry him. Help.”
 
   “Mat,” Dynara said, “stay with the mages.” She snapped her fingers at Zell. “With me, big man.”
 
   Eventually, they all returned with Xander's ravaged body. Ona had stopped crying. Her eyes were red, mud clung to her clothes, and blood soaked her travel cloak. Her dead husband's blood.
 
   Balazel had gored a hole straight though Xander's chest, and the sight of broken ribs was nauseating. The Mavoureen had literally crushed Xander’s heart. Despite that mortal wound, Xander had scribed the astral glyph that sent Balazel away. He had saved them all.
 
   Ona cradled her dead husband's head and shoulders in her lap, stroking his muddy hair. When she finally looked at Aryn, her eyes were haunted but hard. Kara was still out there, in danger.
 
   “Can you track my daughter?” Ona asked. “Through her blood?”
 
   Aryn had no idea how to do that, but he did have an idea that might work. He spotted one of the more recent corpses, a gruesome skeleton with some flesh still on it. He grabbed its arm and pulled it out of the bog.
 
   Tania grabbed his wrist. “You can't.”
 
   She knew what he was thinking, but of course she did. “I've been to the Underside, remember? My pact is complete.”
 
   “We don't know that.”
 
   “We also don't have a choice.”
 
   Tania stared at him for a long moment before stepping back. “Time to be a hero again.”
 
   Tania would not let the Mavoureen have his soul. She would kill him before the curse consumed him, if this cursed him, and that was a comfort. This wonderful woman would keep him safe.
 
   Aryn cut all four fingers on his right hand and scribed Davazet's glyph on the body. The corpse steamed, bubbled, and rose. When it was over, Aryn commanded a skeletal davenger covered in rotting scales.
 
   He glanced at Tania. “Am I cursed?”
 
   She pulled him into her arms and planted a kiss on his neck, his nose, his face. She let him go and nodded to the wary legionnaires.
 
   “Aryn is not cursed,” Tania said. “He's not Demonkin. I would see it, since that's my job.”
 
   “How—” Erius whispered, but Dynara shushed him.
 
   “She's andux orn,” Dynara said. “She'd know.” She helped Erius stand and stared at Aryn. “What now, commander?” The way she said it was not entirely mocking.
 
   Is that was Aryn was now? Their commander? Xander was gone and Ona did not look to be in any shape to give orders, not with her husband dead. Tania deferred to him as well, and the legionnaires waited.
 
   Aryn looked at his desiccated davenger. “Smell Xander's blood. Memorize it.” He pointed at the body.
 
   Aryn's davenger sniffed Xander's corpse and rose.
 
   “Do you have it?” Aryn asked.
 
   The davenger snorted.
 
   “Lead us to any others like it.”
 
   The davenger's nostrils sniffled and twitched. It limped off despite the fact that one leg was little more than gore-soaked bone. It followed the path through the bog in reverse, and Aryn took that as a good start.
 
   Now they just had to hope all the shrieking had not spooked the horses.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JYLLITH TOOK THE DREAM WORLD, prepared to fight whoever had snuck up on her as she strangled Xel, but then she recognized him. Andar. Andar wore hunting leathers covered in still wet blood and clutched a throwing dagger in his free hand.
 
   “Wait!” Jyllith shouted. “It's not what you think!”
 
   Knoll Point's leader raised one thin eyebrow. “What do I think?”
 
   “I'm not here to betray you!” Jyllith felt warmth flood her chest, a strange emotion after strangling a man to death and turning him into a davenger. “I’m here for Divad. He's summoning a force you can't possibly comprehend. I was trying to—”
 
   “Stop him.” Andar crept into the cavern and rose to his full height. “Yeah, I read your little note. You make a very elegant script.”
 
   “You believe me?”
 
   “I do now.” Andar scowled at Xel. “Divad rounded us up this morning using two fierce demons, monsters like your friend here. They tore my soldiers apart like rabid dogs. I lost fourteen before we surrendered.”
 
   “I'm sorry,” Jyllith whispered, and she meant it. Those fourteen dead people were more she had failed.
 
   “Divad herded everyone else to the south gate, said something about showing them a wonderful new world. I snuck off when he started ranting about golden gods.”
 
   Andar slipped his throwing knife into his boot, tucking away his only weapon. If Jyllith wanted to kill him, all she had to do was give her davenger the order. He knew that, and she knew now Andar trusted her.
 
   “If I asked you to help me put Divad in the ground,” Andar asked, offering an easy smile, “would you say yes?”
 
   “Drown me, yes.” Jyllith snapped the fingers that still worked at her davenger. “Follow me, and don't kill without my orders.” She strode past Andar.
 
   “Wait!” Andar called after her.
 
   Jyllith made herself stop through great effort. “Yes?” She turned to find Andar holding a rolled scroll.
 
   “Thought you might need this. Took it from Divad's study before I followed that little prick down the tunnel.”
 
   “That's...” Jyllith gasped. “The Alcedi scroll!”
 
   Andar's smirk grew. “You're welcome.”
 
   “Hold that torch high!” Jyllith rushed over, blood pounding in her ears. “Roll it out for me, please.”
 
   Andar did as ordered, holding one end of the scroll with his knee as his other hand spread it before them. He was careful to hold the torch where pitch wouldn't drip on the scroll, which meant he had handled documents like this before. Or he simply wasn't an idiot.
 
   As Jyllith stared at the scroll, the lines twisted and blurred before her. She reconfigured them inside her head. She studied the glyphs until she knew exactly how they worked, and something beyond her training made that possible. Hecata's touch lingered, influencing her thoughts, but Jyllith couldn't worry about that now.
 
   What mattered was the portal. Even if Divad's cult opened it before she reached the surface, Jyllith knew how to close it now. She understood the glyphs. Eight straightforward linking glyphs scribed in reverse.
 
   “What time is it?” Jyllith looked up.
 
   “Just before dawn.” Andar glanced back the way he had come. “Something bad happening at dawn?”
 
   Jyllith rose. “Not if we stop it. Bring that scroll, please.” She stalked up the tunnel with her hound davenger, its paws padding on rocky ground.
 
   Jyllith's burned arm and broken fingers pulsed with pain. She knew enough bloodmending to heal broken finger bones, if she had time, but she did not have time. She needed all her blood for the battle ahead.
 
   Jyllith led Andar through the tunnel. “There's something you should know. Divad's not trying to summon the Mavoureen.” Torchlight scattered their shadows across the walls. “He's summoning something worse.”
 
   “What's worse that a Mavoureen invasion?”
 
   “Alcedi.”
 
   “Never heard of those. More demons?”
 
   Jyllith winced as she remembered Cantrall's ranting and his wide, worried eyes. “I honestly don't know.”
 
   Andar sighed behind her. “I've known Divad Mere for years. I suspected him of using demon glyphs all along, but I needed the bastard. This hasn't been an easy war.”
 
   Jyllith did not blame Andar for tolerating Divad as long as he had. She knew the atrocities Andar had seen the Mynt commit, and they had both been at Firstwood when the Mynt sacked it. War was war and Andar still fought his. If Jyllith didn't plan to kill herself after she ended Divad Mere, she might consider joining him.
 
   They reached the end of the old mining tunnel just as the door slammed open. A big man in tattered leather stumbled inside, clutching a bloody cudgel. Klyde, the big man from the gate! Claws had carved furrows into his back and legs. How could he move?
 
   “They're scribing something,” Klyde rasped, as Andar and Jyllith both rushed to his side. “I ran when the hound thing got distracted by fleeing people.”
 
   Andar caught Klyde as he collapsed. “Divad did this to you?”
 
   “Yeah. Sorry. Tried to stop him.” Klyde coughed and stopped breathing. Davenger poison worked very fast, and Jyllith blinked as she remembered Calun. Klyde hadn't been a bad person. She had actually liked him.
 
   Andar looked at her, eyes now wet. “Can you help him?”
 
   “Not now.”
 
   “Then I've got one more reason to murder Divad.” Andar set Klyde on the tunnel floor, a gentle gesture from a man who was anything but. He closed Klyde's eyes, took up Klyde's cudgel, and stalked to the exit.
 
   Jyllith eyed Klyde's fresh corpse, the demon in her head screaming at her to defile it, but Klyde had been a good man, a brave man, not Demonkin. Not Xel. Besides, even if she did try to scribe Davazet on Klyde's corpse, Andar would probably kill her for doing it.
 
   They stepped outside and Jyllith grabbed Andar's arm. “I need you to get your people out of here.
 
   “After Divad's dead.” He didn't pull away.
 
   “Before. Now. I can't worry about a bunch of panicked people when I'm facing davengers and Demonkin. I need you to get your people out of my way.” She also didn't want anyone else to die if she failed.
 
   Andar jerked his arm free. “Divad betrayed me and everyone in Knoll Point.” He stalked through the quarry to the northern gates. “He's mine.”
 
   “You're going to get everyone killed!” Jyllith stormed after him, but when she grabbed Andar's arm a knife jumped to her throat before she could react. Her davenger snarled and Jyllith screamed “Stop!”
 
   She held her hands at her side, barely daring to breathe. Andar could easily split her neck, yet she kept her davenger at bay. Waited and surrendered. She did not even know where he had hidden that knife.
 
   “Don't test me, Red,” Andar whispered.
 
   “Don't let everyone who put their faith in you die,” Jyllith whispered back. “You're the only protector these people have. That's why you kill, to keep them safe. Not for revenge.”
 
   Andar's blade hovered at Jyllith's neck, still bleeding from where Xel's knife had grazed it. “You’re wrong about that.” Andar released her and shuddered hard. “But revenge does get old after a few years.”
 
   Jyllith made herself breathe again. “I'm sorry about Klyde, about all of them, but we need to save the others.”
 
   “Klyde's been with me since we were boys. I'll miss that stubborn son of a bitch, but I'll get my people out of your way.” Andar walked again.
 
   “Thank you.” Jyllith strode after him. “As soon as we reach Divad, I'll engage and distract him. Rally your people and lead them somewhere safe, far from here.”
 
   “And you'll kill Divad. And his demons.”
 
   “I'll end them. I promise.” Jyllith made herself believe it.
 
   The sun peeked over the horizon as she put one foot in front of the other. By the time they reached the northern gates, the horizon had turned bright orange. Very soon now the gate would open and the Alcedi would invade, unless Jyllith stopped them. Unless she killed Divad.
 
   She and Andar rushed through the empty, all but abandoned town, her with her davenger and him with Klyde's bloody cudgel. They reached an alley close to the south gate. Andar raised a clenched fist.
 
   They pressed against a cabin as Andar peeked around the corner, pulled back, and mouthed one word. “Demonkin.”
 
   Jyllith watched as Andar pointed two fingers south. Two people waited there. Then Andar pointed at her davenger and pointed one finger east, then west. Two davengers overlooked the square. Given Divad believed he was saving Knoll Point, its people likely cowered in the middle of all that. Waiting to meet his glorious Alcedi.
 
   Jyllith raised a warning hand and sat. She took the dream world and scribed a glyph Cantrall had taught her on the palm of her broken hand. She did not know if Cantrall's summoning sigil would work. She did know that assaulting the square would get those people slaughtered.
 
   She waited as the sun rose and chanting became audible in the distance. Divad's cultists had begun their ritual. Finally, Jyllith sensed the auras of a small group intrigued by her unique sigil and ready to do mischief.
 
   The Shifters had arrived.
 
   She knew Shifters favored lakes and other bodies of water, creating illusions to drown unwary travelers or send them screaming through the woods. Once again, Cantrall's training had saved her. Jyllith wondered how many times he would save her before she forgave him.
 
   “Ready!” she mouthed, and then closed her eyes and took the dream world. She scribed another sigil on the flesh of her broken hand. The Shifters drifted into the square, and then everyone started screaming at once.
 
   “Now!” Jyllith shouted.
 
   She and Andar sprinted into chaos. People ran in all directions, shrieking. Shadowy forms stalked the survivors, changing pockets of nightmare that shifted from clouds of spiders to venomous lizards to vaporous demons.
 
   The Shifter illusions even fooled the davengers, drawing the demons from specter to specter as they slashed and snorted at air. What they did not slash at, as Jyllith had hoped, were the panicked villagers. Good.
 
   Jyllith sent her own davenger at the nearest of the two davengers controlled by Divad and Rala. Spike. Neither Divad or Rala moved, which meant they must be focused on their complex glyphs.
 
   Jyllith's davenger tore Spike apart before it noticed what was happening, and Rala's davenger was too busy swiping at a giant yellow spider to stop it. More vaporous demons chased a man and woman in hunting leathers between two cabins. Shifters made no distinction between playthings.
 
   “Rally them!” Jyllith shouted. “Get them out!”
 
   Andar charged after those people, shouting. “To me! Free Rain!”
 
   Jyllith avoided the crowd by dashing right through the illusion of a giant, roaring bear. Just ahead of her, two figures scribed on the tall wooden posts that blocked in the south gate, eyes closed. She had gotten lucky.
 
   Jyllith stared as Divad and Rala painted ancient blood glyphs she recognized from the Alcedi scroll. The glyphs started a good way up each side of the gate and were almost to the bottom. They were almost finished. She might not be as lucky as she thought.
 
   Jyllith scribed as she charged them, and her first Hand of Breath smacked into Rala hard enough to knock her head over heels. That disappointed Jyllith. She had meant to break the woman in half.
 
   Divad turned and scribed. Instinct caused Jyllith to dive aside, hitting the mucked up earth and rolling. Nothing screamed by beside her. Divad's nothing hit a cabin and its whole wall ceased to exist.
 
   Divad knew the Hand of Ruin. That was very, very bad. Rala scrambled up as Jyllith did too, shrieking for her davenger, but it was still too far away. What had once been Xel was faster.
 
   “Kill!” Jyllith shouted.
 
   Rala’s former lover ripped through her body, tearing Rala in two with the sickening sound of popping bone. Jyllith scribed another Hand of Breath as the demon roared. As Rala's gasping torso landed, her own davenger tore off after a spectral purple horse. Without a master, it was out of the fight.
 
   Divad scribed a Hand of Ruin and what had been Xel ceased to be. Jyllith ignited her Hand of Breath and slammed Divad into the palisade wall hard enough to rattle it. Even so, the cultist leader stumbled to his feet.
 
   The blood glyphs Divad and Rala had carved into wooden posts flared brilliant gold, burning so brightly they hurt Jyllith's eyes. She squinted and breathed, trying to get her breath back. Trying to finish this.
 
   “I've saved us!” Divad laughed and stumbled on weary feet. “I've saved us all! Look!”
 
   The shimmering air between the gates swung open.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   KARA CROUCHED BESIDE ANYLUS at the edge of a narrow overlook that revealed the town of Knoll Point. They had arrived.
 
   “There, Kara.” Anylus pointed below, face calm. “The Mavoureen portal must be inside that town.”
 
   Kara evaluated the sleepy looking town in pre-dawn light. Knoll Point was built in the shadow of an ancient mountain from which its inhabitants had quarried large chunks of granite. The mountain was cut everywhere, and abandoned gantries and winches protruded like broken bones.
 
   Byn crouched to Kara's left and Sera crouched beside him. They were here and Kara loved them. Her friends made this possible. For one last day — this day — they had each other. Time to save the world and go home.
 
   “It's open ground all around,” Byn whispered. “How do we get close without getting arrows through our heads?”
 
   “Astral glyphs,” Sera said. “The only mages in there are Demonkin, and I doubt they're watching the walls. Anyone else won't be able to see us.”
 
   “Good plan.” Kara gripped Byn's hand and squeezed. “We get inside, find the portal, close it, then look for Sera's cure. We don't leave without it.”
 
   “What about Trell?” Byn whispered. “Think he's in there?”
 
   “He may be, but we can't look for him until we deal with that portal.” Just the thought of Trell suffering in that town made Kara's heart break, but she knew he would want her to stop this first. Save the world, then him.
 
   “I'll ward us both,” Sera said, scribing blood glyphs on the air. “Anylus, you ward Kara.”
 
   Anylus took Kara's hand. “We will succeed.”
 
   Kara smiled at her teacher. This almost seemed possible. They had a plan, if a rough one, and they had a full day before Sera's execution glyph fired at dusk. They would find Sera's cure. Kara would save her best friend.
 
   Anylus scribed an astral glyph, vanishing a moment before Kara did as well. She glanced down at herself and saw nothing, and walking without seeing herself was incredibly disorienting. A dip into the dream world showed her Sera and Byn walking beside them, orange forms bright.
 
   As they crossed the open ground around Knoll Point Kara heard a strange roar inside the walls, rising and falling. People shouting? A battle?
 
   They reached the gates. Sera scribed the same glyph she had scribed several times before — the Demonkin key that opened anything — and a postern door in the palisade swung open. Sera and Byn slipped inside and Kara followed them, with Anylus.
 
   They stepped into a town filled with chaos and screams. People ran everywhere, panicked. A thin woman in her smallclothes slammed right into Kara, and Kara was too shocked to stop her as she dashed outside.
 
   Dozens followed that woman, some in boiled leather armor and some only in their smallclothes. Had someone rousted them out of their homes? One of the men in leather stopped and raised a sword.
 
   “Hey!” he shouted, scowling at them. “Who are you?”
 
   Byn slammed his quarterstaff into the back of the man's head. He fell without another word as another man in armor fell to his knees beside him. Constables. That man raised his hands.
 
   “Peace, Mynt! We're leaving!” The constable glared at them. “Or do you plan to beat us to death?”
 
   An enormous green lizard charged around a cabin, and Kara panicked before she recognized it as illusion. “Shifters!” she shouted for the benefit of the others. “That means Jyllith might be here, somewhere!” One more reason to kill her.
 
   The constable struggled to lift his friend's slumped weight. Kara turned on him and they locked eyes. “Which gate? Where are your mages scribing?”
 
   “Like I'd tell you?” The man finally got his friend upright and stumbled off with his disoriented ally. “Run or burn, Mynt. I couldn't care less.”
 
   A black shape landed atop a cabin, more solid and substantial than Shifter illusions. A demonic hound that bared drool-stained teeth. Jyllith’s Demonkin allies had found them.
 
   “Davenger!” Kara shouted.
 
   Even as the davenger dropped upon them, nothing rose to greet it. The demon ceased to be and Sera lowered her arm, eyes green and face chillingly calm. Sera had taught herself the Hand of Ruin, just like she had claimed when she destroyed Balazel.
 
   No time to worry about it now. Kara turned to Anylus. “Where would they open the portal?”
 
   “They might need a physical gate to shape their glyphs.” Anylus stepped aside as two more terrified people rushed past. “We must check them all. Byn, Sera, go to the west gate. I'll go north, to the mining tunnel.”
 
   “I'll take south.” Kara rushed past Anylus, leaving behind her friends and sprinting through fleeing, panicked people. She dodged those she could and shoved aside those she could not. Fortunately, no one attacked her.
 
   As Kara ran she recognized the people streaming past her as farmers, or laborers, or militia. These people were Free Rain, the guerilla fighters who had plagued Mynt's borders for a decade, and they were terrified, but was this due to Shifters? Or had their Demonkin turned on them?
 
   Kara passed cabin after empty cabin, doors hanging open. An unseasonably warm wind blew from the south, hot and fragrant. Kara spotted Melyssa's severed head.
 
   She stumbled to a halt, gaping up at the pitch-soaked atrocity. Someone had impaled her great-grandmother's head atop a pole in the center of the town, and that was no illusion. It was real and horrible.
 
   Jyllith had done that. Jyllith had murdered Kara's great-grandmother and she was here now, summoning these Shifters and damning their world. Jyllith was not going to murder anyone else.
 
   Even if Kara had to put her down for good.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   JYLLITH DIVED ASIDE as Divad's Hand of Ruin hissed over her, eating through the palisade wall. She launched one Finger of Breath after another, spending her strikes against risen earth. Divad cowered behind raised earthen walls, sheltered and saving his blood.
 
   They were both exhausted, barely keeping their feet. Divad might be older, bigger, but finishing whatever Alcedi glyphs he had carved on that pole had consumed a great deal of blood. Jyllith could defeat him, if given enough time, but time was a luxury she no longer had.
 
   The poles of the south gate glowed and the air remained split to reveal a portal to a bright green sky. It shined over fields of golden wheat swaying in impossibly warm wind. It looked like paradise, but given what she had read and what Cantrall had said, it was anything but.
 
   Jyllith charged Divad's tiny fort of raised earth before he could scribe anything else. She tossed herself over the wall and into close quarters, kicking and scratching and biting. Just where Divad wanted her to be, because he clutched a dagger in his hand.
 
   Divad slashed repeatedly but his strikes were slow, clumsy, the flailing of an anemic body. Jyllith spun past another clumsy stab — she had faced knife-wielding men before, many times — and kneed Divad in the crotch. As he dropped she dropped on top of him. She clawed his eyes and smashed at him with her elbows, howling with rage. 
 
   Divad dropped his dagger and covered his face with raised arms. He let Jyllith hammer his body because he didn't need to beat her, only exhaust her until his Alcedi arrived. Until he doomed the Five Provinces.
 
   Divad got one arm free and glyphed. Jyllith twisted and bent his arm up as nothing roared to open sky. She slammed an elbow into his exposed nose and stunned him. Jyllith liked noses. Noses shattered good.
 
   Before Divad could recover Jyllith wriggled behind him, wrapping one arm around his neck. Divad choked, desperate to breathe, as Jyllith forced her knees into his spine. His hand slapped earth, came up with his dagger, and stabbed it into her side. Agony tore through Jyllith's chest.
 
   She screamed and choked him harder, putting all her rage and pain into the effort. Remembering Calun as he collapsed in a pool of blood.
 
   Divad twisted his dagger in her side, spitting, choking, yet each twist seemed weaker than the last. There was no way he could win this fight — he had been doomed from the start — because he wanted to live, desperately.
 
   Jyllith didn’t.
 
   Divad gasped for air he couldn't breathe, clawed for salvation he could not see. He wanted so badly to see his wonderful new world. Jyllith crushed his neck until he stopped moving. She crushed it some more after that.
 
   Divad was dead. She had avenged Calun. Jyllith tried to stand and fell, clutching the dagger in her side.
 
   Spots danced before her eyes as she painted a flash heal on her chest with one trembling hand. The last of her blood channeled into a few more moments of life. She would not fail Melyssa or their world.
 
   The strength provided by her flash heal would buy her time. As Melyssa had done before her, Jyllith would live just long enough. She stumbled to one pillar of the gate and collapsed against it, gasping for breath.
 
   Jyllith fought drooping eyelids, fought for breaths that wouldn't come, and scribed. She focused on the glyphs she had memorized inside Knoll Point's mine. She would save Knoll Point. She would save everyone.
 
   The first four glyphs came easily, but once she started coughing the fifth took longer. She wasn't supposed to be alive right now, and her arm didn't move like it was supposed to. It felt like another person's arm, like she was pushing that person and they pushed back.
 
   Jyllith completed the sixth glyph. She had just started the seventh when a Hand of Breath snatched her and tossed her into the mud.
 
   “Stop!” a woman screamed. Furious.
 
   Jyllith rolled onto her side, coughs tearing through her like shards of glass. She blinked through bleary eyes at her attacker. A tall, slim figure stalked toward her, orange eyes narrow and teeth bared.
 
   What in the Six Seas was Kara Honuron doing here?
 
   “Surrender!” Kara shouted. “You’ve lost, and I won't let you bring the Mavoureen through!”
 
   “Not Mavoureen.” Jyllith tried to shout, but all that emerged was a raspy whisper. “Alcedi—”
 
   “Shut up!” Kara's bloody hands clenched. “I don't have time for your delusions!” Kara stomped closer. “You murdered Melyssa! You cut off her head!”
 
   Jyllith clawed her way toward the gate. Kara reached her first, pressed down hard and ground her into the earth. Jyllith urked and breathed.
 
   “Melyssa trusted you!” Kara shouted. “She saved you and you slaughtered her, and for what? Cantrall's madness?”
 
   “The gate,” Jyllith rasped. “Help me—”
 
   “How do I close it?” Kara gripped Jyllith's hair and wrenched her up to her knees. “Tell me!”
 
   Jyllith scribed a Hand of Breath, ignited it, and tossed Kara off her hard enough to crack Kara's head on the ground. Hopefully not killing her. Jyllith gripped the pillar and dragged herself upright. Scribed that seventh glyph.
 
   After she saved them, she could explain everything.
 
   “Stop!” Kara shouted. “Damn you, stop!”
 
   Jyllith started the final glyph as her vision faded, as her shallow breaths slowed. Would this sacrifice redeem her? Did she deserve to be redeemed?
 
   A spike of muddy rock burst through her chest.
 
   Jyllith toppled backward, slamming onto the spike that impaled her. As her head hung upside down she struggled to breathe, to live, but that wasn't possible anymore. Kara stood trembling paces away. A killer at last.
 
   Jyllith had failed everyone, her family, Melyssa, her entire world. The Alcedi would invade and everyone would die but she found she did not care so much. She had never stopped fighting, never given up.
 
   She was ready to return to her family, to be with the people she had mourned for a decade. She looked for Yara as her world went dark, remembered her mother's strong arms and warm smile. How it felt to be hugged tight.
 
   Jyllith looked for her father, and she looked for her mother, and she looked for Marel and Lehma and Nat. None of them came for her. They had abandoned her, and why wouldn't they? She had betrayed them all.
 
   Her family no longer loved her. They had not forgiven her and she would never see them again. She deserved to be hated. She deserved to suffer.
 
   Jyllith Malconen died cold and alone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BYN MERIS REACHED THE LARGE WESTERN GATE to find it hanging open. Everyone in this part of town had fled. Sera clutched his arm as he turned back, staring at an open cabin to their right.
 
   “Byn.” Sera pointed. “Look there.”
 
   “What is it?” Byn could not stop thinking about the way Sera sent blasts of nothing from her hand. It left him cold inside.
 
   “This is it,” Sera said. “Demonkin lived here.”
 
   “In that cabin?” How could she know that?
 
   “Yes.” The woman Byn loved smiled at him with warmth that made him weak. “The cure's inside.”
 
   Byn did not see how she could know that, but he hesitated only a moment. This was Sera — his Sera — and now they had a chance to live out their lives together. Kara could take care of herself.
 
   “All right,” Byn said. “Let's go get it.”
 
   Sera clutched his hand and dragged him inside the cabin. Disheveled bunks sat unmade and muddy boot prints covered the floor. Sera didn't look at any of it. “Upstairs,” she said. “There are scrolls.”
 
   Byn followed silently. Sera had become so powerful that he often had trouble reconciling this nigh invincible Glyphbinder with the shy, quiet woman he had grown to love. Sera was different now, and while that did not make Byn love her any less, it did make him afraid. Sera had never made him afraid before.
 
   Byn followed her to the upper floor and four closed doors. Sera walked for the door at the end of the hall, on the right, and scribed the unlocking glyph Byn had seen many times. The door opened and Sera stepped inside.
 
   Byn entered the room to find her unrolling a scroll on a worn desk. He rushed over and looked down at it, but while the glyph lines looked sinister and spiky, he could make no sense of any of them. Sera gasped.
 
   “The cure,” she whispered. “I'm saved.”
 
   Byn wanted to whoop and envelop her in a crushing hug, but they would have time for that later, once this curse no longer threatened her. “Scribe it!”
 
   “You have to.” Sera stepped forward and pressed two fingers to his forehead. “I can't.” She sent a flash of insight directly into his mind. Bloodmenders did that.
 
   Byn opened his eyes with a clear picture of the glyph cure they had discovered. There was something familiar about this glyph, something that tugged at his mind, but he would think on that later. Sera was going to live!
 
   “Scribe it on the air,” Sera said, “directly between us. It will lift the Demonkin curse.”
 
   Byn almost did that, but something stayed his hand. Why would the Demonkin leave a cure this valuable in the open, unsecured? How had Sera found it so quickly when other scrolls filled this room?
 
   Sera wrung her hands. “Hurry!”
 
   “Wait.” Byn had promised he would not let the Mavoureen have Sera's soul. He had sworn it to her. “Are you sure it's the right glyph?”
 
   “Of course it is!”
 
   “How can you know?” He glanced at the open door. “Let's show it to Kara first, to Anylus. Maybe they—”
 
   “Byn.” Sera gripped his hands. “That execution glyph's power is drowning me. I can barely breathe.”
 
   “You said we had until tonight!”
 
   “I was wrong. I'm dying now.” Wet welled in her bright green eyes. “I don't want to lose you.”
 
   This was the woman he loved, his future wife. They were going to live out their lives together, with children and horses and maybe even a dog. Byn could not watch her die. He could not let an execution glyph murder her.
 
   He could not let a demon devour her soul.
 
   “I kissed you in a field,” Byn whispered.
 
   “What?” Sera blinked back tears.
 
   “That field was the first place I kissed you, ever. Where was it?”
 
   She didn't answer.
 
   “Where was it, Sera? Tell me!” Byn felt his whole world slipping away as he gazed into her calm green eyes.
 
   Sera's lips quirked. “Clever child.” Her eyes narrowed and her pupils turned stark black. “Far more clever than I'd like.”
 
   Invisible hands snatched Byn's limbs. Those hands forced him to step back and cut his fingers open. Blood welled as the demon inside Sera bared her teeth in a rictus of a smile.
 
   “Oh my dear, sweet child.” A voice emerged from Sera's lips, but it was not Sera's any longer. “We are going to show you such wonderful things.”
 
   Byn howled as she bent his limbs and made him scribe a glyph he now recognized: the execution glyph he had scribed in Tarna's library. He was undoing it. He was removing the only way to save Sera's soul, dooming the woman he loved to eternal torture, and he couldn't stop himself.
 
   All he could do was shake and scream.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA STOOD OVER JYLLITH’S BODY and hugged herself, trembling. She hated Jyllith. This evil woman had murdered Kara's great-grandmother and others, hunted people like animals. Tossed souls into the Underside. So why had stopping her genocidal plans left Kara so cold?
 
   The brilliant golden glyphs on each pole of the south gate hurt Kara's eyes, but she scuffed whatever Jyllith had been trying to scribe and approached those posts anyway. Could she muss these glyphs as well? Kara scrubbed, but whatever Jyllith had done had seared them into the wood.
 
   Feet shuffled behind her and Kara spun to see Adept Anylus smiling at her, smiling at the woman she had just murdered. He strolled toward her, casual as could be. The strange warm wind tugged at his red robes.
 
   Kara swallowed and made herself not stare at Jyllith's body, at the rocky spike jutting from her chest. How could she explain this? “She was—”
 
   “Troublesome.” Anylus waved away Kara's concern. “Now is not the time to agonize over one murder. Not when millions more stretch ahead.”
 
   What was he talking about? The invasion? “How do we close this gate?”
 
   “Why would we wish to close it, Kara?”
 
   Kara felt a surge of frustration. “What's wrong with you?” Had Anylus hit his head on the way to her? Was he in shock?
 
   “That's not the Underside behind you. And I'm not Anylus, in case you haven't figured that out yet.”
 
   This man was a Shifter illusion, an imposter posing as Anylus. Another cultist? Kara unslung her quarterstaff and glared.
 
   “Who are you? What have you done with Adept Anylus?”
 
   “I consumed his soul this morning, Kara, but I lurked in his pathetic mind for decades as I guided and planned. Waited for my opportunity. Who am I? You already know.”
 
   Kara stepped over Jyllith's body and looked for Byn, for Sera, but she faced this man alone. “I'm afraid I don't have any idea who you are. Sorry to disappoint you. Now, am I caving in your head?”
 
   “You know me,” Anylus purred. “You fear me. Listen to my voice, Kara. Tell me who I am.”
 
   That voice was not Anylus's voice any longer. It was deep and seductive, rich with menace. Kara stopped walking as her legs trembled, then her arms. As her heart thumped.
 
   She had heard this voice only once before, in the Underside. It had haunted her darkest dreams since. Fear paralyzed her muscles and squeezed her aching spine.
 
   “Paymon,” Kara whispered.
 
   The king of all Mavoureen beamed at her. “Do you know how long I labored on my Great Home, Kara? Can you imagine the millennia of masterpieces you so casually destroyed?”
 
   “How could you be Anylus?” Kara tried to move and couldn't.
 
   “For weeks I have known we would stand together in this place, before this gate.” Paymon the Patriarch luxuriated in flesh that had once been Anylus's body. “I guided you every step of the way. I ensured it.”
 
   Kara found the clarity to scribe a Hand of Heat. “You sent Jyllith here? Why? To open this portal for you?”
 
   “I didn't even know she was here!” Paymon roared with laughter. “I actually believe Jyllith was trying to close this gate, and can you see why that pleases me? She came here to save your world, and you murdered her!”
 
   Kara trembled so hard her staff shook. “That's not what happened!”
 
   “Lie to yourself, if you wish, but never lie to me.” Paymon glanced over his shoulder. “You had a friend in this quaint little village. Sera, isn't it?”
 
   Kara tried to speak but couldn't, tried to ignite her glyph but couldn't. Warm wind tugged her hair as Jyllith's corpse stared up at her, eyes blank and accusatory. Eyes still wet from crying.
 
   “Sera's just been devoured as well,” Paymon said, ever so casually. “My demon queen ripped her apart for your sins, shredded Sera's shrieking soul, and she will do that again, every day, for eternity. Your dearest friend will exist forever in agony. Does that make you angry?”
 
   “Liar!” Kara took the dream world again as shock burned off and rage took over. She ignited her Hand of Heat, determined to erase Anylus's possessed body before Paymon could grow any stronger.
 
   Invisible hands grabbed her, something Kara had never felt before. They drove her to her knees and wrenched her arms out to her sides. Pain pulsed like a million tiny ants chewing through her skin, and Kara wondered then if this was how Ona had felt every night of her disease.
 
   Kara couldn't move, couldn't even scream, as Paymon sauntered toward her without a care in the world. Anylus's eyes melted, glowing yellow. He knelt before her in Anylus's puppeted body.
 
   “Who else might come to save you?” Paymon whispered. “Your mother? Your father? Do you remember the day we made that blood doll?”
 
   Kara had summoned that doll to draw off her father. How could Paymon know about that unless her father was coming to save her? Was Xander fighting his way into Knoll Point right now?
 
   “That doll led your father and mother into a bog.” Paymon lifted her chin with Anylus’s chill fingers. “They call it the Dead Bog, and Balazel waited inside it. What do you suppose he did to them?”
 
   Kara felt reason fleeing from her mind and could not allow that to happen. Paymon was lying. He was lying about everything and she had to break free of his grip.
 
   ”You've betrayed your king, murdered your parents, and let your friends all die, but all that pales against my crowning stroke.” Paymon spun his finger so Kara spun in those invisible hands, staring at a field of wheat between two glowing wooden poles. “The Alcedi are coming.”
 
   Cantrall had not been able to shut up about his Alcedi. Cantrall had been a liar as well, yet this world of green sky and shifting wheat looked so real, so inviting, so pure. So unlike the Underside she remembered.
 
   “The Alcedi are very real, Kara, and my servants just opened the gate that will admit them to your world.” Paymon ran Anylus's thumbnail along Kara's face, splitting her cheek like she once split her fingers. “They will enslave your world and erase your souls.”
 
   “Stop this,” Kara whispered. “Please, stop.” Her will broke as she surrendered to despair, as she believed the demon king. Her eyes watered and her stomach clenched. 
 
   “Ask me again,” Paymon whispered in her ear. “Beg me to stop this. I want to hear you beg.”
 
   “I'll do anything.” Tears filled Kara's eyes as she wondered what Jyllith must have felt, just before Kara murdered her. “Please. Take me to the Underside. Tear me apart. Don't punish a whole world for something I did.”
 
   “But that's the point, Kara. That's the thrill of it! I don't want to kill you. I want you to despair as everything and everyone you've ever loved burns!”
 
   Soldiers in golden armor strode from the fields. Their helmets resembled those of Tellvan soldiers, with a conical top and Y shaped slit in front, yet these helmets were far more ornate than any Kara had ever seen. Each carried glistening silver swords and nothing held their armor together but light. They were beautiful ... and terrifying.
 
   “This is the price of your defiance,” Paymon whispered on the wind. “This is the end of everything you love.” The demon king's laughter filled Kara's broken mind as he locked her, prostate, before the portal. “Savor it.”
 
   He left her alone with golden monsters.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   TRELL AND ABADDON reached Pale Lake as an orange sun lit a morning sky. Trell could not walk — his legs had frozen up the night before — and Abaddon carried him in its massive arms. The Mavoureen giant was gentle, and Trell was too far gone to care about dignity now.
 
   He had been in and out of consciousness for most of their walk, breathing and dreaming fitfully, and while he had thought to dream of Kara, dreams of Marabella came to him instead. The dead wife he could not remember. A woman he loved desperately.
 
   Trell had dreamed of the children he and Marabella would never have, the life they would have shared if Cantrall's revenants had not slaughtered her and everyone else he knew. Sent him to war. Drowned him in the Layn.
 
   Abaddon stopped as they came within sight of the lake. The big armored demon placed him on the ground and Trell shivered, helpless. His arms felt frozen as well now, ice cloaking his bones inside and out.
 
   “Need a break,” Abaddon rumbled.
 
   Abaddon was lying. It did not tire. This Mavoureen general was stubborn, still hoping Trell's illness might kill him before they reached Paymon. This demon had slaughtered hundreds of innocent people, and it was wrong that Trell was actually starting to like it.
 
   He stared at Pale Lake as a woman walked its surface, walked across the smooth lake as if it were frozen solid. She wore a plain white dress that shone in the morning sun, and for a moment, Trell thought she might be Life. His pulse quickened. Had Life come to save him?
 
   Trell made himself move, shattered the ice surrounding his bones and gritted his teeth through the pain. He stood. He waited. Would Abaddon see the woman? Would he try to murder her?
 
   The woman vanished.
 
   Trell stared at the still lake, searching for Life. For salvation. She appeared ... right in front of him. Trell shouted and tumbled backward, thrashing his limbs as he stared at Abaddon in blind terror.
 
   Sera. This woman was Sera, and Abaddon was going to slaughter her. He couldn’t do anything to stop it!
 
   “Abaddon,” Sera cooed, yet it was not Sera's voice. “How have you been?”
 
   Trell heard armor creak. He turned to find Abaddon kneeling, sword tip buried and armored head bowed. “Mistress Hecata,” it rumbled.
 
   Trell saw then that Sera's green eyes had vanished, replaced by black orbs, and her white teeth made a cruel grin. Trell pushed at dirt as he tried to get away from her, from this abomination that was not Sera. She smiled.
 
   “You'd be Trell,” Hecata said. “Life's Champion.”
 
   Her voice was low, lusty, and it drove Trell to thoughts that made him want to slit his own wrists. He glared at the demoness instead. “What have you done to Sera?”
 
   Hecata laughed a beautiful laugh. “Our bargain is now complete. Sera drew upon my power and now I draw upon hers. Fair's fair.”
 
   “You devoured her soul.” Trell shuddered.
 
   “Call it what you like.” The demoness waved off his concern. “That naive little girl is the least of your worries now. The Alcedi are here. They've come for your world and I do not intend to let them take it.”
 
   Abaddon stood. “Mistress?”
 
   “Don't worry, general. I haven't gone soft.” Hecata leaned over Trell. “My quarrel with the Alcedi remains nothing but devoted self-interest.” She extended Sera's slim hand. “Take my hand, Trell.”
 
   Trell glared and trembled.
 
   “Take my hand,” Hecata commanded.
 
   Trell clutched Sera's hand with all the effort he could muster. Hecata pulled him to his feet easily, monstrously strong, and words from her compelled anyone. This was a demoness beyond measure, queen of the Underside, and she was here. Holding his hand and smiling at him.
 
   “Paymon has betrayed us.” Hecata turned to Abaddon. “Traitors rule no kingdom. Paymon is no longer our king.”
 
   Abaddon did not move. It did not speak.
 
   “Abaddon?” Hecata said. “Paymon conspired with our enemies against Mavoureen laws, against all logic. He aided the Alcedi's conquest because he knew Torn barred our armies from this world. Paymon ceded a world of souls to our ancient enemy simply to spite Kara Honuron.”
 
   “I cannot believe that,” Abaddon rumbled.
 
   “Of course you believe it.” Hecata walked past Trell and stared up at Abaddon, a tiny figure before his armored bulk. “You know his obsessions. Paymon is no longer the master of the Mavoureen. I am.”
 
   Abaddon towered over her.
 
   “Kneel, General Abaddon,” Hecata whispered, voice thick and eager. “Kneel to your new queen.”
 
   Abaddon took a knee, head bowed and sword tip buried. One move from it could crush Hecata where she stood, and for one terrible moment, Trell wished Abaddon would do that. Even though this was Sera's body.
 
   “Denounce Paymon,” Hecata said, “or I will unmake you where you kneel.”
 
   “I swear,” Abaddon rumbled. “Paymon is no longer my king. I am yours, mistress, now and forever.”
 
   “How wonderful!” Hecata spun on Trell. “Listen to me carefully, mortal. You still carry the power of Life inside you. You are still her champion.”
 
   “That's not possible.” Trell hated himself as he waited for her next command. “Cantrall banished Life.”
 
   Hecata tsked at him. “You humans are such fools. No mere man could banish the Five. Cantrall simply buried them inside you. By channeling the Mavoureen through his blood, he scribed a glyph that suppressed the Five.”
 
   “Truly?” Trell almost dared believe it.
 
   “You doubt the ruler of the Underside?” Hecata shoved her hand through his chest, digging and pulling with phantom fingers. “Feel it for yourself.”
 
   Hecata's fingers worked inside him, twisting, turning, pulling, and the agony left Trell howling. Finally, she ripped her hand free and Trell dropped to his knees, certain she had just ripped out his heart.
 
   Yet his heart beat, and his lungs pumped, and his ribs held. A strength he barely remembered gushed through his chest. Ice crackled down Trell's legs, his arms, covered his chest and head.
 
   A giant icy greatsword appeared in his hand as he stood without effort, without pain. He had forgotten what that felt like, standing without pain. He felt like he could take on an enemy army now.
 
   “Trell,” Life whispered. “Can you hear me?”
 
   Stubborn hope surged inside Trell. “You've returned?”
 
   “I never left.” Life was immortal and she sounded frightened, and that made Trell frightened too. “The others are still trapped inside their champions and Kara is in danger. Our whole world may fall to the Alcedi.”
 
   Trell raised his icy greatsword. Abaddon stepped in front of its mistress as its sword burst into lightning. The armored giant chuckled, and Trell wondered if they would have their duel at last.
 
   “Enough!” Hecata commanded. Both Trell and Abaddon stepped back, lowering their blades.
 
   “I did not possess this delightful little girl so you could resume your pissing contest!” Hecata pointed at the distant village, at the column of light now rising from it. “There. The Alcedi are there.” Her lips peeled back in a rictus of a smile. “Kill them for me.”
 
   “Hecata speaks truth,” Life said. “Cantrall's suppression glyph remains in Terras, in the glyphing room, and you must tell Kara. If Kara breaks that glyph, she will free us to resist both Mavoureen and Alcedi.”
 
   “What about Sera?” Trell thought. “How can I just leave her here, with Hecata? Can't we do anything?”
 
   “The Mavoureen own Sera's soul, now and forever, and we cannot free her. She is lost to us.”
 
   Trell wanted to grieve for Sera, but he didn't have time. He wouldn't fight the Alcedi for Hecata, but he would fight them for Life, and Kara, and his world. For every person these otherworldly monsters tore apart.
 
   “I'm going,” Trell told the Mavoureen.
 
   “Wait,” Hecata said. “I have one other command.”
 
   Trell ground his teeth. Hecata's compulsion was absolute yet all Trell could think of was Kara, down there in that pillar of light. Dying.
 
   “You had an ally down there.” Hecata pointed to the town. “A young woman named Jyllith. She's dead now.”
 
   “Why tell me?”
 
   “Because she was supposed to stop this.” Hecata clenched Sera's fists. “I could not oppose Paymon openly ... not until he actually betrayed us ... but I sent that girl to stop him, stop this. She failed me, died uselessly as mortals do, but Jyllith knows how to close that Alcedi gate. Tell Kara. Tell her to speak to Jyllith's soul.”
 
   “Fine,” Trell said. “Can I go kill the Alcedi now?”
 
   Hecata vanished, taking with her whatever compulsion she imposed. Trell dashed down the rise toward the town and heard Abaddon's armor clattering behind him. Trell really hoped the Mavoureen wouldn't stab him in the back. He really couldn't deal with that right now.
 
   “Life?” Trell barreled down the hill like an avalanche. “I'm very sick. Can you help me?”
 
   “No. I warned you my power would change you, at Terras, when you demanded more to defeat General Abaddon. Had we not been suppressed I might have cured you, but it is far too late for that. I'm so sorry.”
 
   “How long do I have?”
 
   “Not long, and the others are still buried. Trapped inside their champions. Find Kara. She must set us free.”
 
   “Kara's below?”
 
   “In that town. Paymon has her.”
 
   “Then I'm going to kill Paymon. Someone has to.”
 
   Life said nothing. There was nothing else to say.
 
   “Abaddon!” Trell shouted over his shoulder. “You still hope to duel me?”
 
   The demon general's laughter followed Trell as they thundered down the hill. “Stop running and I'll make it quick!”
 
   Trell charged the small town at a speed that rivaled a good horse. He would die, soon, but not before he found Kara and stopped Paymon. Not before he said goodbye.
 
   The town looked abandoned and the small door in the west gate stood open. Trell slammed into it and widened it by a good margin, and Abaddon widened it some more. They charged together through empty streets.
 
   An open cabin waited to the left, a closed cabin to the right. The glow stretched now to the horizon, a column of golden light rising to the sky. That rising column of light was where Kara was — Trell felt that in his frozen bones — and he charged that way.
 
   A pair of glowing golden statues clomped from side streets, raising silver swords. Statues that moved rushed them both, statues carved like soldiers. The Alcedi.
 
   “Do you have a plan?” Abaddon shouted. 
 
   Trell spun his sword in a wide arc and cut both statues apart. “I really thought we'd just kill them all!”
 
   As Trell halved the golden statues he caught a glimpse of human eyes inside their T-slit helms, but then those eyes vanished. Pieces of statue clattered apart on the road, revealing their armor to be hollow, and pale smoke rose from inside. Abaddon clattered to a stop.
 
   “So this is the best they have?” Trell kicked the remains aside and strode down the main road. “I'm not impressed.”
 
   “Those were blessed men, fodder.” Abaddon walked beside him now, lightning sword crackling. “Peons who serve the Alcedi, worship them, and die at their spoken work. When their most devoted of followers beg to serve as thralls, the Alcedi mummify their human bodies and smelt them into golden statues.”
 
   “Why would anyone beg for that?”
 
   “Because when one gazes upon the face of an Alcedi, one loses one's mind and one's will. To love a golden god, you must discard everything you are and everything you ever were. These creatures have no use for people. You see now how our rule is preferable, don't you?”
 
   Trell might, but he wasn't going to admit that. “You're the expert, general.” He stomped forward. “What else will they throw at us?”
 
   “These fodder would be led by a Lord of Dawn, a golden giant twice as tall as I am. I took my blade off one I killed a millennia or so ago. That was quite the war. So many glorious battles!”
 
   “Is a Lord of Dawn here?”
 
   “It's likely waiting at the portal right now.”
 
   “How about we race?” Trell asked. “That will be our duel. I've killed two Alcedi already. I'm going to kill many more and if you can outpace me, you win.”
 
   “A race!” Abaddon sounded excited. “Really?”
 
   “Can you defeat me?”
 
   Abaddon roared with laughter and thrust its lightning sword to the sky. “If we slay another Lord of Dawn today, you may keep the blade!”
 
   Trell grinned as more blessed men stumbled from every side street ahead, drawn to them by who knew what. A blinding light rose at what had been a town gate, once. Now it was a portal to another world.
 
   That world was nothing like this one. It was a land of swaying honey wheat and a sky of brilliant green, so beautiful. It was unlike any world Trell had ever known and it looked so warm. Abaddon shattered blessed men and stomped past broken statues as Trell stared.
 
   A slim figure knelt motionless before the gates. Kara. Glowing golden soldiers marched by her in armored columns, different from the stoic blessed men Trell had fought before. Light poured from every opening in their glittering armor, light wrapped in an armored shell.
 
   “The ordained!” Abaddon shouted. “Or as I call them while they flit about, the extremely annoying!”
 
   Whatever these soldiers were, ordained or not, they took no notice of Kara. Trell charged and raised his icy greatsword. “I'm going left!”
 
   Abaddon's lightning sword spun through the right column, slicing through ordained until all twelve exploded in brilliant pulses of light. Pieces of smoking armor exploded in all directions.
 
   “Thirty to two!” Abaddon shouted. “Are you even trying?”
 
   Trell howled and rushed as the other ordained scattered. These soldiers moved in short, blinding bursts of speed, zipping from place to place as balls of lightning. They surrounded Trell, striking in waves and tearing pieces off his icy armor. Far too fast.
 
   Trell stopped looking at where the ordained were and anticipated where they would be, spinning and slicing as their silver blades glanced off Life's frozen armor. Soon the entire column was down, pulses of light burned away in explosions of armor, and the gate was clear.
 
   Kara knelt before the portal. Trell picked her up in the crook of one arm and wielded his greatsword with the other, trusting Life's monstrous strength to allow that. A deafening war horn sounded beyond the gate and the volume sent Trell stumbling. What was that?
 
   A giant armored figure stepped through the gate, eyes blazing so brightly it made Trell squint. It wore the same armor as the ordained, but this was no mere soldier. This giant's armor was far more intricate, and it carried a lightning sword like Abaddon's. Its flesh was flecked gold.
 
   “Kneel!” the gold-skinned giant shouted in a voice pursued by rumbling thunder. “Repent!”
 
   Trell frowned under his icy helmet and set Kara down behind him. He raised his greatsword. “You first.”
 
   “Hold!” Abaddon clanked between them. “That giant imbecile would be a Lord of Dawn. They really are insufferable, but you probably shouldn't attack it head on. That thing will murder even Life's Champion.”
 
   The Lord of Dawn stomped forward, raising its lightning sword above its head and pointing it at them in a fighting stance. “Repent!”
 
   Abaddon tossed his lightning sword but the giant parried it with its own. Abaddon's sword returned to its fist and then the Mavoureen general charged, shouting with delight. The Lord of Dawn charged back.
 
   Just before they collided, Trell threw his arms and icy body around Kara. When Abaddon's sword collided with the Lord of Dawn's, the impact of those blades shattered buildings and uprooted palisade walls. Trell rose as Abaddon and the Lord of Dawn battled, blasting the world around them apart, and stumbled away shielding Kara.
 
   As the monsters dueled and Knoll Point exploded, Abaddon's skull-helm spun backward like an armored owl. Trell knew if Abaddon could grin at him, the demon would be doing that now.
 
   “This one counts double!” Abaddon shouted. “You've lost our duel!”
 
   “Then you've bested me!” Trell shouted back as he stumbled away with Kara. “You win!” He clutched Kara close and tried not to stare at the bloody tear in her cheek, or the drool on her lips.
 
   “Best keep running then!” Abaddon forced the Lord of Dawn toward the portal. “I'll be after you when I'm done!”
 
   More glowing warriors zipped out in flashes of lightning, ordained supporting their Lord of Dawn. Chunks fell from Abaddon's crimson armor as he took them down one after the other, a swordsman in his element. Every twist and step and thrust Abaddon took was balanced, perfect. The demon moved like Trell wished he could move.
 
   The Lord of Light fell, cleaved in half, and Trell remembered how to run. Abaddon's laughter followed him as Trell searched desperately for Aryn, for Byn, but if they had come here with Kara they certainly weren't here now. He did not have time to look for them.
 
   Even powerful as it was, Trell knew there was no way Abaddon could stop all these Alcedi. It was going to fight alone in this ruined village, killing blessed men and ordained and Lords of Dawn and Five knew what else. Taunting their shattered golden corpses.
 
   Soon enough those Alcedi would carve Abaddon into tiny pieces, and Trell knew the demon would delight in every moment of this carnage. A legendary last battle. Honorable death amidst mortal enemies.
 
   Really, what warrior could ask for more?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ARYN THUMPED STORM’S FLANKS, pushing the tired horse hard. The others followed, exhausted as their mounts. They had followed his tireless davenger the entire night, and day broke with them still on the road.
 
   Even the sight of the morning sun glittering on Pale Lake could not raise Aryn's spirits. Ona rode silently behind him, eyes red and puffy. No matter what they accomplished today, her husband was not coming back.
 
   Aryn still could not believe Xander was dead. Kara's father had seemed unstoppable, invincible. Without Xander to lead them their chances of saving Kara from the Mavoureen dwindled dramatically, but Aryn would not give up. They owed this rescue to Xander.
 
   Some time ago a massive glowing column split the horizon. It showed in Aryn's dream world sight like the beacons often caused by astral glyphs. No one had any idea what it could be, but none of them dared slow down.
 
   Knoll Point was barely visible through the trees. Thunder crashed as bolts of lightning burst from within. What was happening in there?
 
   A tall, glittering figure slammed through the distant palisades and sprinted up the hill. It smashed trees aside as it ran. It looked to be formed of pure diamond, or some shiny type of ice.
 
   Aryn called a halt and slid off his horse. He sliced open one finger and prepared to scribe a Finger of Heat. “To arms!”
 
   It was only then Aryn realized the man rushing toward him was covered in green energy. There was a slim orange form collapsed in his arms. Kara.
 
   “That's Trell!” Aryn shouted, and he held back the urge to whoop and pump his fist. “It’s Life’s Champion!”
 
   Trell had escaped Abaddon and found a way to once again claim Life's power. Might Heat return to Aryn as well? Could he feel that power again?
 
   The palisades around Knoll Point burned hot, cracked, and fell open in distinct chunks. Two columns of warriors in golden armor marched out, moving in lockstep. The sound of their distant boots filled the hills.
 
   Trell reached them at the speed of a good horse and stumbled to a stop. Aryn realized then Kara wasn't moving and Trell cradled her close. Was she injured? In the distance, golden soldiers marched.
 
   Ona rushed forward with a tiny cry. Trell gingerly placed Kara in her mother's arms, no small feat for a man covered in icy armor. Kara breathed but did not react. Her eyes were open, staring.
 
   “Talk to me!” Ona clutched her tight. “Kara!”
 
   Aryn stared at the columns of golden warriors. “What are those things?” Something about the sun glinting off their armor made him cold.
 
   “Those,” Trell said, turning on the oncoming horde and raising his icy greatsword, “are Alcedi.”
 
   Aryn blinked at him. “Those don't exist.”
 
   “You tell them that.” Trell stepped forward. “I'll hold them here. Take Kara and run, fast as you can. You may defeat the blessed men, even the ordained, but the Lords of Dawn will make an end of you.”
 
   “Are those the golden soldiers marching below?”
 
   Tania stepped up beside Aryn. “I like this man's clever thinking. About the running.” She looked to Aryn. “We've rescued Kara. Shall we be off?”
 
   Kara stirred in her mother's arms. She gasped and cried out, shrieking and flailing. She was finally awake, but she did not look entirely sane.
 
   Trell collapsed, icy armor melting in crackling chunks. When it was done a ragged, naked man with icy blue skin lay prostate in the grass. He tried to rise, thumped backward, and blew out a frosted breath.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Trell whispered. “I have to die now.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA OPENED HER HEAVY EYES with great effort. She was in her mother's arms, and Ona was alive. “Mother!” Paymon had lied to her!
 
   Ona held her close. “I'm here.”
 
   Kara wriggled and fought, desperate to break free. “Where's Xander?” She looked around wildly, pushing at Ona. “Where's my father?”
 
   Paymon's terrifying lies echoed in her mind. If Ona was here Xander must be too, so where was Xander? Where was the father she loved?
 
   It was only when Ona said nothing, when Ona just stared with her puffy red eyes, that Kara realized some lies were truth. Xander Honuron was dead. Kara had murdered her own father.
 
   “Kara,” someone whispered. “A moment of your time?”
 
   That's when Kara spotted Trell, blue-skinned, and her breath caught in her throat. She broke from her mother's arms and dashed over, sliding to her knees at his side. She pressed her hands to his frozen cheeks.
 
   “Trell? Trell! Talk to me!”
 
   “I am.” He almost smiled.
 
   Kara tried to lift him, tried to hug his frigid torso, but he was so heavy! Her mind replayed a distant memory of Trell coming for her, dragging her from a tunnel of light. He always came for her.
 
   “There is a glyph,” Trell whispered, “in the room where we fought Cantrall, at Terras. That glyph binds the Five.”
 
   “What are you talking about? How could anyone bind the Five?” Kara needed his arms around her. She needed someone she loved alive.
 
   Trell breathed icy breath through purple lips. It chilled Kara's face. His cheeks felt cold as snow. What had Life done to him?
 
   “Listen,” Trell whispered. “You must find Jyllith.”
 
   “What's happening to you? How do I stop it?” Kara looked down at Knoll Point. Golden statues marched through the woods carrying silver swords, cloaked in glowing armor.
 
   “Jyllith knows how to close that gate,” Trell whispered. “She can stop the Alcedi.”
 
   “Jyllith's gone!” Kara shouted. “I don't know where Byn is, but I think Anylus killed him too. Sera's soul is lost to the Underside, and Xander is ... my father is...” Kara's words failed her. Saying it would make it real.
 
   She felt adrift in a chilling sea. This was not any sort of dream and there was not going to be any waking up. Kara was going to live in a world she had doomed, where she had murdered those she loved, and that sad life might not be very long at all.
 
   “Go back to Terras,” Trell whispered. “Muss Cantrall's glyph and contact Jyllith's soul. Together, you must save our world from the Alcedi.”
 
   “I can't!” Kara had just destroyed everything and everyone she had ever loved. She was helpless. Paymon had made that abundantly clear.
 
   “You can do anything,” Trell said, smiling through purple lips now caked with ice. “You're amazing. I have absolute faith.”
 
   “You're coming with me.” Kara struggled to lift him, but he weighed as much as a statue. “Up, damn you! We'll run together!”
 
   Trell coughed, a sound like ice cracking. “I wish I could come with you.”
 
   “Then do it! Don't die!”
 
   “Already tried that.” Trell's mouth quirked. “Promise me you'll live, and I'll regret nothing.”
 
   Kara threw herself against his freezing chest. “I love you, dammit!” Tears froze on her bleeding cheek. “Don't go.”
 
   “If you love me, you'll live for me.” Trell shuddered. “Now run.”
 
   Ice crackled so loud it stabbed her ears. Kara jerked away from Trell's chest, staring as his eyes froze over. Cracks spread across the sheets covering Trell's lips and face and neck, rippling across his frozen body.
 
   Kara shrieked as a crack split Trell's frozen face. More cracks opened and then his body fell apart, flesh and blood and bone snapping like ice over a thawing pond. Trell's broken body crumbled before her.
 
   He was dead now.
 
   Strong hands pulled Kara to her feet and she fought them with all she had left, screaming at the world. She couldn't hear, couldn't see, couldn't breathe. She fought and thrashed and trembled until she heard her mother speaking from somewhere far away.
 
   “I'm here. I love you. Come back.”
 
   Ona was still here with her. Ona still loved her, and her mother was in terrible danger. That more than anything allowed Kara to keep thinking, keep moving. She had broken the world today and someone had to fix that.
 
   Kara turned to the blond woman standing with Aryn and ignored the quaver in her own voice. “You.”
 
   “Tania,” the woman corrected with a smile.
 
   “You're an Earther?”
 
   “Among other things.”
 
   “Then we need to work together now.” Kara clutched Tania's hand and took the dream world, staring at the devastated mountain. “We have a mountain to bring down.”
 
   “You can do that?” Aryn whispered.
 
   “We're going to need a little while,” Kara said. Her body trembled and her mind ached but she refused to die, refused to stop fighting, no matter how many voices inside her screamed at her to do just that.
 
   Dying was not her way, no matter how horrible her nightmarish world became. So long as there was even one person alive she could fight for, Kara Honuron would fight. She owed her father that. She owed Trell.
 
   She took the dream world and scribed a Hand of Land.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   ARYN DID NOT KNOW if Kara and Tania could bring a mountain down, but if anyone could, it was the two of them together. It was up to he and everyone else to buy them time to finish their complex string of glyphs.
 
   “Dynara!” Aryn shouted. “We protect them no matter what! Agreed?”
 
   “That's obvious.” Dynara stepped between Kara, Tania, and the golden horde below. Mat and Zell moved to Dynara’s side, planting shields and raising spears. If only they had twenty more just like them.
 
   The twin columns of golden armored soldiers started up the hill. Blessed men, Trell had called them. Or was it ordained? These soldiers marched without taunts or battle cries. Aryn wondered if normal weapons could harm them. He wondered how many Trell had killed already.
 
   He really wished Trell was still alive.
 
   “Hold steady!” Aryn ordered. He turned to Tania. “Raise yourselves,” he thought. “Even if we die, it may keep these demons out a bit longer.”
 
   Tania diverted from the string of glyphs she was scribing with Kara, scribing another, shorter string below. It ignited and then a platform of earth rose beneath them, throwing Dynara off-balance. She leapt off the earth as it rose, barely keeping her feet.
 
   “A little warning!” Dynara shouted.
 
   “Keep going,” Aryn thought. “We need it higher than they can climb.”
 
   He felt a brief flicker of amusement from Tania. “If I die up here, skewered by a golden man, how are you going to get Kara down?”
 
   “You're not dying.” He couldn’t even think about that. “I know Kara. Follow her lead. If you work together, she can save us.”
 
   “Well, it is her turn.”
 
   The columns of glowing soldiers were not running, not hurrying at all. The only sound was the clomping of dozens of golden armored boots. Were they even aware of the people waiting for them atop this hill?
 
   “How do we fight those?” Zell glanced at Dynara, then at Aryn. “What are they?”
 
   “Let's find out.” Aryn grimaced. “Davengers?”
 
   Aryn's davenger limped forward. Then many more limped after it, dozens of davengers in various states of decay. An army raised in the Dead Bog.
 
   Aryn pointed at the soldiers marching below, at the golden warriors. “Kill!” he shouted.
 
   His horde of davengers tore down the slope in a fevered rush of snarls and drool. Davengers that were little more than meat and bone rushed the golden columns, fearless and powered by Mavoureen hate. They were not going to be nearly enough.
 
   Aryn's fragile davengers tore into the golden soldiers. Their claws and teeth destroyed many but those golden warriors, like Aryn's demons, seemed immune to panic. Their silver blades cut davenger scales and, worse yet, the Alcedi zipped about in battle. Turned into lighting itself.
 
   Golden soldiers barreled through davengers and trees, blowing demons and trunks apart each time they touched either. Bark splintered and wood flew as trees, demons, and golden soldiers skirmished below.
 
   His davengers acquitted themselves well despite their desiccated state. It was a gruesome melee, filled with gore and shattered golden men, and when it was over only two golden warriors remained.
 
   “They're dead men walking!” Dynara shouted. “Let's go show them!”
 
   She charged down the hill. Zell and Mat threw down their shields and lifted their spears as they followed. All their weapons glowed with green glyphs. Atop a narrow raised pillar of rock, Kara and Tania scribed.
 
   Aryn took the dream world. “Erius, hit them.”
 
   “Yes sir,” Erius thought back, and then Aryn was too busy scribing Fingers of Heat to think anything else.
 
   Fire and ice smashed at the two remaining golden soldiers, but no elemental strike penetrated their armor. Erius's icy spikes shattered and Aryn's flames fizzled out. Dynara and her legionnaires met the soldiers as Aryn called a halt to their glyphs.
 
   Zell and Mat hurled their spears. Each hurtled through the space that separated them from the enemy and went through a golden soldier. If being impaled bothered the Alcedi, they gave no sign of it.
 
   Zell unsheathed a broadsword as Mat drew two daggers and Dynara spun in on the enemy, howling. All their weapons glowed bright green. If only Xander had showed Aryn those glyphs before he died.
 
   Aryn watched, helpless, as three legionnaires with greenish glowing blades fought golden soldiers from beyond their world. One of the enemy exploded, struck in just the right place, as the other turned to lightning and slipped away. Retreating.
 
   Aryn wanted to cheer. The last Alcedi zapped forward. When it stopped moving, its silver blade jutted from Zell's back.
 
   Zell gasped as his body turned to salt. Even as Dynara and Mat hacked at the golden soldier, the white wreckage that had once been Zell scattered on the wind.
 
   Mat cut the soldier’s knees out from under it. As it fell, Dynara screamed and hacked off its head. The soldier twisted as it exploded, brushing Mat’s elbow with the tip of its sword.
 
   Mat stopped, grimaced, and turned to salt. He exploded. The wind carried him after Zell.
 
   The Alcedi sword clattered among armored pieces as the lightning warrior ceased to be. Dynara's chest heaved as she stood, glaring at dwindling salt piles. Her friends. Her eyes lit upon the silver sword.
 
   “Dynara,” Aryn shouted, “don't—”
 
   She grabbed it by the hilt, not the blade, and lifted it with an agonized roar. She stomped up the hill, carrying the silver sword like it weighed nothing at all. Her trophy from a battle won.
 
   “If I see those things again,” Dynara shouted, “I'm going to shove this blade right up their—”
 
   Dynara stopped talking. Her hand and then her arm and then her entire shoulder turned to salt, and it spread across her as Aryn watched in mute horror. Dynara could not seem to drop the blade.
 
   “Dammit,” she said, “all I did was touch the—”
 
   She burst apart. The silver sword clattered to the ground. Any contact with those blades killed. That was clear now, far too late to save anyone.
 
   Aryn's eyes rose to Knoll Point, to more columns of soldiers marching out of it. Hundreds of them. The Alcedi invasion had begun, and Aryn was going to turn to salt before he could tell anyone about it.
 
   A rumble shook the earth, knocking Aryn to his knees. Hordes of rocks broke from the mountain looming over Knoll Point. They tumbled, smashing trees as the avalanche grew. Someone had cracked that desiccated mountain open, and it was coming down with the fury of Land himself.
 
   Kara. And Tania.
 
   As Aryn stared, the mountain above Knoll Point buried the town in boulders and dirt. The golden light sputtered, flared, and vanished. Their world went eerily silent as no one cheered. No one spoke.
 
   This end had come too late for First Sword Dynara Keris and her brave legionnaires.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA OPENED HER EYES TO FIND FIELDS of rippling grass stalks surrounding her, and for a moment, her heart seized. Her mind fled. This was the world of the Alcedi, a world of sun-drenched terror.
 
   This was not that world. It was the Valerun in late afternoon. Her mother sat beside her, not moving, and that meant the Alcedi had not come after them. They had survived, somehow, when so many others had died.
 
   Kara wanted nothing more than to scream at the sky, tear out her hair and lose herself in sobbing, but what she wanted no longer mattered to anyone. The Alcedi were beyond any power her people had ever faced, and she had unleashed them on her world.
 
   She could not die until she put that right.
 
   “Kara?” Ona stroked Kara’s hair. “Are you all right?”
 
   “No.” Kara would not lie to her mother. “I killed Xander. I killed everyone.”
 
   “Nonsense.”
 
   “I did this, Mom. In the Underside, Paymon came to negotiate with me. He tried to talk and instead, I destroyed everything he loved. His Great Home. I defied and insulted him, and this was his revenge.”
 
   “You did nothing wrong! Don't let that monster deceive you.”
 
   Kara looked around at the world she had destroyed. Aryn and Tania sat beside a small campfire, along with a Tellvan mage in blue robes, but there was no one else with them. No Xander, no Byn, no Sera. No Trell.
 
   “You can't blame yourself for Paymon’s atrocities,” Ona said. “He's responsible for Knoll Point.”
 
   “I helped Sera make that blood doll.” Kara stared at her mother. “Remember? It led you into a trap.”
 
   Ona blinked at her. “You made—”
 
   “You followed that doll to the Dead Bog, didn't you? That's where Xander ... where my father died. Because of me. Because of what I did to throw you off my trail.”
 
   Ona set her jaw. “No.”
 
   “I murdered Jyllith too,” Kara whispered. “She was there to stop the Alcedi and close that portal. She told me, and I ignored her. I put a spike of rock,” and Kara tapped her chest, “right through her heart.”
 
   “Enough!” Ona pushed them apart. “You ended that threat when you collapsed that mountain! It's over! As for your father—”
 
   “Ended it?” Kara shouted. “Mom, the Alcedi are digging their way out right now! Three brave legionnaires died so we could inconvenience them!”
 
   Rock and rubble were nothing to the Alcedi. Their invasion had begun and Kara had murdered the only woman capable of stopping it. Collapsing Knoll Point had bought them time, but how much? Two weeks? Three?
 
   “You aren't responsible for what happened back there!” Ona shouted, but her body trembled. She had lost everything too, lost Kara's father, and that hurt her worse than any disease.
 
   Kara looked away from her mother. The Valerun was a long way from Knoll Point. Had they carried her all this way?
 
   None of that mattered. What mattered was the Alcedi, their invasion, an unstoppable army that would come for her world sooner rather than later. Kara had slept through the end of the world, but she still had time to stop it. She still had time to try. What else could she do now?
 
   Kara clung to Trell's last words. There was a glyph in Terras. It bound the Five and if she removed it, their champions would regain their power.
 
   She remained one of the only people still alive who could walk beneath Torn's spectral storms. She had Melyssa’s blessing. Trell had told her to live — for him — and she would live no matter how much her life hurt.
 
   She would not fail her world again.
 
   “Mom.” Kara stood and stared at her trembling mother. “I'm so sorry I yelled at you. I'm sorry about everything.”
 
   Ona stood as well. “Come with us. King Haven—”
 
   “Can't do anything. He's as helpless as everyone was back there. No mortal army can stand against those monsters. Only the Mavoureen could, and I'm fairly certain they won't help us anymore.”
 
   “So what do you plan to do about it?” Ona stomped and glared. “Stop that golden army by yourself?”
 
   “I'm going to Terras.”
 
   “You're not going anywhere without me!”
 
   “I have to.” Ona would die like everyone else if Kara did not fight, and that death would come sooner rather than later if her mother stepped beneath Torn's spectral storms. “You have to warn King Haven. Return to Tarna with Aryn and Tania. Prepare our defenses.”
 
   “Warn him yourself!”
 
   “We know we can kill these soldiers with glyphed blades, but elemental glyphs don't seem to hurt them.” Kara grieved for Dynara. “We can't touch their weapons either, so make sure everyone knows. Not even the hilts.”
 
   Tania rose from the campfire and led Aryn over, clutching his hand in hers. So that was the way of it. Kara almost felt happy for Aryn. Yet it was hard to be happy about anything right now.
 
   “Ona, listen.” Tania gently touched Ona's arm. “I think Kara's right.”
 
   “Thank you,” Kara said.
 
   “Don't thank me yet,” Tania said. “You're the one who volunteered to march into a death storm.”
 
   Aryn stepped forward. “Do you need me?”
 
   Kara sniffled. Their relationship had changed so much from Solyr. She now knew Aryn Locke as the man he always had been, a brave and loyal friend. She still had one friend left. If Tania spoke truth, maybe even two.
 
   “I'm going alone.” Kara locked eyes with Ona. “You must go with them, Mom. Please. Once I muss the glyph at Terras and return the power of Heat, Aryn may be the only mage powerful enough to stop the Alcedi.”
 
   Aryn glanced down at his charred hands. “The power of the Five remains inside us?”
 
   “Trell said so,” Kara said. “I believe him.” She also missed him more than she could put into words.
 
   “I'll handle it.” Aryn glanced at Tania. “We’ll protect your mother, get her safely back to Tarna, and warn King Haven.”
 
   “I don’t need protection.” Ona crossed her arms, tapped her foot, and grimaced. Kara prepared more counterarguments.
 
   “Go,” Ona said. “Five know I can't stop you. You're as stubborn as your father always was.” She trembled anew. “Just be careful. Be safe. I can’t lose you too.”
 
   Kara threw her arms around her mother. She let herself cry and Ona held her close. She clutched Ona and stopped thinking about being strong, about moving forward, about living without those she loved, and let her mother comfort her as she had when Kara was little. She let her mother be strong for her, reminded herself just how strong Ona really was.
 
   All too soon, it was time for Kara to leave. She could mourn later, on the road. Every moment was so precious now.
 
   Kara pushed back and dried her tears. “I'll meet you at Tarna as soon as I've freed the Five. I promise you that.” Kara imagined her father — her real father, grinning as he taught her how to fix Ona's disease — and knew Xander Honuron would want her to keep fighting. “Be ready.”
 
   Tania saluted. Ona stepped back and Kara looked to the horses. She spotted the one she wanted.
 
   “That's Storm,” Aryn said, pointing to a big brown gelding with a thick mane, saddlebags, and a canteen hanging off its saddle. “He's a good horse.”
 
   “I'm sure he is.” Kara walked to the pale white mare snorting softly behind Storm and reached out. That brave mare nuzzled her hand.
 
   Against all odds, Chesa had risked death once again. For her. Kara remembered all the horses they had lost on the way to Tarna, all Chesa's friends. Everyone Chesa loved was gone now.
 
   Kara pulled herself into Chesa's saddle. They were survivors and they would survive, together. They would ride and they would hunt and they would sleep, and that was how the two of them would live until they reached Terras. Kara tapped her heels and made herself not look back.
 
   They rode through the grasslands of the Valerun, and they rode through the scrublands below Highridge Pass, and they rode toward roiling rainbow storms. Kara remembered Trell's arms around her, Xander's hand gripping her shoulders, laughing with Sera and climbing trees with Byn.
 
   She would never do those things again. Kara rode alone against an army of divine monsters, but she had Torn's blood. His power. She would fight for those who lived and mourn those who died. She would hurt, always, but she could not cease to feel if she was to defeat the Alcedi. Feeling was what made her different from these demons.
 
   Jyllith had known how to close the Alcedi gate and while Kara had murdered her, Jyllith wasn't out of reach. Not if Kara followed the path left by Jair Deymartin. A good friend who died to free her from the Underside.
 
   Kara needed Jyllith's council. She needed Trell's, and Halde's, and Xander's. She needed to talk to Torn.
 
   She needed to learn the glyphs of a Soulmage.
 
    
 
   THE END
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