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   “...weaves a spell that captures the reader's attention and imagination and doesn't release them until the last page is read. The world ... is incredibly rich and well-developed. The reader quickly develops the type of intimate relationship with the characters that makes their hurts and joys, their triumphs and defeats vibrant and real.”
 
    
 
   —Ron Garner, Editor, Silence in the Library Press
 
    
 
   “Because of the cast of characters and the depth of the world contained within, Glyphbinder is an entertaining and memorable fantasy novel. The magic is set forth with rules and boundaries, so all of you fantasy junkies (myself included) don’t have to worry about cheesy characters with cheesy powers.”
 
    
 
   —Mike Cluff, Editor, Fiction Vortex
 
    
 
   “A solid debut. Great characters and wildly imaginative.”
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   Dedication
 
    
 
   This book is dedicated to
 
    
 
   Harold Mann
 
    
 
   dreamer, inventor, and grandfather.
 
    
 
    
 
   You taught me the value of never giving up on your dreams no matter what life throws at you—even when it throws a hurricane or two.
 
    
 
   Though you never got to see this book published, I know you’d be proud.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Nineteen Years Ago...
 
    
 
   XANDER HONURON WOKE to arguing, two voices, male and female. Varyn and Melyssa. His father and grandmother. They had come to murder his unborn daughter.
 
   Panic gripped Xander as he broke out in a cold sweat. He couldn’t let them hurt little Kara. He tried to move and found his limbs lethargic, but they worked. Melyssa and Varyn could not know he was awake. If they did not know he might still save his family.
 
   As if the paralysis were not enough, Xander then discovered his hands and feet were both bound, separately. Tight knots — his father’s work. He grunted, strained, sweated, and finally rolled onto his side. Just that effort left him breathless, but he dared not rest.
 
   The scent of spice and wax filled Xander’s nostrils as he pushed across the paneled wooden floor like an inchworm, moving his shoulder, then his hip. Shoulder, then hip. The smell of their home conjured memories of Ona’s warm body wrapped in his arms, her knowing smile as he ranted about his latest glyph, the way she narrowed her eyes and frowned as she concentrated. Beautiful.
 
   Around him rose slim planks he had glyphed together to make walls and sealed with clay. This was their house, their safest place. Then Ona became pregnant, even though Xander had scribed a glyph to make sure that never happened. Now Melyssa had broken that glyph and would kill their unborn daughter because her blood wasn’t like Xander’s, or Ona’s, or anyone else’s.
 
   Little Kara’s blood was different.
 
   Xander’s body tingled as his exertion thawed what remained of Melyssa’s powerful blood glyph: the Forever Prisoner. A soul glyph that imposed paralysis. Melyssa’s glyph had dropped him as soon as he opened the door. Its effects lingered, invisible tendrils around his limbs as tight as the rope that bound his hands and feet.
 
   Melyssa had taught Xander all he knew about the dream world, about glyphs, about magic, but Xander still should have felt her coming. Melyssa had forced carrow root down his throat while he slept, a rare plant that polluted a mage’s blood. Any glyph he scribed now would knock him senseless, but he still had his wits. His muscles. His will.
 
   A lone oak dresser stood by the bedroom door, and that dresser became Xander’s whole world. His vision shrank to nothing but the dresser as he crawled on, heart pounding and chest heaving. The argument beyond the door grew louder.
 
   “Why, Melyssa? Why let her live?” That was Varyn, calmly discussing the murder of Xander’s unborn daughter.
 
   “Ending Ona’s pregnancy would change nothing.” Melyssa’s soft voice barely carried through the door. “The Mavoureen would simply change the next child, and we might never find her. They must think they succeeded. We must let her be born.”
 
   “So we take her and my fool son to Solyr?” Varyn never mentioned Ona by name. “We raise my granddaughter in a cloister? Is that your plan, Mother?”
 
   Xander’s head thumped against the paneled floor as his neck muscles spasmed. He ignored the spots before his eyes and pushed on, straining as he pulled at his bonds. Closer. Just a little closer.
 
   “Of course not,” Melyssa said. “The Mavoureen are tireless. Wherever we hid her they would soon find her, take her. The only way this child survives is if no one knows who she is.”
 
   Xander kept a small hunting knife balanced inside a thin shaft in one leg of his oak dresser. He slammed it with his forehead, and that knife clattered to the floor. He rolled onto his side and crushed his back against the dresser, straining with one bound hand. His fingers brushed the handle — maddeningly close.
 
   “And how,” Varyn asked, “do we ensure no one knows that?”
 
   “We obscure her heritage. We protect her, but never in any way she can see. The Mavoureen can invade dreams, draw secrets from people, but they cannot discover what no one knows.”
 
   Xander grabbed the knife and cut his hands many times as he sliced blindly at the rope. His eyes watered as each new cut stung, but he endured because each sting was one closer to stopping this. Even if they didn’t kill Kara, they were still going to take her away.
 
   “So,” Varyn said. “You are going to wipe their memories.”
 
   “Not wipe. Distort. Replace. Ona married a man and she had a daughter. But that man does not have to be Xander, and this child does not have to be his daughter.”
 
   The rope frayed, then snapped. Xander rose gripping the knife in one bloody hand. His chest heaved and his eyes watered as he gripped the handle of the thin oak door separating the bedroom from the main room. The only two rooms in this small cabin.
 
   To stop this, he might have to hurt his grandmother. His father. He might have to hurt them very badly, and that made his gorge rise. Could he jam a knife into Melyssa’s ribs if it came to that? Could he stab his own father in the gut?
 
   No. He would brandish the knife, threaten them, convince them he was crazy with fear. Then he would flee with Ona. Could they cross the half league of rough woods to Cyan with her pregnant? Could he keep both Melyssa and Varyn off their trail?
 
   No time. Those worries would come later. Time to save his family. He threw open the door and charged into the small living room with teeth bared and knife raised. Too late.
 
   Ona was already gone.
 
   Two wooden stools stood by the modest brick fireplace. A black pot hung on a chain of thin iron above smoldering embers. A small wooden table covered in wax held more of Ona’s scented candles, a book of limericks from Cyan, and a bowl of cold soup.
 
   Xander ran to the front door. He could track them through the woods. He had only just grabbed the handle when a Hand of Breath slammed him into the door. He landed on his back and dropped his knife as his arms and legs went limp as wet straw.
 
   New tendrils locked his limbs. His tormenters had felled him with a Hand of Breath followed by the Forever Prisoner. That meant they were still here, in this house. It meant Ona might be here too.
 
   Heavy footfalls thumped and then Varyn loomed over him. His father’s face was hard and square, like Xander’s, but Varyn had a thick black beard and ringlets of black and gray hair that fell to his shoulders. Xander wanted to scream at him.
 
   “Clumsy and foolish as ever,” Varyn said. “Have I taught you nothing, boy?”
 
   “Just leave," Xander whispered. “Let us go and I’ll never have the chance to disappoint you again."
 
   “Xander?” Melyssa knelt beside him, white curls dangling before her bright blue eyes. “Why are your hands covered in blood?”
 
   They must have used astral glyphs to hide themselves, a trick neither had ever shared with him. Of course, they had not shared much since he ran off to marry Ona. As if he’d ever be happy in self-imposed exile. That was their life, not his.
 
   “We're wasting time.” Varyn straightened. “Alter Ona’s memories. I’ll have Halde and Cantrall bring us a man from another town, someone without family. We’ll turn him into Ona’s husband.”
 
   “No,” Xander whispered.
 
   “If that doesn’t fool these demons nothing will."
 
   Xander found his wife propped against the table, fast asleep but breathing steady. Strands of raven hair fell across her heart-shaped face and her full pink lips were clenched tight. Her pale blue dress clustered around her round belly. Around their child.
 
   Melyssa would take her away tonight, take Ona and their daughter, and that made Xander’s chest ache and his eyes itch. There had to be something he could do. He had to stop this.
 
   “Why?” Xander whispered. “Why can’t you protect us?”
 
   “Oh my dear boy.” Melyssa tucked her ancient white robes beneath her knees. “You knew this day might come. We warned you.”
 
   She looked to Varyn. “I’ll start with Xander. When the others bring the man you spoke of, I’ll see to Ona.” She turned back to him. “I hate myself for this, but you must see why it’s necessary. If there was any other way—”
 
   “Don’t be such a coward. I’m strong enough to protect her. So are you. Give us a chance!”
 
   Melyssa kissed his forehead as Varyn watched, eyes dry. Varyn had not cried since Xander’s mother died giving birth, but he didn’t have to convince Varyn. Just Melyssa. Somehow.
 
   Melyssa sliced one finger with the nail on her thumb and painted complex glyphs on his chest with her own blood. “The whole world dies if they take your daughter. We can't take that chance, but I refuse to kill her. I love her too. She’s my blood and yours.”
 
   “Please.” As Melyssa’s magic forced his eyelids shut Xander clutched his memories of Ona — memories of her wide brown eyes and bright full smile. The scent of lavender in her hair. He sobbed as each memory melted away, as the woman he loved ceased to be a woman he knew at all.
 
   “Kara, listen to me.” Xander projected mindspeak to his unborn daughter as best he could. “I love you so much. Take care of yourself. Take care of your mother.”
 
   Then they were gone.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Now...
 
    
 
   KARA TANNER WALKED a trail of dirt and stone blocked in by clumps of needle-thin grass, thorny yellow weeds, and sprawling patches of clover. The Lorilan Forest had never felt as empty as it did now. The late afternoon sun cut through the overgrowth, fingers of light on a carpet of leaves. Every patch of shadow felt like a threat.
 
   Kara was almost to the Thinking Trees, and her heart hammered in her chest. Those trees could kill her and would, if it suited their fancy, but they had what she needed to save her mother: a single glowing acorn ripe with Life's energy. Just the thought of watching Ona die in bed brought a lump to her throat.
 
   Kara picked her way through giant gray cedars, wide enough to offer passage but close enough to scatter the cold wind. Their branches rustled and shivered. A redbird called from above, a low, hopeful warble, but no others answered. It sang alone.
 
   Kara adjusted her gray cloak and remembered Ona hugging her, Ona setting a splint, Ona singing her to sleep, each word soft and perfect. She pictured her mother’s smiling face until her pounding heart slowed.
 
   Ona had raised Kara all but alone while her father sailed away on long voyages — Rance Tanner worked on trading ships for months at a time — but her mother had never complained. Kara had to save her. The wasting disease now eating her mother away grew more painful each year. Ona did not have many years left.
 
   At last the cedars thinned, vanished entirely, and only open brown ground remained. The Thinking Trees clustered in a grove all their own, surrounded by a circle of dead earth. As Kara entered the circle, her skin tingled and hairs rose on the back of her neck.
 
   The Thinking Trees were taller than the cedars, and vines of purple ivy wound around their bright brown trunks. Those trunks were smooth, unnaturally so, and the first sprouting branches hung higher than the tallest building at Solyr: the magic academy where Kara had lived and studied for almost twelve years.
 
   The tingling on Kara’s skin intensified, like a hot sun beating down. She felt an overwhelming compulsion to collapse and die, sent by the massed minds of the Thinking Trees, but she clenched her fists and stood her ground. She did nothing else.
 
   If she threatened these trees in any way, they would paralyze her with their ancient minds. She would nourish their roots with her decaying body, tan skin rotting off white bones. Kara pushed the threatening image aside and waited, endured. After a time, the tingle faded. She took that as permission.
 
   The trees would hear her plea.
 
   Kara pulled back the hood of her initiate’s cloak, knelt before the Thinking Trees, and brushed a clump of brown hair from her eyes. She stretched her slim frame forward and dug her fingers into the cool earth — a tree planting roots. She took the dream world.
 
   In the world that existed inside her closed eyelids, a meshwork of jagged brown lines formed the ground and extended to the smooth yellow grid of the sky. Vibrant orange lines formed the massive trunks of the Thinking Trees. Just beyond the circle of dead earth, a few brave stalks of orange grass swayed in the wind.
 
   Holding the dream world was like trying to flatten a flag in a stiff wind. Kara did it better than most. Everyone in the Five Provinces who wielded magic looked into the dream world as they scribed glyphs in their own blood on the ground, the air, or themselves. Here, they drew on the Five Who Had Made the World to change it.
 
   Kara drew a hand free and sliced one finger open with her sharpened thumbnail. She scribed a single formless glyph in her own blood on the empty air, a glyph of idea: a concept sent from one mind to another. A baby clutching its mother.
 
   The trees offered no response, so Kara scribed another idea glyph. Two merchants brokering a deal. The aura of the closest tree shifted, and that gave her hope. She would find no sympathy from a Thinking Tree, but she might find a trade.
 
   Kara scribed another idea glyph, a single glowing acorn. The tree then tugged at her mind, a feeling like cool air slipping in through her nose. It wanted inside, and would already be inside if Kara's studies at Solyr had not trained her to block such intrusions.
 
   She stopped resisting. She opened her mind to the Thinking Tree even though that felt as wrong as taking water into her lungs. She offered absolute trust.
 
   Once inside her head, this tree would own her. She would be a puppet and it the puppeteer. It demanded this price, and she could pay it or leave. She was not leaving.
 
   Kara’s head pounded, and her vision swam. The tree rummaged through her memories, everything from her first steps to her first kiss to her most secret dreams. It drank her life’s experience as a hungry tick would drink her blood – impatient, eager, and rough.
 
   The throbbing in her head grew to dozens of hammers slamming the inside of her skull, a cacophony of breaking rocks. She endured. She remembered Ona’s pained cries.
 
   The Thinking Tree peered at every memory she had, felt everything she had ever felt, poked at every decision she had ever made. When it knew her better than she knew herself it finally withdrew, sated. After it consumed her life.
 
   Needles poked at the inside of Kara's eyes. She was powerless before this tree, and that realization chilled her. She could really die here, helpless, in these woods. Only a fool would think to bargain with an entity as ancient as this.
 
   A glowing acorn landed with a quiet thunk. The tree had honored their bargain, and Kara had trouble believing it. The acorn was scarcely bigger than her thumb, but it was real.
 
   The Solyr history had not lied. One could bargain with Thinking Trees. Even something as ancient as this tree still longed for life experience beyond its roots.
 
   The skin she had sliced healed over as it always did, resealing itself once she completed her blood magic pact. Kara crawled forward and picked up the acorn. She tucked it into the small pouch hidden inside her shirt and crawled out of the circle, backward.
 
   Her arms and legs ached by the time she reached the edge. Only then did she dare rise. She left the dream world, brushed herself off, and turned to find a large man standing right behind her.
 
   She unslung her quarterstaff and dropped into a low guard, staff raised above her head and tip slanted down. “Halt!” Her reflexive action did nothing to stop the tremble in her arms. She hoped he wouldn’t notice.
 
   Her stalker was far too tan to be a northlander, shorter than she was and built like a bear. His long black hair hung about his face and brushed his shoulders. Pale blue eyes peered from beneath bushy black eyebrows. A thin beard surrounded his mouth, but all that paled in comparison to the blood. So much blood.
 
   He wore more blood than Kara had seen on any living man in the whole of her life. Some oozed from a wound in his scalp while more stained his damp shirt bright red. His left knee bent wrong, yet he stood with little trouble. He stared at her with eyes that were like those of a corpse. Unfocused and empty.
 
   “Who are you?” Kara found her voice. “Are you ... are you hurt?”
 
   “Kara.” It was like someone else moved his lips. “Why have you come to the Thinking Trees?”
 
   His voice was soft and free of menace, with a hint of huskiness common to Tellvan peddlers. It came from years of breathing desert sand. There was no love lost between Tellvan and Mynt, Kara’s home province for every one of her eighteen years.
 
   “My business here is none of yours.” Kara stood taller than men of twenty, and she forced herself to remember that. She could haul in a full net and hold a boom in high winds. “How do you know my name?”
 
   “The demons whisper it. Their servant comes to take you. Run.”
 
   “Demons, is it?” This man was as mad as a sunbaked sailor, but he had not attacked her. A good sign. Kara slung her quarterstaff over her shoulder with its attached leather strap.
 
   “You’re bleeding. The Magic Academy of Solyr is less than a league from here.”
 
   “Kara—“
 
   “It’s my home and the menders there will see to your wounds. Come with me to Solyr and you'll live.”
 
   “You must run.” The wild man took two more steps on his broken leg. “Please, Kara.” His eyes grew wide. “Run.”
 
   “Who’s coming? Is whoever did that to you still out there?”
 
   “Run.” The man waved one hand. “Now.”
 
   Kara huffed. “You’re hurt. I’m not leaving you. If someone’s after you, we’ll run from them together.”
 
   A twig snapped, near enough to echo, and Kara unslung her quarterstaff and scanned the distant cedars. Something or someone waited out there, and if it had done this to this poor man, what would it do to her? Break her legs? Bash her head open? 
 
   What did it matter? She would not leave this man to die. Yet when she heard howls rising on the wind, she briefly considered it. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   THE FIRST GRAYBACK crested a ridge about fifty paces distant, halting when it saw her. The wolf’s dark fur sported a streak of gray that stretched from its black nose through its dark eyes and triangular ears. Its whiptail slipped from side to side, ending in a poisonous barb that could paralyze a full-grown elk.
 
   Kara’s legs trembled like her arms.
 
   Five more wolves exited the cedars at the edge of the circle of dead earth. More graybacks. Their thick torsos were barrels jutting from slim black hindquarters. Their deceptively thin, sinewy legs ended in large paws with thick yellow claws.
 
   The leader howled. Its pack answered. Then the graybacks charged in a single snarling mass, kicking up leaves and dirt. They were coming to rip her throat out.
 
   Kara closed her eyes and took the dream world. She saw then that the orange forms of the graybacks were transfixed with dark red star-shaped glyphs. Someone controlled their minds. Someone out there intended to murder her.
 
   She could not outrun the wolves — she knew that — but she could fight them with blood glyphs. She could do as she’d been taught. She set her staff aside and knelt amidst thick leaves.
 
   As wolves snarled and leaves crunched, Kara forced herself to remember hours under the hot sun. Eyes closed. Journeymages shouted commands or flicked her and others with switches, trying to break their concentration. Make them drop the dream world.
 
   Blood glyphs carved in the heat of battle would never be carved in a quiet room, and Solyr’s teachers knew that. Kara pretended she knelt back in Solyr’s central square. The Lorilan faded.
 
   Theotrix, Bird of the Hunt. It came first. She sliced her finger and drew its complex glyph on the earth in blood. As a wolf howled she imagined a Journeymage making that sound, playing tricks.
 
   She painted more glyphs in a line of power, each new glyph modifying those before. Braun the Sculptor. The Adynshak. Rannos the Wolf. Olden the Turtle. All were needed and all complex.
 
   Kara ignited her glyph line as a grayback snarled, so close. She tossed out her arms and threw back her head. She howled back. She might die today, but she would not die alone.
 
   Rannos’s claws churned earth into rubble. Theotrix swept those clumps up in its claws as the soul glyph of Braun formed them into jagged shards. The Adynshak darted the shards at her attackers and only the shell of Olden, the great turtle, kept the storm from shredding the wild man at her side.
 
   The three closest graybacks disintegrated. The other three yelped as earth shredded their flesh, blasting them away. They landed and stumbled as bloody balls of maddened, yapping fur. Kara opened her eyes to find a smoking circle seared into the earth around her.
 
   She remembered the bite of cold stone on her knees. The babble of Solyr’s central fountain. Warm blood dripped from her ears and more tasted coppery in her mouth. She ignored it.
 
   Glyphs consumed far more of her blood than she scribed — her pact with the Five Who Had Made the World — and she only had so much blood. No sane animal would attack after she shredded its skin, but the five-sided stars in these wolves left them far from sane. They would chew their own legs off to end her.
 
   The wild man had not moved, so Kara tore open the top of her shirt. She scribed a snakelike glyph just below her neck, and it burned as she retrieved her quarterstaff. Osis, the ancient serpent, coiled around her heart, or would … until she ran out of blood.
 
   “Move, damn you!” Kara stepped forward as the wild man took no notice of her, the wolves, or the world. He was a living statue. The wolves stumbled closer, snorting heavily through bloody snouts.
 
   Kara could outrun these injured wolves, if she needed to, yet fleeing would leave this man to their mercy. She had to finish this fight. End their suffering before they ended her.
 
   Kara dropped into a low guard, sweat running down her back, and closed her eyes. The wolves were bright orange shapes in the dream world. The red glyphs in their heads flared as Osis coiled tight around her heart.
 
   The first wolf charged. Kara channeled Osis, and the ancient serpent spit greenish soul sparks from her mouth. Those sparks burned her tongue — a necessary cost — and cooked the grayback alive. It thumped into the leaves as the smell of scorched meat assaulted her nostrils. That made her wretch and cough.
 
   Another wolf lunged and Kara swung her quarterstaff. Teeth shattered and blood spilled, but the blow failed to halt the wolf’s momentum. It knocked her down, shattered the dream world, and drove all breath from her lungs.
 
   She tossed her staff and gripped the wolf’s neck as it pushed and snarled, jaws snapping at her face. She couldn’t glyph. She couldn’t get it off her. She was really going to die. She would never be able to save her mother, and she couldn’t bear that.
 
   So she pushed back.
 
   Something massive slammed into the grayback — her own quarterstaff. The blow knocked the wolf into the air. It smashed the head of the other wolf in the same smooth motion.
 
   Kara scrambled up, lungs burning, as the wild man stumbled after both snarling wolves. He kept after them as he whipped her staff around like a massive club. What did he think he was doing?
 
   Both wolves rushed him, as oblivious to their wounds as the dead-eyed man they meant to kill. Kara took the dream world and gasped. Green tendrils covered the wild man’s orange dream form.
 
   Initiates rarely saw green in the dream world, for green was spirit energy. The energy of the human soul. Mages only saw it when someone died, and green energy covered this man.
 
   He smashed the first wolf as Kara spit another burst of soul sparks at the second. The effort shattered the dream world and left her gagging on hands and knees, but it ended the fight.
 
   The last wolf whimpered and twitched. Its battlemage had abandoned it, and now it knew nothing but terror and pain.
 
   “Kill it,” Kara whispered. “Please, don’t let it suffer like that.”
 
   The wild man swung her quarterstaff and caved in the wolf’s skull.
 
   Kara struggled to breathe. Her skin felt cold and her vision swam, which meant she might be anemic. She stood and stared as the wild man threw down her staff. He stared back, and Kara could not think of a single thing to say.
 
   “You.” The man spoke. “You are—”
 
   “Kara. Remember?”
 
   “Alive.” He fell to his knees. His eyes fluttered closed. He hit the bloody leaves with a muffled thump.
 
   A grayback had stung him. Their poison paralyzed victims and she had to walk him out of here — while she still could — or he would bleed to death. She slung her quarterstaff over her shoulder and slipped her arms beneath the man’s shoulders.
 
   He was heavy, impossibly heavy, but Kara refused to give up. If she couldn’t carry him, she would drag him all the way back to Solyr. Its menders would heal him, heal her, and ensure they lived.
 
   Kara felt her reagent pouch against her chest and pulled the unconscious man, grunting as sweat rolled down her brow. The acorn inside her pouch was one of several rare reagents she needed to heal her mother’s disease. She was one step closer to saving her mother, but only if she made it home.
 
   That was going to be the most difficult part of this whole day.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   KARA WAS AWARE of little over the next few days, but she knew the Thinking Tree’s acorn was safe. She had buried it in her cloak outside Solyr. The glyphs she had scribed had almost killed her, and her hands had been shaking when she piled on the dirt.
 
   She drifted in and out of consciousness for what Solyr’s Bloodmenders told her was three days. In her dreams, wolf tails stabbed her, trees ate her mind, and a dead man with bloody red eyes chased her through the woods. Early in the evening on the fourth day, Senior Mender Landra finally dismissed her.
 
   Landra led Kara to a plain changing room with light cedar walls and a hard marble floor. Kara entered by a thin sliding door marked with the chalk outline of a mending glyph, the symbol for transfusing one's own blood. A worn mirror hung inside.
 
   She donned a thick gray shirt split by thin golden lines, a pattern specific to Solyr initiates. She tugged on a pair of tough cloth pants and cinched a handcrafted belt around her waist. Finally, she strapped on the flat forearm pads that all initiates wore at the academy, hard surfaces ideal for scribing blood glyphs.
 
   She stared at her own tan face and blinked her orange eyes, the unnatural color of her irises a reminder of the first glyph she had ever designed. That seemed so long ago. She pulled back clumps of brown hair that had fallen into disarray, kneading and twisting it all into a long braid. Finally, she pulled on her simple leather boots, wincing at the needles in her shaking legs.
 
   That did it. She was a person again. Kara took a breath, smiled at the orange-eyed woman in the mirror, and stumbled from the infirmary gritting her teeth. Her muscles were sore, not ruined.
 
   She stepped out into a cool, clear evening beneath a setting sun. It cast odd shadows over the ancient poplars and marble columns that sheltered the soft grass of the Solyr Commons. Mage stone walls, rocks no power could shatter, surrounded the academy and glittered with a thousand colors in the fading light.
 
   Kara remembered the grayback pushing toward her throat and shuddered. She had never come so close to dying. She thought of her mother, of her friends, Sera and Byn. She thought of the strange man she had dragged out of the woods.
 
   How had that man come to be so injured? She pictured his tangled black hair and blood-smeared face. He had been ranting about demons. Was it possible—?
 
   “Kara!”
 
   Kara turned to find a slim woman running at her with arms wide, and she could not help but smile. Sera all but pounced as she hugged Kara tight, and Kara let her. That hug just felt so good.
 
   “You’re out!” Sera pulled back. “Are you feeling all right? Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “I’m fine. Perfectly fine. What are you doing here?”
 
   “Waiting for you.”
 
   “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “I didn’t have a choice. Landra wouldn’t tell me when you were getting out.” Sera wore the same shirt and pants that Kara did, an outfit common to all initiates. “What happened to you out there? How did you burn so much blood?"
 
   Sera’s long dark hair hung in wavy curls, framing her narrow face, and her green eyes were wide. Kara couldn't tell anyone about the Tellvan battlemage or the graybacks that he had sent to kill her. That news had too many dire political repercussions.
 
   “I found a man half dead. Bleeding. Either bandits got at him or he tumbled off a cliff.”
 
   “Really?” Sera raised a slim eyebrow.
 
   “I did what I could to stop his bleeding. It took some blood. Then I had to drag him back here. He weighed as much as a dead boar.”
 
   “I see.” Sera snorted and rolled her eyes. “It's okay. I know you'd tell me if you could.”
 
   “I did tell you.”
 
   “Bloodmender. Remember?”
 
   Kara winced and looked away. Bloodmenders learned everything about the human body. They knew it intimately, caught lies without meaning to, and Kara knew no way she could lie to Sera. Not about the woods. How could she explain?
 
   “Listen.” Kara looked up. “I wish I could, but—”
 
   “Shush.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don't care if I ever get the whole story. It doesn’t matter. I'm just glad you're alive and here, with me.”
 
   "Really?"
 
   "Really. Now walk with me. It's the best way to get better. We're going to go to the cafeteria and get some food in you right now."
 
   Sera pulled her out onto the grassy Commons. Her friend had a healer's voice when she needed it, confident and brooking no argument. They had been friends since Kara first came to Solyr.
 
   In addition to mending skin and organs, Solyr’s Bloodmenders were able to transfuse their blood into patients at a slow rate. Saving people. Mages like Sera were rare, even at Solyr, as only those with pure blood could transfuse it into others. Those without pure blood could harm those they tried to heal, even kill them.
 
   Small cuts took minutes to heal. Larger wounds took days. The man Kara had saved would be in the infirmary for at least a week.
 
   "Byn's waiting at the Path of the Makers," Sera said as they walked. "A horse went lame today, and he spent most of the afternoon tending it. The poor thing's much better now." 
 
   Kara smiled at the thought of Byn tending a horse. They had grown up together, playing and wrestling the day away and getting into more trouble than most children thought possible. They had spent many summers away from Solyr braving the waters of the Northern Sea in Byn’s rickety fishing boat. Until a few years ago.
 
   Kara still went home every summer, but she now spent her time tending to her mother. The debilitating disease that afflicted Ona was mysterious, resilient, and agonizing. Little worked, but Ona was stronger than Kara was. She was the strongest woman Kara knew.
 
   Kara felt a lump in her throat and fought it. Now was not the time. As she and Sera passed other students in uniforms like their own, Kara focused on the academy to block out all else.
 
   Solyr’s builders had placed benches of smooth marble and stone throughout the many poplars, some sheltered by awnings of light-colored wood. The buildings surrounding the Commons were stone and brick covered in panels of treated wood. Candles burned inside their windows, unadorned stone portals with glass frames.
 
   As they neared Solyr’s central square, a squirrel ran into their path and stopped. Squirrels were common in Solyr, of course, but this one looked different. Purposeful.
 
   Sera stopped. "What's it doing?"
 
   The squirrel stood at attention like a tiny sentry, nose straight and bushy tail raised in salute. Then another joined it, and another. Soon six squirrels were arranged in a straight line in the middle of the path, tails raised and twitching noses pointed. At them.
 
   Someone big swept Sera off her feet. Kara spun to face the threat as the squirrels scattered, dashing off into the Commons grass. She gasped as she remembered a grayback lunging for her head.
 
   This was no grayback, no threat. It was Byn Meris, squirming as he spun with Sera in his arms. He was being an idiot again.
 
   “I caught a mermaid!” Byn laughed as he fixed Kara with playful brown eyes. “Can we keep her?”
 
   “Drown me, Byn!” Kara shoved him and he stumbled back, Sera eeping as he nearly dropped her. “You put that poor girl down.” Her heart still pounded.
 
   Byn just laughed as Sera swatted his chest, forcing him to put her down, but her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were wide. She did love Byn. Kara loved him too, even if she wanted to kill him sometimes. Having a brother felt like that.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Byn sobered as Sera found her feet and shoved him. “I just wanted to surprise you. What did you think of the squirrels?”
 
   Byn was the same height as Kara, but his wide farmer’s frame could lift one of Sera in each thick arm. His uniform was cut differently, with shoulder pads and a raised collar. He had a round face and a nose too big for it, but he carried himself with grace.
 
   Kara took a breath. “It’s a good trick.” So far as she knew, no instructor in Byn’s Beastruler school dealt with squirrels. Byn had figured this out on his own, and useless as it was, it did impress her.
 
   “You all right?” Byn stepped closer. “You look pale.”
 
   “I look like someone just scared me half to death, Byn Meris.” Kara always used his full name when she wanted to be cross with him, just like his mother. “We’re going to get food now and I can hardly walk, let alone wrestle you, so you can come with us or go have dinner with your squirrels.” 
 
   “Well, that’s ridiculous.” Byn squeezed her shoulder. “You don’t have to walk. I’ll carry you. C’mon, hop on.”
 
   “Try it and I'll break both your arms,” Kara said, but a grin split her face despite her best efforts. She struggled to stay angry at him and failed. Byn just made you want to like him.
 
    Sera took their hands and dragged. “Food, now. No more stalling.” She pulled them both along. “Why squirrels?”
 
   “Because it made you look.” Byn pointed at a squirrel hopping its way across the Commons. "It's harder than it is with horses, if you can believe that. Their little minds don't think about much more than running and eating."
 
   Kara snorted. “I see why you get along so well.”
 
   “Hey now. Just hope one doesn’t climb your lovely braid.”
 
   Kara reflexively grabbed at her hair and then cursed Byn’s name. Being with her friends made the horror she had faced in the woods seem far away, a bad thing that had happened to someone else. She took Byn’s other hand, and he didn’t stop her.
 
   The three of them walked hand in hand until they reached the central square, then separated. Public displays of affection were frowned upon at Solyr. No point in starting rumors.
 
   The circular fountain at the square’s center reflected towering columns that formed a complicated protective glyph. It felt safe inside the square. Warm. Students sat on blankets spread across its dark cobblestones, laughing, reading, and resting.
 
   Kara measured her breathing as they exited the square. The Path of the Makers stretched ahead, a road of solid black stone. Hundreds of flowers in dozens of colors bordered that road, but the statues among them were the true spectacle. The pride and power of Solyr.
 
   Solyr’s founders had formed these statues of The Five Who Had Made the World. The effort had required great skill and a generous amount of blood. Each statue looked formed of white marble, but Kara knew appearances meant nothing. Not with blood magic.
 
   Life came first, praying and frozen in crystalline ice. Heat came next, smirking as he crackled with living fire. After him came Breath’s child-slim silhouette, rippling in a fog that rose from her marble pedestal. Beyond her stood Land, his bald, chiseled figure hewn from glyphed rock. Finally, Ruin watched over them all, a nebulous outline inside a black void.
 
   Kara shuddered. Ruin represented the end of all things, ceasing to exist, and ceasing to exist made her colder than a grayback in the woods or a man covered in blood. That wild man had warned her of demons, and demons were Ruin’s domain. Forbidden.
 
   Soon they reached Solyr’s cafeteria, and Kara could breathe again. Unlike the modern buildings that bordered the Commons, its plain rock walls would fit into a mountainside anywhere in Mynt. It was dark brown and round as a hive, hardened with time and age.
 
   Solyr’s histories said its first Earther battlemage had raised the cafeteria as a tribute to Land. The histories also said there had been four more buildings like it, one raised to pay tribute to each of the Five. They had all been destroyed in the All Province War almost seventy years ago. 
 
   Kara hadn’t been alive in that time, but the histories of Solyr were legion and she had read them all. Magic academy fought magic academy and Demonkin walked the land. Torn Honuron, High Protector, had stopped all that. A legend among legends. He had sacrificed his life to save their world.
 
   Kara and her friends eased into the short line filing into the cafeteria and entered a wide room with a smooth domed ceiling and striated walls. Years after the elders formed the cafeteria, they had hung trays of bluish phantom fire from wooden beams above. Their bright light lent the otherwise cavernous space a warm, open feel.
 
   Tonight Solyr’s chefs had prepared honeyed meat slices, cheese squares, and bowls of spiced mushroom broth. It was a feast fit for a king, but students ate far better than where Kara had grown up. Practically everything in Boon was fish related. They each took a glass of the academy’s red wine and found an empty table to share.
 
   Byn ripped into his meat like the wolves he sometimes scribed, ravenous as always. Kara slurped her soup, not caring who noticed. She could be ravenous as well.
 
   “Drown me.” Byn slammed down his bowl. “I was so happy to hear they released you, I just forgot.”
 
   Sera frowned at him. “Forgot what?”
 
   “His royal Lockeness visited while you were sleeping. A total ass, of course, all feigned concern. You’d think he already won your triptych duel.”
 
   “I knew it!” Kara slurped more broth and savored the warmth in her stomach. “Let me guess. I faked my injuries. I was scared to face him, knew I’d lose, so I chickened out. Is that about it?”
 
   “I’ve been hearing that nonsense all day. It’s been all I could do not to punch someone in the face.” Byn thumped the table and the silverware bounced. “Aryn’s games won’t fool the elders. Elder Halde knows why you couldn’t duel him, and we do too.”
 
   Kara wasn’t so sure about that. Aryn was her last remaining competitor for the post of royal apprentice and his father, Mayor Dupret Locke, visited often with Mynt royalty. Her triptych duel had been her chance to prove she outmatched Aryn, and she had missed it the day she almost died in the Lorilan Forest.
 
   The Thinking Tree’s acorn was the second to last of many reagents Kara needed to complete an incredible new glyph: Transference. To complete that glyph she needed magesand, powder made from the ground up bones of mages long dead. It was priceless and only available in Mynt’s capital of Tarna. She would never see it if Aryn took the post of royal apprentice.
 
   “Find him for me.” Kara took a big bite of honeyed meat. “I have two days before Selection Day. I’m going to challenge him.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Sera said. “You need to heal.”
 
   “I can’t just run away. You know why I need to duel him.”
 
   “Bah,” Byn said. “You’ll crush him when you’re ready.”
 
   “You need to recover,” Sera said. “Aryn understands that.”
 
   “Maybe so, maybe not.” Kara tore into the last of her meat and chewed fast. “We’ll find out soon enough.”
 
   Aryn Locke was walking right for them.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   OTHERS GREETED ARYN as he walked toward Kara’s table, and no greet went unanswered. The consummate politician, he rewarded each with a smile or nod, sometimes pausing to exchange pleasantries. People felt Aryn noticed them. People felt he cared.
 
   Aryn had a strong chin, wide nose, and blue eyes that could bring a blush to any woman in Solyr. Raven hair brushed his shoulders. Most saw his constant half-smirk as mirth or good humor, but Kara knew it for what it was.
 
   Contempt for those he judged beneath him.
 
   Though Aryn wore the leather pants and line-cut shirt of Solyr, he still wore expensive leather boots. His doubled shoulder pads were white leather, not brown, an extravagance rarely seen outside Mynt’s capital. The gold medallion around his neck marked him as Mynt nobility. So far as Kara knew, he never took it off.
 
   Aryn stopped beside their table and clasped his hands behind his back. Byn eyed him as a wolf would eye a rabbit. Sera stared at her plate. Kara, for her part, just smiled at him.
 
   “Evening, Aryn. Something I can help you with?”
 
   “I heard you were injured!” Aryn’s smirk grew. “I just wanted to see how you were feeling, make sure you were all right. How do you feel?”
 
   “Absolutely wonderful,” Kara said, though her muscles still felt stiff and sore. “I’ve been looking for you. We need to talk.”
 
   “Perhaps later. I just wanted to wish you the best. I understand why you had to forfeit our duel, and I don’t hold it against you.”
 
   “That’s big of you, but I haven’t forfeited anything.”
 
   Aryn furrowed his brow. “One acting as the royal apprentice has no luxury for vacations, exhausted or no. I’m sure that hike cost you a few days—”
 
   Byn rose and glared. “She glyphed a dying man, kept him alive, and dragged him a half league to Solyr! Could you do that?”
 
   “Please.” Aryn raised his hands. “Kara is a hero, and her actions speak well of her exemplary character. I was very much looking forward to our duel, and I only wanted to offer condolences.”
 
   Kara saw Journeymage Talbot striding toward their table, green robes swishing. Talbot was a Tellvan of middle age with a pitted face and black hair. Magic academies in the Five Provinces exchanged faculty to facilitate communication between the schools, and Talbot was fair and well liked. He kept a firm order in his cafeteria.
 
   “Shove off.” Byn stepped toward Aryn. “If you’re that desperate for a triptych, I’ll take you on right now.”
 
   “Really? How? You’re not even recorded on our tier.”
 
   “Byn.” Kara grabbed his arm. “Settle.”
 
   “I see you’ve taken some offense,” Aryn said. “I’m truly sorry that’s the case. Have a pleasant night.” He walked away.
 
   Kara pushed up and stumbled around the table, nearly tripping before she grabbed his arm. “You hold on. We’re not done here.”
 
   Aryn glanced at her hand on his arm, and then frowned at her legs. Kara felt them trembling and fought the flush growing on her cheeks. Everyone could see her shaking.
 
   “Don’t strain yourself.” Aryn tried to steady her. “You need rest.”
 
   Kara stepped back as he reached for her, reached with those weak, soft hands. “What I need is for you to reschedule our triptych duel. Until you do, my record stands.”
 
   “Initiates.” Journeymage Talbot placed himself between them, spread his arms, and moved them apart. His right hand was missing two fingers, a relic of his days in Sheik Meric’s desert armies. “Step apart. Is there a grievance here?”
 
   “Not at all!” Aryn bowed his head. “I was just leaving.”
 
   “No you’re not.” Kara fixed her gaze on Talbot. “My injuries forced me to reschedule our triptych duel. I’m ready to do that now. I want to move it to Selection Day.”
 
   Aryn reached into his shirt pocket. “I’m so sorry, Kara, but that’s just not possible.” He handed a small, rolled scroll to Journeymage Talbot. “As you can see, sir, between my final trials, the Brotherhood of Flame, and my last mandatory family day, I have no time at all for a triptych duel. Not until after Selection Day.”
 
   Kara huffed. Selection Day was the day the elders would announce the royal apprentice. If she waited, they would certainly announce Aryn. He had outmaneuvered her again, and it was all she could do not to punch the smile off his face.
 
   Talbot frowned at the schedule. “Initiate Tanner, you missed your prior duel. Initiate Locke is well within his rights. His obligations preclude another duel this week.”
 
   “As I said,” Aryn agreed, and Talbot scowled at that. “So again, Kara, you have my genuine apology. After Selection Day, if you still wish it, I’d be happy to—“
 
   “What about tonight?” Kara cut him off. “Are you free tonight?”
 
   Sera gripped her arm. “Don’t.”
 
   Kara only then realized Sera was standing at her side, had been since Talbot approached the table. Then she realized how stupid she had been. Aryn grinned wide as he stared at her, his handsome face positively glowing.
 
   Aryn wanted to duel her tonight. While she was weak. That was why he had come to her table, denied her a duel and goaded her into a fight. Once again, Aryn Locke had played her like a harp.
 
   “Tonight?” Aryn tapped his chin. “I was supposed to lead a study group, but I could cancel it. As a favor to you. If you insist.”
 
   “You’re such a gracious soul.” Kara clenched one fist. “I insist.” She nodded at Talbot. “We’ll duel tonight. Will you officiate?”
 
   Talbot nodded back. “It would be my pleasure, Initiate Tanner.” He was fair to a fault. She liked him even more.
 
   Aryn backed up, all warm eyes and half-smirk. “I’m looking forward to this! Best of luck.”
 
   Byn frowned at her. “Kara, that was—”
 
   She gave him a look.
 
   “Necessary.” Byn raised his hands. “But you could barely make it across the Commons.”
 
   “I’ll do well enough,” Kara said. “I’ve got wind in my sails now.”
 
   She watched Aryn and dozens of students hurry for the doors, listened to the murmur of excited voices. Tonight’s duel would be a spectacle and she would be its star, yet she would not duel Aryn for fame, or bragging rights, or to settle some schoolyard grudge.
 
   She would duel him to save her mother.
 
   Students fresh from supper and eager for a spectacle surrounded the small area of the Commons set aside for their triptych duel. Journeymage Talbot had chosen a square of short grass bordered by meandering stone paths on two sides. Solyr’s central river flowed along the far side, and the cafeteria loomed over her from behind. Its shadow ended at the grass.
 
   Byn walked ahead of Kara, his size and scowl easily clearing the way. Sera walked beside her, eyes down. The two of them made Kara feel like she could do this, even though her body screamed she couldn’t. She told her body to shut up.
 
   “You know I can’t enhance you.” Sera was shaking, and it wasn’t even cold. “It wouldn’t be fair.” Her lower lip trembled.
 
   Kara wanted to hug her friend. “I wouldn’t ask you to. Relax. He doesn’t stand a chance.”
 
   “We’ll talk later. You have a duel to win.” Sera hurried to join the crowd before Kara could say anything else.
 
   Kara met with Journeymage Talbot in the center of the grassy square as Byn stood as her second. Dozens of initiates had surrounded the square, some anxious and some cheering. All expected an epic duel.
 
   Finally, Aryn strode from the crowd and took his place across from her. Jair Deymartin stood as his second. An interesting choice.
 
   Of all Aryn’s friends, Kara found Jair the most likable. He never raised his voice to anyone and used much of his time helping others study. Though his tall frame, close-cut dark hair, and deep black eyes suggested a gloomy sort, Kara had always found Jair open and personable.
 
   He was a Soulmage, manipulating glyphs of spirits long dead, and that discipline had led to the distance in his eyes. Communing with the shades of the departed required patience, empathy, and compassion. Those qualities were probably how Jair managed to stay friends with Aryn Locke.
 
   Kara stretched her arms above her head, leaning left, then right. She winced at the pains shooting through her body. She had been a fool to duel Aryn tonight, but she had been a fool many times before. Nothing to do now but take him down as quick as she could.
 
   Triptych duels were three-part contests designed to mimic the challenges a mage faced in battle: glyphing at a distant enemy, fighting at close range with a quarterstaff, and finally, fighting barehanded if all else failed. They were fought to nine points with three awarded in each phase. The Journeymage moderating the duel awarded a point for each successful strike.
 
   Aryn tossed a salute to Journeymage Talbot. “I’m ready.”
 
   Kara took a deep breath. “I’m ready, too.” She had no quarterstaff — the elders discouraged carrying them to dinner — and Byn planned to grab it while they resolved glyphs. She hoped he got back in time. She hoped she wouldn’t have to make everyone wait.
 
   Talbot backed to the edge of the grass. “Aryn Locke, as challenged, will commence glyphs with his first strike.”
 
   Talbot scribed a glyph. A square of light rose from the grass, forming a spectral arena around the competitors and their seconds. It would block stray glyphs from bouncing into the crowd and catch any attempts by those outside to influence the duel. It was tough to learn and tougher to scribe. Talbot did it easily.
 
   “Duel when ready,” Talbot said.
 
   Aryn sliced his index finger and flicked a simple Finger of Heat. A long bolt of flame crackled toward Kara, but his effort was as weak as it was quick. Time slowed as Kara took the stark, hard lines of the dream world. She sliced her ring finger.
 
   Kara scribed the Hand of Life — a diamond frame around a circle core — so fast those watching might not even see the lines. She drowned his flame in water and spit it back as steam. Aryn kept scribing, darting Fingers of Heat, as she scribed two more Hands of Life and raised an icy wall between them.
 
   In a triptych duel, even weak strikes like Aryn’s were worth points. It didn’t matter that in a real fight, his licks of flame would cause little more than isolated burns. Then another volley hit and Kara’s wall shattered, dropping her to one knee. She felt like she had been punched in the gut. Her blood was still thin and weak.
 
   Kara was playing Aryn’s game and needed to stop. When facing a mage who knew only a single school, like Firebrand, one always knew what to expect: fire. Glyphbinders like Kara used glyphs from all disciplines, a task as difficult as writing eight unique languages at the same time.
 
   Kara drowned another set of flames and then scribed a quick series of glyphs with two bloody fingers, each stroke merging with the last. She was good at this, and she was far faster than most initiates at Solyr. Aryn would soon find that out.
 
   A rock-sized Hand of Land dropped toward Aryn’s head. Talbot disintegrated it. Aryn didn’t even notice.
 
   “Point, Kara!” Talbot yelled.
 
   Kara’s Finger of Breath goosed Aryn as he launched his next volley, sending flame spiraling ringside. That freed Kara’s Hand of Life to slam Aryn’s head, staggering him.
 
   “Point, Kara!”
 
   Even as he stumbled Aryn tossed a trio of flames, glyphing through the shock. As much as she despised him, his skill impressed her. Too bad she’d already frozen the soles of his boots.
 
   Aryn slipped and went down hard, grunting as he hit, and then Kara threw herself into the grass. Aryn’s flames roared over her, slamming the arena wall, but not her. Nothing touched her.
 
   “Glyphs complete!” Talbot shouted. “Kara takes glyphs, three to zero!”
 
   “Wow.” Aryn pushed himself up, rolled his head around, and fixed her with his famous half-smirk. “Nicely done! You’re truly something special, Kara. Shall we fetch our staffs?”
 
   Kara pushed up as well, breathing hard. She must look a sight, covered in wet grass and trembling like a leaf in the wind. Aryn didn’t look worried. Why didn’t he look worried?
 
   Jair stepped into the ring and offered Aryn his flawless white quarterstaff. Aryn swung the staff and slid into a low guard with enviable ease. Its slick finish shone in the light of the rising moon.
 
   Aryn scribed a single blood glyph and lit his staff with Heat, flames roaring to life all along its length. He twirled it faster, and faster, flipping it over his shoulder and under his arms as flame roared and cheers rose. Their audience was impressed. If he wanted to tire himself out, acting like an idiot, Kara wouldn’t stop him.
 
   Byn pressed her own staff into her hands, marked with many nocks from prior triptych duels. He was huffing hard, and she had no doubt he had sprinted all the way to her room and back. Beastrulers could run faster than humans when the proper glyphs took them, and Byn’s panting and narrowed eyes were the aftereffects of Rannos the Wolf. It made her think of graybacks.
 
   Kara readied her staff — a gift from her mother — and ignored the needles poking her legs. She settled into a low guard and sheathed her staff in ice. Time to knock that smirk off Aryn’s face.
 
   “As the challenger, Kara will initiate staffs,” Journeymage Talbot said. “Duel when ready.”
 
   Aryn twirled his flaming quarterstaff around his waist and legs. Kara stalked forward. They circled for a moment, sizing each other up. Aryn winked. Kara thrust at his waist.
 
   He sidestepped her strike and slapped her head with his staff. Talbot’s glyphs softened the blow, but it still sent her reeling. How had Aryn done that? She hadn’t even seen him move!
 
   “Point, Aryn,” Talbot said. “Aryn, begin point two when ready.”
 
   Kara dropped into a hanging guard and fell back as Aryn thrust, moved, and grinned. His staff hit hers and hit it again. She backed and huffed as his staff landed everywhere at once, leaving tracers of flame. Ice shattered. Kara’s hands ached. Her staff bounced from her hands and Aryn’s thrust toward her chin.
 
   Air exploded. Kara opened her eyes on her back, on the grass, tasting blood. Her teeth ached like someone had slammed a rock into them, but she still had teeth. Talbot had blunted the strike.
 
   “Point, Aryn,” Talbot announced. “Kara, you may begin point three when ready.”
 
   As Byn hauled her up Kara fell against him, struggling to stand. Her jaw ached and her hands did too.
 
   “He’s getting lucky.” Byn steadied her and handed back her staff. “Don’t let it shake you. Pick your time and strike.”
 
   Kara swallowed blood. “He’s a bit faster than I expected.”
 
   Aryn twirled his flaming staff in a hypnotic spiral, spinning it forward then around his back. He snapped an end down at his boot. One of his blood glyphs had suspended three interlocking columns of flame on the air: the essence of Heat in glyph form.
 
   Aryn turned his smile on a buxom initiate in the crowd. The woman grinned like a besotted fool, and Kara remembered her. Sashia Grace, a Lifewarden, and one of Kara’s most vocal critics.
 
   Sashia had long lashes, curves that strained her uniform, and silky black hair. She made a wonderful distraction. Kara thrust her staff at Aryn’s turned head.
 
   Aryn ducked without looking and knocked Kara’s staff away with a single backhanded thrust. Sashia oohed and aahed, and she wasn’t the only one. Kara stepped back, mouth open. No one had ever beaten her so fast.
 
   Talbot raised his arms. “Point, Aryn. Aryn takes—”
 
   Aryn’s staff smashed Kara’s temple. When she next opened her eyes, she was flat on her back and coughing at the smell of burned hair. An utter silence hung over the ring.
 
   “Locke!” The anger in Talbot’s tone shocked her. “That point had been concluded!”
 
   “I’m so sorry!” A shadow stood over her — Aryn — and Kara wanted to bite his boot. “I struck as you concluded the point.” Aryn offered his hand and a taunting smirk. “Allow me to help you up.”
 
   “Shove off!” Byn backed Aryn off with two forceful steps. He helped Kara to her feet, and she stumbled into his thick arms.
 
   The world rocked like a boat in a fierce storm. How could she wrestle Aryn when she could barely stand? She supposed she’d start by standing, first.
 
   Aryn strutted before the crowd, pumping one arm and shouting for encouragement. Some of them were shouting back, but many more weren’t. That meant some might actually care that he struck while she was unarmed. She hoped someone had noticed.
 
   “Wrestling now,” Byn whispered. “You ready?”
 
   “On any other day, I’d flatten him.”
 
   “You still will. You can do this. Now, can you stand?”
 
   Kara wobbled. The crowd was a blurry mass, but she didn’t look at them, or Aryn, or Talbot. She looked at Byn, at his round face and stubborn frown. She handed him her staff.
 
   “I’m standing, aren’t I?”
 
   The crowd cheered when they saw that Kara was ready to continue, and that raised her spirits. There were people out there cheering for her, too. Aryn wasn’t the only favorite.
 
   “Wrestling’s your strength, not his.” Byn thumped her back. “You’re tied. Take your win even if you have to knock out his teeth.”
 
   Kara walked to the center of the ring. It spun around her, but she refused to fall. She would not give Aryn that satisfaction.
 
   Aryn handed his quarterstaff to Jair and when Jair took it, his wide eyes fell on her. His brow was furrowed and Kara didn’t understand why. Why would Jair be worried about her?
 
   Aryn stepped into her vision. “Forfeit now,” he whispered. “You’re exhausted. No one will think less of you.”
 
   Kara shook her head. “You haven’t learned anything, have you? Well, pay attention. I’ll give you something to remember.”
 
   “Wrestling begins upon the first strike from Initiate Locke,” Journeymage Talbot announced. “Aryn, attack when ready.”
 
   “Last chance.” Aryn set his feet. “Forfeit now.”
 
   “Not happening.” Kara beckoned. “Come at me, Locke.”
 
   Aryn lunged. Kara caught him easily but barely held her grip. He threw a knee at her gut. She blocked it with her thigh and snapped her heel behind his leg. They pivoted on his locked joint and he went down like a falling tree. With her on top.
 
   They hit hard. Sweat and grass wrinkled Kara’s nose, along with Aryn’s waxy cologne, and when she tried to roll off him she couldn’t. Her arms felt like she had spent a day rowing a boat upstream.
 
   “What’s she doing?” Sashia yelled. “Is that legal?”
 
   “Get off me,” Aryn hissed in her ear.
 
   “Point one, Kara,” Talbot said. “Seconds?”
 
   Byn helped her up. Kara stumbled and supported herself by clinging to him. Getting up was harder than falling down, but she only had to do it twice more.
 
   Aryn batted at Jair’s hands. He stood and brushed grass and dirt from his shirt. He would have a stain now, a stain on that nice fine shirt. Kara knew it was petty, but it still made her grin.
 
   “This was a horrible idea,” Jair said quietly. “Why win like this? What’s it really worth?”
 
   Jair knew why Aryn had manipulated her into dueling tonight. He did not approve, and Kara’s respect for him jumped a good bit. Aryn might be an ass, but even an ass had decent friends.
 
   “You’ve both dueled admirably,” Jair continued. “You’ve both had enough. Call it a tie and end it.”
 
   “Jair,” Kara said, pushing off Byn. “I appreciate the concern. But we’re finishing this. Tonight.
 
   Aryn glared at her. “My thoughts exactly.”
 
   “Kara will begin point two.” Talbot’s calm tone offered no hint of what he thought of this exchange. “Attack when ready.”
 
   Kara limped into place. The crowd spun around her, around Aryn, and Kara caught sight of Sera. She had pushed her way through the crowd and stood against the warded wall. Her eyes were wide and her hands clenched.
 
   Kara was doing this for Sera. For herself. For her mother, and that last goal was most important. Time to stop stumbling about on the Commons grass and save her mother’s life.
 
   She shouted and lunged. She hit Aryn with her full weight and he pushed back, hard. Each dug their heels into the Commons grass, but everything Kara had simply wasn’t enough.
 
   Aryn twisted an arm behind her back and knocked her legs out from under her. He dropped her face first into the grass, pinned her, and Kara spit at the hard landing. The crowd cheered and hollered.
 
   “Point two, Aryn,” someone said above her head.
 
   “Kara,” Byn whispered. “Wake up!” He was kneeling at her side. “Don’t give up. You can’t! You’re one point away from winning!”
 
   Kara wanted to save her mother. She wanted to sleep. She almost did, until she heard the chanting. There were people, dozens of them, and all of them were chanting her name.
 
   “Ka-ra! Ka-ra! Ka-ra!”
 
   Who was she to let them down? She could sleep when she’d planted Aryn’s face in the grass. When everyone cheered for her.
 
   Kara stood and then dropped to one knee. Stupid, traitorous legs. Byn pulled her up, balanced her. Made her stand.
 
   One more point. Just one more point. Kara stumbled forward, set herself, and mimicked Aryn’s smirk. “What’s wrong? You tired?”
 
   “Aryn,” Journeymage Talbot said. “Begin.”
 
   Aryn charged her and the world slowed. Kara let him hit her, let him flow past, and twisted her body so she tripped him as he did so. She latched onto Aryn’s back like an octopus wrapped about prey. She dragged him into deep water, dead weight on his back, and then they hit the Commons grass hard.
 
   With her on top.
 
   “Point three, Kara.” Journeymage Talbot dropped his glowing arena. “This triptych duel goes to Kara, five points to four.”
 
   The crowd erupted in shouting, many cheering, some booing, but all excited by the spectacle they had witnessed. Kara felt Aryn wriggle free and rolled onto her back. Stars glittered above, and she smiled at them. She wanted to pump her fist, but it wouldn’t move.
 
   Byn whooped loudly as he dragged her to her feet. Kara fell against him, filled with a flush of victory. She lifted her gaze and found Aryn staring, blue eyes wide. Wet. He trembled. He might cry.
 
   “You fought well.” Kara smirked at him. “You almost had me.”
 
   Aryn’s hands formed fists. His arms were trembling, his lower lip as well, but not from grief. It was rage. Aryn Locke hated her, a hate so fierce and ugly it made her stumble back a step.
 
   Jair said something, but Aryn brushed past him without another word. Sashia stepped into Aryn’s path, arms open and eyes wide, and he stiff-armed her so hard she stumbled back. She fell into another student’s arms with her mouth frozen in a shocked O.
 
   Kara stared after Aryn and felt a chill temper her flush. As much as she disliked Sashia, the woman certainly didn’t deserve that. What was wrong with Aryn? Was he that poor a sport?
 
   Even at the height of their rivalry, Kara had never hated Aryn. Not really. She had just wanted to beat him. The thought of someone hating her like that, wanting her hurt or dead — that left her cold.
 
   Students were pushing in, slapping her back or pumping their fists, but she couldn’t pick out faces and felt like she should. Then Journeymage Talbot scattered the crowd with a look, giving Kara the space she needed to breathe. He turned his calm eyes on her.
 
   “Kara. The Council of Elders has requested your presence.”
 
   She swallowed hard. “The Council wants me?” 
 
   “Only if you feel up to it.”
 
   “I’d be lucky to walk home.”
 
   “We’ll see about that.” Sera stepped forward, fingers bleeding, and gripped Kara’s wrists. Before Kara could stop her, she closed her eyes and glyphed. She sent a huge transfusion into Kara’s body.
 
   Kara jerked at the flash before her eyes. Her exhaustion melted. Sera stepped back as Byn steadied her. Sera’s normally pale skin looked practically white.
 
   “You didn’t.” Kara stared at her.
 
   “You’ve got a council to meet. You’re fine now. Trust me.”
 
   “You’re insane! You shouldn’t have done that!”
 
   A flash heal — the glyph Sera had just used on her — transfused a tremendous amount of the caster’s blood very, very fast. It could restore the patient’s health almost instantly, but faded soon after. It also took a heavy toll on the person who scribed it.
 
   “I’m fine.” Sera blinked through heavy lids. “I don’t get to practice those enough.”
 
   “You took Aryn apart!” Byn beamed through clenched teeth as he hugged Sera close. “I’ll get her home safe. Promise. Now go!”
 
   Kara felt like she was flying. She supposed she could make it home before this new blood expired. If not, she supposed the elders would call a stretcher. Or maybe she could just sleep in the street.
 
   “I accept.” Kara waved away Talbot’s arm. “I can walk.”
 
   More students shook Kara’s hand, patted her on the back, or shouted congratulations as she walked away. It overwhelmed her. How did Aryn handle all this adulation? She frowned as she considered.
 
   She and Aryn were nothing alike. She didn’t take these people for granted, didn’t drink in their adoration like fine wine. She actually liked them. They had supported her, cheered her on, and that left her feeling grateful and guilty all at once.
 
   Kara caught Jair’s eyes as he stepped close. He gripped her hand and bowed his head. Then he stepped away, and he simply wasn’t there anymore.
 
   Kara gasped and cast about. Soulmages did that sometimes, moving so quietly that the night swallowed them up. Jair could do that as well, and he had picked a fine time to practice.
 
   Kara gave up and looked at Talbot. “Shall we go?”
 
   He smiled and led her from the gossiping square.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   THE ROUND MARBLE BUILDING that housed the Council of Elders was extraordinary, five great walls of reflective brown marble. Ornate columns supported a pentagonal overhang that shaded the grass below. Statues of mages from Solyr’s past waited between those columns, stone eyes looking beyond. The building flowed into a thin tower with a solid gold sunburst at its point. The symbol of Solyr.
 
   Journeymage Talbot opened the wooden double doors and motioned her inside. Kara missed a step. Talbot was two ranks above her, a veteran of the Rain rebellion, and one of the most respected Journeymages in Solyr. Yet he opened a door for her?
 
   “You’re expected,” Talbot said. He smiled at her.
 
   “Thank you.” Kara gripped his arm as she moved past and entered. The doors closed her in, and a hallway stretched ahead.
 
   The Council Chamber’s builders had spaced diamonds of smooth obsidian at regular intervals through the white marble floor of its central hall. That hall led to the large pentagonal room in the center of the building — five walls like The Five Who Had Made the World. With mages, it was always fives. The heels of Kara’s boots echoed through the hall as she followed the obsidian lines.
 
   Murals illustrating the formation of the world hung from the walls, everything from the first spark to the journey of the Five to the fusion that had made their world and everyone in it. One showed the first people of Loess — her world — as the Five made them from ether. Another showed the first of the great singers changing the land and forming their homes. A third depicted the great singers completing the Hymn of Revocation, the song that had taken the ancient language from all save those charged with its protection.
 
   More tapestries followed, beautiful illustrations in rich colors that showed the strife of the Revocation War, the exile of the tribes, the hiding of the first glyph tomes. The illustrations shifted as she looked at them, and Kara knew creating each involved more than simple tailoring. These threads held magic.
 
   Behind the murals were layered slats of alternating white and gold. They rose to an arched ceiling covered in painted tiles that fitted together like swatches in a quilt. The tiles curved across the ceiling, bright, blue, and filled with smatterings of thin white cloud.
 
   The tiles made a mural of the Heavens created in mind and glyphed into reality by an ancient method tracing all the way back to Braun. A bright yellow sun shone down on her as she walked, and Kara often thought the shimmering illustration seemed as alive as the sky outside. It hurt to look directly at this sun, which lit the whole building as if noon still reigned outside.
 
   She wondered then if Lunyr’s council chambers had an equivalent white moon. Lunyr was Tellvan’s magic academy, built in the great mountain forest that overlooked the winding spires of Concora, Tellvan’s massive capital. Kara hoped to visit Concora someday, with her mother. Ona had always wanted to see it.
 
   Finally, she reached the center. All around her were the tiered wooden benches that sat the elders when the council held session. Only the trio of leaders was present, Elders Halde, Ine, and Gell, and all three wore long crimson robes. This was a private session. Had something happened with the Tellvan man she’d rescued?
 
   Kara kept marching until she reached the golden sun painted on the center of the chamber floor. She stopped there, locked her feet together at its center, and bowed at the waist.
 
   “Initiate Tanner,” Elder Halde greeted her.
 
   Kara straightened. His voice made her feel safe. Despite his position, as years passed Halde had become as close to her father as any man could be. She loved him dearly.
 
   Today Halde was one of Solyr’s most powerful Earther battlemages, and his fifty-two years had done little to dull the powerful muscles beneath his crimson robes. His shaved head glittered in the mural’s sunlight, and his spiky vine tattoos were black as darkest night. A simple black beard hugged his chin.
 
   “Thank you for coming,” Halde said.
 
   Kara remembered the graybacks, charging, and her heart fluttered. “Have the Tellvan revealed why their mage attacked me?”
 
   “We are investigating that incident,” Elder Ine said, “but Lunyr’s council has disavowed all knowledge of any attack. You need not worry about further Tellvan aggression.” The study of stars and astral glyphs caused Ine’s eyes to glow bright blue. He was a Skywatcher, and Skywatchers could even teleport when they wished.
 
   “I’m sorry for causing all this trouble,” Kara said. “Has something happened to the man I dragged in?”
 
   “The man you saved is just fine,” Halde told her. “You’re here so we can officially nominate you for the post of royal apprentice.” 
 
   “As … really?”
 
   “Your instructors have been keeping us informed of your progress,” Elder Gell added. White hair clung to his head like a coiled snake. “Only experience outside these walls can teach you anything more than what you have learned. You do feel ready, yes?”
 
   “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be!” They had seen her triptych duel. They would send her to Tarna to save her mother. “I accept.”
 
   “Excellent.” Elder Halde nodded to Ine. “Contact Adept Anylus in Tarna to submit our candidate.” Halde turned to Gell. “If you would provide Kara’s map?”
 
   Kara’s vision took on an intensity matching the sharp eyes of Theotrix. The great falcon streaked across leagues of green and rock. Together they glided over plains of tall grass and forested hills cloaked in fog. Flying.
 
   At last they reached a magnificent city of stone embedded in the Ranarok mountains, filled with thatched roofs in layered tiers. Thick gray walls surrounded the city and stood taller than a Solyr building. Those walls protected the pride of her province. Tarna.
 
   Mynt’s capital was the oldest city of the most respected province in the world. If King Haven accepted her nomination, Kara would occupy the highest position an apprentice of Solyr could occupy in all Five Provinces. She would serve her province’s rulers as she had once served this academy.
 
   As Theotrix’s vision faded, a dozen worries washed over her. Kara had daydreamed about this moment almost every day since she had arrived at Solyr, yet it had always been something in the far future. Now that she had succeeded, the impact of what waited ahead hit her like a wave to the face. Sailors stronger than her had fallen beneath waves like this. Some had even drowned.
 
   “Do you have any questions?” Halde asked.
 
   Kara breathed and focused. “Thank you.”
 
   Elder Gell nodded to her. In addition to giving her a glimpse of the city, the vision Gell had projected inside her head had also taught her how to reach it. Kara now knew the route to Tarna, and several alternate routes, as if she traveled them daily.
 
   “I don’t know what else to say," Kara added.
 
   “I’d come up with a bit more than that before you speak to Adept Anylus.” Halde leaned forward. “We know you will succeed.”
 
   Kara focused on Halde’s smiling face, on the warmth he made her feel. “I am more than honored by your faith in me. I am humbled. I’ll do all I can to live up to your trust.”
 
   “Wonderful. I expect you’ll need several days to get your affairs in order, but plan to leave shortly after Selection Day. We will provide you with a horse for the journey to Tarna, but even on horseback, it’s a journey of just under a week.”
 
   “I’ll prepare at once.”
 
   “Then there’s just one more matter to discuss.” Halde’s smile grew. “I have received correspondence from your mother. Ona will be here in two days to join us on Selection Day.”
 
   Kara’s heart fluttered. She imagined Ona falling from her horse or groaning in the back of a wagon, and just the thought made her ill. She wanted nothing more than to see her mother, wrap her arms around her, but what if the long trip made Ona’s illness worse?
 
   “She’s already left, hasn’t she?”
 
   “Likely a week back.” Halde’s smile faded. “Is everything all right?”
 
   “She’s just been worse these past few years. I worry for her, but I can’t help that. She’ll be fine.”
 
   “Senior Mender Landra will tend to her when she arrives. If anyone can ease her pain—”
 
   “I couldn’t ask her to do that!”
 
   “You didn’t. Landra did. It was her idea, as soon as she heard your mother was coming to visit. Always remember, Kara, that you are part of our family. You are never alone here.”
 
   Kara couldn’t stop herself from shaking. “Thank you.” She told herself that was simply Sera’s enhancement wearing off.
 
   “This meeting is adjourned. Notify us when you are ready to leave, Apprentice Tanner.” Halde leaned back. “Dismissed.”
 
   Kara smiled when Halde spoke her new title for the first time. Apprentice Tanner. No matter the weather ahead, she had earned that title at last. After bowing one last time, Kara walked out the doors of the Council Chamber without really seeing them.
 
   She had never really looked beyond the walls that had been her home for most of the twelve years since she had come here at age six. Yet Selection Day was two days hence. After she graduated, she would leave this life behind. She would start a new one in Tarna.
 
   Kara wanted to grab the first person she saw and hug them, run through Solyr shouting at the top of her lungs, but walking was hard enough right now. She had almost all the reagents she needed. In perhaps a week she would have her magesand, and then her glyph of Transference would be ready. She could finally force her own soul out of her healthy body and replace it with her mother’s.
 
   Kara had no illusions that living with her mother’s illness would be easy, but she studied powerful magic. She had a far better chance of surviving in Ona’s sickly body than Ona did, and she would be living in Tarna, the richest city in all of Mynt. If any cure could be found, it would be there. Anything to free Ona of her crippling pain.
 
   Kara took her bearings from the bright moon over the mage stone walls — her dorm room was east of here — and walked through an academy settled in for the night. The moon offered some light, but hanging lamps of bluish phantom fire further ensured she wouldn’t lose her footing. As Kara rounded the corner of the large Aerial classroom, one of the shadows stepped into her path.
 
   Kara jumped. It was not a shadow, but a person. It was Jair.
 
   “Hello,” Jair said. Keeping a respectful distance.
 
   “Hello, Jair.” Kara was damn well tired of people sneaking up on her. “Not to be rude or anything, but what are you doing here?”
 
   “I’ve come to speak to you about Aryn.”
 
   “I’ve nothing to say to him.”
 
   “I know. I’ve come to warn you about him.”
 
   “Why would you need to do that?” Had Aryn cooked up some foolhardy plan for vengeance?
 
   “Aryn has been under a great deal of pressure. His loss devastated him.”
 
   Kara did her best not to scoff. She could find no pity for a man who had treated her so callously, but that did not mean she had to be rude to Jair. He was only trying to help.
 
   “I don’t expect you to forgive his treatment of you,” Jair said. “But things Aryn has told me in confidence worry me. What I can tell you is that because Aryn lost your duel, his life in Solyr is over.”
 
   Kara snorted. “That’s a bit dramatic, isn’t it?”
 
   “It was obvious to everyone why the elders requested your presence. News that you’ve been chosen as the royal apprentice spreads already. That was Aryn’s last hope. He has nothing now.”
 
   Kara chose her next words as diplomatically as she could. “I understand Aryn was as anxious for the post as I was. But the end of his life? You’ll forgive me if I don’t see it.”
 
   “Trust me,” Jair said. “Stay away from Aryn.” He paused and ran his hand through his dark hair, an almost nervous gesture. “A man with nothing to lose is most dangerous of all.”
 
   Kara shivered as she remembered the hatred in Aryn’s eyes, as Jair’s eyes held hers, demanding understanding. He stared into her. It felt like he was staring at her soul and she wondered then if he could do that, see her soul without the dream world. 
 
   “I understand,” Kara said quietly. “Thank you.”
 
   Jair offered her a faint smile. “I should be going. But Kara ... know that I’ve always called you friend. If you ever need anything, you have but to ask.”
 
   Kara watched him walk away, determined to witness whatever allowed him to vanish. Shadows swallowed Jair, and she cursed softly. Was he showing off? Or simply enforcing his warning?
 
   Kara imagined punching Aryn’s smug face, imagined knocking him to the ground and keeping him there. If Aryn wanted another fight, he would get it. She feared nothing from that noble prick.
 
   Even so, she checked each shadow on the long walk to her dorm.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “YOU’RE BACK!” SERA SAT on her bed, snuggled into pillows with a book in her lap. A lamp of phantom fire lit the room. Sera never stopped reading, even after dark, but she set the book aside.
 
   “Byn’s gone … curfew … but he demanded I learn everything. What happened?”
 
   “You first.” Kara walked to Sera’s bed and rested a palm on Sera’s forehead. “Did you get something to eat? Some fluids? You burned a lot of blood.”
 
   Sera poked at Kara’s palm. “I’m fine, mother.” She pushed up and settled on her knees. “Now tell me! What’d they say?” 
 
   Kara fell onto her bed and stared at the ceiling, at cedar slats dusty with age. She felt a pang of loneliness. She would be leaving Solyr, leaving Sera, and Byn, and Halde. She had won a tremendous opportunity, but she would face it without her friends.
 
   She rolled to face Sera, and Sera’s eyes went wide. “What did they say, Kara?”
 
   “They made their decision.”
 
   “Who did they choose?”
 
   “Please.” Kara huffed. “I’m smiling, aren’t I?”
 
   Sera flung herself across the room, throwing her arms around Kara and knocking her down. Laughing. Her friend hugged her and Kara hugged her back, laughing as well. Nothing could be better.
 
   Sera beamed at her. “I knew they would choose you. I knew it all along.”
 
   “Sure you did. You read their minds.”
 
   “I’d never do that, but I knew you deserved it.”
 
   Kara knew then she had done something wrong. “What is it?”
 
   “I…” Sera sat up. “I’ve been tutoring Aryn. For over five years.”
 
   Kara didn’t say anything. She couldn’t, not right then. It was common for advanced students to tutor those who struggled with their studies at Solyr, and Jair tutored students all the time. So why did Sera’s admission cause such hurt?
 
   Sera sat on Kara’s bed and waited for judgment. Kara didn’t know how to judge her, didn’t think she deserved to. Yet she had to say something. Do something other than stare.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” Kara asked finally.
 
   “There was no reason to, not at first. After you and Aryn began competing for royal apprentice, I was afraid you’d make me choose between you.”
 
   “I’d never—“
 
   “I couldn’t do that. Aryn needed someone who wasn’t interested in his money, someone he could trust. We trust each other. Aryn and I were friends long before we came to Solyr, you know.”
 
   “I didn’t know, but it’s okay.”
 
   “His father sent Aryn to visit my family in Cyan every summer. We were just children then, but something about him … he just entranced me. Aryn wasn’t always as hard as he is today. There’s a kind man in him somewhere, hidden away where we can’t see. We were very close as children, before we both came to Solyr.”
 
   Kara didn’t say anything else, and Sera seemed content to remain the only voice in the room. Kara tried to imagine Aryn when he was little, laughing, playing with Sera. Being a playful child and not a spoiled prick. She imagined as hard as she could.
 
   “You remember when we met?” Sera asked. “At Elder Cantrall’s dream sessions? You and Aryn were at each other’s throats even then. I liked you, but I didn’t know how you’d react.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have cared.”
 
   “I know that now, but I didn’t then. I don’t like confrontation, and once we became friends I didn’t tell you because I was ashamed of never mentioning it. It didn’t seem like it mattered, not until you started competing, and then what could I say?”
 
   “Stop,” Kara said. “This doesn’t matter.”
 
   “I was tutoring Aryn long before you two began competing.” Sera didn’t stop. “I thought about quitting, but he needed me. If I’d not helped him he would have flunked out, yet I kept thinking … what if he beats you? What if they nominate him as royal apprentice? It would be my fault.”              
 
   “That’s silly. You didn’t—”
 
   “It’s over now,” Sera interrupted, and she did a lot of that when she needed to say something. “You’ve won your nomination and Aryn will graduate as a certified Firebrand. So please, don’t be angry with him. I know he’s difficult, but you’ve only seen one side of him, and it’s not his best. I understand, though, if you’re angry with me.”
 
   Kara gripped Sera’s arms. “Now you’re just being dense. You and Byn are my best friends in Solyr, my only friends.”
 
   “I don’t expect you to forgive me for lying to you all this time.”
 
   “An omission’s not really a lie, and sure, you helped him. You’d help anyone who asked, with your soft heart as big as it is. You’re my best friend no matter what. So stop being a moron about this.”
 
   “I should have known you’d understand.”
 
   “Yes, you should have.”
 
   “I won’t be a moron anymore.”
 
   Kara chuckled for Sera’s benefit and gave her a squeeze. All she could manage without keeling over. Sera hopped up, walked back to her bed, and dropped onto it with a satisfied huff.
 
   Kara settled against her own pillow, kicking her boots off. She did not bother with her clothes. As she pulled the thin linen sheet over her body, she considered Jair’s warning with new eyes.
 
   A man with nothing to lose is most dangerous of all.
 
   Aryn had finished his studies, which meant Sera was done tutoring him. Which meant they were done seeing each other. Kara had always suspected Aryn might be sweet on Sera, and what she’d learned tonight confirmed it. That boastful idiot loved her.
 
   Kara knew Aryn had never told Sera how he felt. Sera would have mentioned it. Now he was heading home to Locke while Sera stayed at Solyr, and as ridiculous as it seemed, he likely blamed Kara for that. For taking him from Sera.
 
   Had Aryn really thought winning the post of royal apprentice would simply allow him to sweep Sera off her feet? Did he really think she would toss aside Byn so easily, toss aside the man she was planning to marry? Was he really that much of a fool?
 
   Kara remained awake long after Sera slept. She kept replaying the events of the day, along with Jair’s grim warning, until Sera’s enhancement drained away. Then she couldn’t replay anything. A rush of exhaustion hit her all at once and Kara slipped into sleep.
 
   The Tellvan man waited there, face covered in blood.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   TRELL FORCED HIS EYES open and blinked against bright light. It hurt. The scent of cinnamon and incense filled his nose. His lids felt heavy, weighted by sleep. He heard someone talking, a whisper that grew to a murmur that grew into words.
 
   “… all right. It’s all right. It’s all right.”
 
   White faded to gray, then to blurry vision, and then Trell saw an older woman in a white robe gripping his arm.
 
   “You are safe,” the woman said. Gray hair made a ponytail at the back of her head, but she was otherwise bald. “You’re in a healing room in the Magic Academy of Solyr.”
 
   Trell did not feel safe — he was not sure what he felt, having opened his eyes in a room he knew nothing about — but he knew he reclined on a soft bed. The room had brown walls, and aged cedar lined the ceiling. Two strange blue torches lit it with white light.
 
   Trell ran his fingers across soft cloth pants, over a bare chest wrapped in bandages. His head pounded and his lungs ached, and he had no idea why they would. He could not remember where he was or how he had come here, but that was far from the worst of it. 
 
   He could not remember who he was.
 
   “I need you to focus, to think.” The woman released his arm. “Can you understand me?”
 
   “Who are you?” Trell didn’t recognize his own voice.
 
   “I am Senior Mender Landra. I’ve helped heal your wounds.”
 
   “You said … this is a magic academy?”
 
   “Yes. You will be weak for another day, but you will live.”
 
   Trell swallowed a knife of pain and searched for any memory of his life, anything other than these four walls. Did he have family, friends? Did he have anyone waiting for him at home? Where was home? He could not answer these questions and that made his heart pound. He could not live like this, unable to remember who he was.
 
   “How did I get here?” It was the least of his questions.
 
   “One of our initiates found and brought you to us. You were stung by a grayback. Do you know how that happened?”
 
   Trell remembered the ring of steel on steel, rough sand tearing at his skin, but nothing about graybacks. He knew they were wolves, but could not recall if he had ever seen one. He clenched his hands, closed his eyes, and tried not to scream.
 
   “Do you remember your name?” Landra asked.
 
   “My name is … Trell.” He knew that, and that gave him hope there could be more hidden inside him. More facts. More memories. He made that calm his pounding heart.
 
   “From where do you hail?”
 
   Trell didn’t answer. He didn’t know. “What happened to my head?”
 
   “Your clothes were soaked with water. It came from the Layn River, almost two leagues away. I would guess you fell in. Perhaps you hit your head on a rock.”
 
   Trell remembered bitter cold filling his lungs and felt a thrill of recognition. “I was in a river.” Had he almost drowned?
 
   “That’s good. Remember. Did someone attack you?”
 
   Trell clung to the memory of ringing swords, the feeling of being overwhelmed and desperate, yet the memories slipped through his fingers like sand in the desert. “I don’t know. I don’t know!”
 
   “Calm yourself.” Landra’s warm, rough hand covered his. “These holes in your memories might only be temporary. They could come back to you in these next days.”
 
   “Might? Could?”
 
   “I will not coat this with honey. A rock or some other agent inflicted severe damage to your head. I helped with what I could, but I do not know how deep the damage went.”
 
   “How can you not know? Aren’t you a healer?”
 
   “What I know, Trell, is that you live. The Five granted you a second life. Earn it.”
 
   Trell felt his cheeks flush as he recognized all this woman had done for him, all her hard work in keeping him alive. Now he was yelling at her. “I will.” He focused on her narrowed eyes. “Thank you for saving my life.”
 
   Living gave him a chance to recover what he had lost. Trell could not remember anyone who loved him, but he knew they existed. He felt it in his heart, echoes of warm smiles and gentle touches from people who were now little more than ghosts in his head.
 
   Landra brushed his cheek. “You owe nothing to me. To heal is my calling. The woman you should thank is Kara Tanner. She dragged you a considerable distance to bring you here.”
 
   The name Kara seemed familiar. It felt like friend, or sister — a concept independent of any single memory. Who was she?
 
   Landra had said his memories could return. He decided to take her at her word. He was a patient man, or at least he felt like one.
 
   “I am grateful,” Trell said. “Can I meet her?” Had he met her before?
 
   “You should not move about yet. Can this not wait until tomorrow?”
 
   “Please. She may know ... perhaps she knows something that will help me remember.”
 
   “Kara insisted on speaking with you as soon as you waked. You need to rest, but I won’t deny you both.” Landra sighed and rose. “How is the pain?”
 
   “Less.” The inside of Trell’s head pulsed with each breath, like hands pushing at his skull from the inside. “I will live.”
 
   “Good. Call me if the pain returns. You needn’t suffer.”
 
   “I feel fine.” He had taken more than enough from this woman.
 
   Landra slid open a thin panel in the side of the room. “Then relax. I will summon Kara. When I return, you’ll need to sleep again.”
 
   As the panel slid shut, unwelcome silence tested Trell’s fragile calm. Sweat beaded his forehead and his world spun. He had lost so much of himself and had to focus on what he still knew.
 
   He looked fit and strong, so he must exercise regularly. His palms and fingers were calloused, so he must work with his hands. This room was more humid than he liked, so perhaps he hailed from a dry climate. He clung to these revelations. Little things.
 
   The panel of the healing room slid open and a woman with sun-kissed skin and long brown hair entered the room. She had a self-assured stride that was well short of arrogant. Trell knew immediately that this was the brave woman who had saved his life.
 
   She was tall with well-muscled arms and an athletic frame. She wore a gray shirt with lines sewn across it, a pattern unlike any Trell had ever seen, and her pants might have been leather — yet Trell could not even be sure of that. The material hugged her legs, thinner and more flexible than any leather he had ever seen.
 
   Her brown hair fell to the middle of her back, braided and wrapped in bands. Soft cheekbones complemented her slender nose and rounded chin. Her irises were bright, clear, and orange.
 
   It was not a natural color, not even close, but her eyes fit her bearing, fit a woman this confident and strong. She smiled at him, and it felt like they had known each other forever.
 
   “I’m glad you came.” Trell sat up. “Kara? I owe you my life.”
 
   Kara walked to his bed as a hint of a blush colored her cheeks. She sat down beside him and looked him over, like a healer would examine a patient. Concern or curiosity? Trell had no idea.
 
   “Yes, I’m Kara Tanner. Landra is a level-headed sort, but she does embellish things on occasion. All I did was drag you here. Landra and her healers saved your life.”
 
   Trell smiled back. Both Landra and Kara had saved him, but neither felt he owed them for it. He focused on that, on good people who were willing to help him. The rarest kind.
 
   “Even so, I’m here because of what you did for me. Thank you.” 
 
   “That’s a lovely place to leave it. May I ask who you are?”
 
   “Trell.”
 
   “Just Trell?”
 
   Trell hesitated. “I do not mean to be rude, but I cannot remember much. Landra told me whatever hit my head … a rock? … it must have damaged my memory.”
 
   “You’ve lost your memory.” Kara’s brow furrowed. “I don’t suppose you remember how you broke your leg?”
 
   Trell glanced down at his legs. Both were fine. “No. I’m sorry. I don’t remember that.”
 
   “Landra fixed it. She can do some amazing things. She even fixed that porthole in your head.”
 
   “I see. You said there was a porthole. In my head?”
 
   “Sometimes, I embellish things too.” Kara leaned close. “You really remember nothing of what happened? How you sustained your injuries? Nothing about trees?”
 
   “Trees?” Her intense gaze left him feeling vulnerable, trapped. “No, not really. The last thing I remember is a town in the sand. Faces. Voices. Not much else.”
 
   “You’re Tellvan, then.”
 
   Trell thought about that.
 
   “You mentioned sand, and there’s a lot of sand in Tellvan.”
 
   “Perhaps you are right. But why can’t I remember?”
 
   She huffed softly. “I wish I knew.”
 
   The healing room panel slid open and a man of many years entered the room. When she saw him, Kara hopped off his bed and stood up. Trell’s gaze snapped to the newcomer.
 
   The man wore a deep crimson robe that matched Landra’s in design. A golden, rounded sun hung from a silver chain around his neck, glittering with a corona of platinum. Spiky blue tattoos ran up his cheeks, surrounded his eyes, and wound down the sides of his nose to his dimples. They framed a short black beard.
 
   “Elder Halde.” Kara bowed.
 
   Trell stood as well, but before he could bow his legs gave way. Kara caught him, arms tense, and Trell stared at her. She was stronger than she looked.
 
   “Please, stay seated,” Halde said. “We need not stand on ceremony.”
 
   Trell pushed with trembling legs, embarrassed and conscious of how warm Kara’s hands felt clenched around his arms. She grunted as she helped him back onto the bed, mouth quirked.
 
   “I know you have had difficulty with your memory, Trell,” Halde said, “but we must still discover what we can tonight. Your presence could be considered inconvenient.”
 
   This was an academy for mages. Trell was an interloper here. “I can leave—”
 
   “You will. Once you can stand.” Halde’s faint trace of a smile mirrored Kara’s. “First, we must discover where you came from. Otherwise, where will we send you?”
 
   “Of course. If there is anything I can do to repay you, you have but to name it.”
 
   “All we ask is you help us find your home. I know what Kara has told me, and I know you were attacked. Who attacked you, and why?”
 
   Trell felt a compulsion to answer, a desire to speak that was not wholly his own. Magic. It was an odd feeling, a weight on his shoulders as heavy as a damp tarp, but the memories simply wouldn’t come. It seemed even magic could not recall his past.
 
   “I’m sorry, respected elder. What memories I have all blur together. Landra said I must have fallen into the Layn, and I do remember water, but I remember little else.”
 
   Halde crossed his arms and raised one hand to his chin, stroking his short black beard. “There was a recent skirmish at the Layn River ... a dust up of sorts between an invading force of Tellvan soldiers and the Mynt garrison at Layn Keep.”
 
   Trell saw Kara grimace out of the corner of his eye. She hadn’t known. He wondered how far they were from Layn Keep.
 
   “The Leader of Armies arrived almost a week ago with a large force of soldiers. Had he not done so, the Tellvan would have crushed Layn Keep. His cavalry and footmen routed the Tellvan, and many remained days after to repair the fortress.”
 
   “You think I was involved in that battle.” Trell leaned forward and tried to picture it, him fighting Tellvan or Mynt soldiers. “You think that’s how I was injured.”
 
   Both provinces were familiar to him, Mynt’s great mountains and Tellvan’s endless sands, and it seemed impossible that he could remember that while not remembering so much else. He forced his thoughts to the Layn river, to the fortress built on its bank. 
 
   New images surfaced in Trell’s mind: a row of catapults, lines of soldiers in brown armor, and a thick stone bridge. The Layn flowed under it, and its stones were slick with blood and viscera. It felt real, and Trell knew he had pulled yet another memory from the void.
 
   “You’re right. I can almost see the bridge.” Trell remembered the ring of metal on metal, the shouts of soldiers fighting and dying. “The man who led Mynt. This ‘Leader of Armies’. What is his name?”
 
   “Prince Beren. He is known to you?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” Another image surfaced in Trell’s mind, a soldier in golden armor. He had a deep scar down the right side of his face and short black hair.
 
   “Prince Beren is scarred.” Trell knew he was right about this, and the certainty thrilled him. “On the right side of his face.”
 
   Halde showed no reaction, but Trell did not miss it when Kara looked down. One palm splayed as her fingers pressed the bed.
 
   “I understand,” Trell said. “You think I attacked Layn Keep with that Tellvan army.”
 
   “We don’t know that,” Kara said.
 
   “But it makes sense.” Trell looked past Halde, at the thin door, and wondered if he could get past the man if he needed to. “Yet if I’m your enemy, why heal my wounds?”
 
   “You are not our enemy.” Kara gripped his hand, and his eyes leapt to hers. She stared at him and did not look away.
 
   “Trell,” Halde said, “Solyr takes no part in the wars of the provinces. You have no enemies here. The color of your skin does not necessarily mean anything.”
 
   Kara squeezed his hand before letting go.
 
   “A Lunyr apprentice can hire out in Mynt,” Halde continued, “and a Solyr apprentice can hire out in Tellvan. There are only so many teachers available. Border skirmishes will never change that.”
 
   “This Prince. Beren.” Trell focused on what memories he did have. “I remember him. He may remember me. Would he grant me an audience?”
 
   “The Leader of Armies has returned to Tarna.”
 
   “How far is that?”
 
   “Our capital city is just under a week’s ride, and I must be clear. If you did fight for Tellvan, and Prince Beren knows this, you will be taken as a prisoner of war.”
 
   Trell imagined a prison made of gray bricks and rusting metal bars. He imagined dripping water and rats. He tasted stale bread and slept on hard stone and all of it, every indignity and slight, was preferable to the alternative. To a life without a past.
 
   “Dangerous as it might be,” Trell said, “Prince Beren may be the only person who can tell me who I was. I will go to Tarna. I must have my life back.”
 
   “Your determination is admirable. In exchange for your care here, I would ask you a favor.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “Kara is planning a journey to Tarna soon, where she will apply for the position of royal apprentice. I don’t want to send either of you on such a long journey by yourself, not in a time of open war. I would like you to make the journey together.”
 
   “I would be honored. So long as you have no objections, Kara?”
 
   Kara smiled at him, and it made him feel warm all over. “No objections at all, provided you can leave tomorrow. My plans are rather set in stone at the moment.”
 
   “Tomorrow, then?” Halde asked.
 
   Trell tested the thick sore muscles of one arm. They worked. “I will be fit to travel by midday.”
 
   “Excellent,” Halde said. “I’ll have horses ready.”
 
   This was a good deal. Trell would have been hesitant to travel alone even at full strength. He doubted he could even navigate to Tarna without Kara’s help.
 
   “I must leave you now.” Halde was now standing by the door, but Trell could not remember seeing him move. “Rest. Apprentice, I will see you before you leave tomorrow.”
 
   “Yes, respected elder.” Kara bowed her head, and Trell remembered to do likewise. When he looked up, Halde had vanished.
 
   “Busy day!” Kara plopped back down on his bed. “So it looks like we’re taking you to jail. Traitor. I promise I’ll visit.”
 
   “Kara, tell me something. Why do you trust me?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “All signs point to me being Tellvan. It’s very likely I was injured fighting the people of your province, yet you spoke for me without hesitation. What made you do that?”
 
   Kara laughed, but it felt forced. “I’m a good judge of people, and I don’t judge you a threat.”
 
   “I would not hurt you or this academy.”
 
   “Look at you, fussing like a mother hen! I believe you. One way or another, we’ll get you to Tarna. We’ll get your memory back.”
 
   “Thank you. For your part in saving my life, your trust, and your vow to help me.”
 
   “See? It’s as easy at that.” She rose. “Now I’d best shove off. You need sleep. You look like you’re about to collapse right on the bed.” She raised an eyebrow. “Or on me.”
 
   “I am tired. So. Tomorrow?”
 
   “I look forward to it. Halde’s favor is not an imposition?”
 
   “No.” Trell collapsed in the warm space Kara had vacated. “It is the least I can do for one who has done so much for me.”
 
   “You’re sweet.” Kara squeezed his arm. “Five guard your soul.”
 
   “Five guard your soul.” Trell heard the sliding panel open, then close. His bed swayed and rocked like a river had swept it up. His head pounded. The panel slid open once more.
 
   “Are you ready to sleep?” Landra asked softly.
 
   Trell nodded.
 
   “Then relax. I must scribe a few more healing glyphs. They will help you regenerate your strength and ready your body for tomorrow’s journey. Allow your mind to drift.”
 
   Trell abandoned his struggle to remember. He let his mind go. Sleep took him the moment Landra’s hands touched his skin.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA HURRIED UNDER the freestanding arch leading into the Memorial Garden. Little bigger than four student rooms put together, the garden nevertheless held life of great beauty. Purplish ivy, glowing with the light it had stored during the day, wrapped around the shimmering mage stone columns at each of the garden’s four corners. Kara had known she would find Halde here.
 
   Boxed rows of roses and sweet-smelling honeysuckle bordered the garden. White tile with inset diamonds of obsidian led to its center, where a single white marble monolith stood alone. It bore the names of all Solyr mages who had given their lives to thwart the enemies of Mynt. Halde sat in front of it.
 
   “Well?” Kara asked softly. “What’s our course?”
 
   Kara stopped beside him and ran her eyes across many names, stopping on the ones she recognized: Lared, Cantrall, Torn. She knew their names, stories, and deeds as well as she knew her own. Torn’s legacy, ending the All Province War, would live for all time.
 
   Halde said nothing. Kara settled herself cross-legged by the memorial, beside him, and leaned back to rest her hands on the cool tile. “Visiting Cantrall?”
 
   “It is an odd time to think upon him, isn’t it? I haven’t been here in more than two years.”
 
   “That’s not odd at all. I’m sure he knows the responsibilities you face in running this academy. If anything, he’d want you to get back to work.”
 
   “Sometimes, I wish you’d known him better.”
 
   Kara winced. Halde’s twin brother had been burned alive ten years ago, murdered in an inferno of hostile phantom fire that no mage had yet traced. Cantrall had died, shrieking, before his brother’s eyes. The gruesome sight had thrown a Selection Day ceremony into chaos and sent vengeful Solyr mages riding to all corners of the Five Provinces, searching for answers. They searched for years. No one found anything.
 
   Cantrall had been the initial point of contact for the fledgling students at Solyr, guiding them all with firm and steady hands as they scribed their first glyphs. Cantrall had taught them how to take the dream world. He had been a kind man and a taciturn leader with a sense of humor similar to Halde’s, and many still missed him.
 
   In the ten years since Cantrall had died there had been no resolution, no claim of responsibility. There had been no peace for anyone. Scribing his name on this monument was the only comfort Halde had. Though Halde had hidden it long and well, Kara knew his memory of his twin burning haunted him to this day.
 
   “I’m going to be blunt with you, elder,” Kara said. “I don’t like lying to Trell. He didn’t lose his memory by banging his head on some rock. When he found me, there was a battlemage right on his heels. If something happened to his memory out there, if that mage did something to wipe it away, we should tell him.”
 
   “I do not dispute that,” Halde said. “Yet from your description of the dream lines involved, I cannot really tell him anything.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “His selective amnesia does seem unlikely, but glyph-wrought? Landra is the best Bloodmender at this academy, and she’s found no trace his mind was tampered with.”
 
   “His memory’s the least of it. When I first met Trell, he was moving like the walking dead.”
 
   “I know of only two types of glyphs that could account for the green lines you saw. The first has not been seen since the All Province War, and cannot guide the living. The second…” Halde glanced at her. “You are certain those dream lines were green?”
 
   Kara opened her mouth and then hesitated. “Right. I might have been seeing things. I was anemic when I took the dream world, and most color was gone … but that green was bright as day, cloaking his dream form as he fought those wolves.”
 
   Halde sighed, and Kara only then noticed his drawn face, the bags under his eyes. She had never seen him so tired. She wasn’t sure what to think about this new Halde. He seemed … broken.
 
   “Kara, I don’t doubt you. I just don’t know what to tell you.”
 
   The admission surprised Kara, but it only increased her respect for him. Elder Halde might be one of the most powerful people at Solyr, but he knew his limits. Even elders had days when they didn’t want to get up in the morning.
 
   “I appreciate you even trying.” Kara looked to the monument. “Yet one thing I don’t doubt is the five-sided stars inside those graybacks. They were sent to kill us.”
 
   “Beastly madness is a simple glyph. Tellvan battlemages have taken animals as familiars in many battles, yet you must understand how this is different.”
 
   “I’m not quite sure I do.”
 
   “If a battlemage from Lunyr really tried to kill you, in direct violation of the Tassau treaties, and if we prove it … that requires a response.”
 
   Kara swallowed. So she was to be responsible for reprisals, now? War between the academies?
 
   “The Tellvan have struck directly at Layn Keep,” Halde said, “and skirmishes are occurring everywhere along the border. We haven’t seen such fighting for seventy years.”
 
   Kara had not seen Cantrall die, herself, but she had heard the stories countless times from others. Cantrall’s screams as he roasted. The smell of cooked meat and smoke. She focused on Halde, on the world she knew. A world that was sane.
 
   “We won’t war with other academies. The Lunyr elders follow Torn just like us, and Torn demanded we remain above conflict before he left to close the gates at Terras. Only after apprenticing may we take sides.”
 
   “Do you remember his words, Kara?”
 
   She did. She quoted Torn from memory. “No matter the wars between our provinces, our schools must stand above their fighting. We are the ones who stand between our world and the demons who would devour it. We form the wall against the Mavoureen. Our academies must never fight among themselves again.”
 
   Halde smiled. “They were good words, and I still believe them. But do our rulers?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t they?”
 
   “Our world has been turning toward the Underside in the last decade, every day since my brother burned alive. Tellvan claims Mynt invaded first, killed their people and burned their villages. You remember those claims, don’t you?”
 
   Kara felt a deepening chill. “Rain said the same thing. That we attacked them. That’s why they rebelled.”
 
   “Rain is scarcely a fourth as big as we are. Tellvan is twice our size and its army is the best in the Five Provinces. We will not best them in an open war. If our rulers grow desperate for power, if they defy our council and enlist the help of Demonkin—”
 
   “Respected elder!” What Halde suggested was perverse. Obscene. Just saying it out loud made Kara want to scrub herself off.
 
   “Am I frightening you?”
 
   “Drown me, yes. But … if the magic schools do not discover why we’re turning toward the Underside, why your brother died, who will?”
 
   “That was what we thought as well. Yet we have no leads. We have discovered nothing. You can imagine how frustrating that is.”
 
   “The Demonkin can’t rise again. We won’t allow it, and King Haven would never stand for something like that.”
 
   “You do know your post in Tarna would not be a mere training exercise?”
 
   Kara knew exactly what Halde meant, and she did not like how it made her feel. Like a traitor. “You know I’d do anything for you. But I’d make a horrible spy.”
 
   Halde chuckled softly. “I’m more interested in a mediator. We’ve had little contact with Adept Anylus since he and King Haven broke with Solyr’s wishes by going to war with Rain. We need a dialogue. We must know if they decide to take rash action again.”
 
   Kara frowned at that. “I’d not been aware that the elders disagreed with our decision to attack Rain.”
 
   “Few are. It would be poor judgment to appear divided to the other provinces. Anylus will have insight into the conflict between Mynt and Tellvan, and he may know something of why our world’s turning to the Underside. He was one of our most talented Soulmages, for a time.”
 
   “You knew Anylus?”
 
   “We trained together. I once considered him a dear friend.” Halde stood and straightened his robes. “Until I met you, I considered him the most talented mage I had ever known.”
 
   Kara’s cheeks burned as she turned her eyes to the white tiles. “I’ll do all I can to persuade him to help.”
 
   “You certainly will. I plan to include the details of what you witnessed, regarding Trell, in a letter you will carry to Anylus. Now, about Trell. You trust him?”
 
   “With my life.” Kara hopped up and only then realized she and Halde were the same height. When had that happened? “He fought beside me with a bleeding head and a broken leg. He was ready to die for me. He can’t be our enemy.”
 
   “I’m glad we agree. I would not send him with you if I believed he was a threat, but I want you to watch him closely during your journey. Give Anylus your thoughts.”
 
   “I don’t like it. Keeping Trell in the dark about this. But it’s not the first time I’ve done something I didn’t like.” She felt herself smile. “A feeling I’m sure you know well.”
 
   “I’ll expect a full report from Tarna when you arrive.”
 
   “Count on it.”
 
   “And Kara? Your mother arrived while we were speaking with Trell. Landra is tending to her now.”
 
   Kara tensed. Ona had made it to Solyr safe, alive. Ona was here, and she could hug her mother again.
 
   “Due to her illness,” Halde said, “I’ve decided to board Ona in the visiting dignitary chambers, rather than the barracks with the other parents. She’s in the infirmary now. She asked after you.”
 
   “I’ll find her.” A thousand worries went through Kara’s head and left just as quickly. She had never been good at lying to her mother, and if Ona found out what she planned … that Kara planned to swap their bodies and confront this disease herself… 
 
   Halde clenched two fingers on the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “I’ve dozens of things to do, ceremonies to prepare, letters to write. It never ends.” He opened his eyes and lowered his hand. “Five guard your soul.”
 
   “Five guard your soul.” Kara bowed as Halde strode from the Memorial Garden, his crimson robes growing darker as he moved.
 
   Kara stared at the monolith for a time after Halde left, reading the names of those who had died for their province. Had she died in the shadow of the Thinking Trees, eaten by wolves, her name would be carved up there as well. A death immortalized in stone.
 
   The things Elder Halde had revealed tonight left her feeling sick and cold: his brother’s murder, their world turning toward the Underside, the war between Mynt and Tellvan. The thought that the Demonkin could rise again. That everything Torn, High Protector, had sacrificed for them — his life and soul — had been for nothing.
 
   That the Mavoureen would devour them all.
 
   Had these revelations not come from Halde’s own lips, Kara would have thought them madness. Halde had told her because he trusted her. He had told her because as the royal apprentice, she needed to know. New responsibilities indeed.
 
   Kara glanced at the high windows of the infirmary and imagined Trell, sleeping there. Had the Thinking Trees taken his memory, ripped it out of him like stuffing from a doll? Or had something more sinister taken place — a battlemage, wiping his mind — because he knew something that could help her or Solyr? A message from Lunyr? News about the war?
 
   There was no way she could know. Not yet. Whatever glyphs had taken him, Trell was a good man. Kara felt that in her bones and that was enough for now.
 
   Time to see her mother.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   KARA ENTERED THE SMALL ROOM where Landra tended to Ona. It looked no different from the dozens of other healing rooms in the infirmary, with its plain wooden walls and aged cedar ceiling. Ona’s soft blue eyes met Kara’s and Kara felt like she was six years old again, cradled in her mother’s arms. She cherished that feeling.
 
   Ona had cut her once long hair boyishly short, leaving what remained black streaked with gray. Her elegant eyebrows formed a wide V, leading to a nose that was thinner than Kara’s and far more graceful. She still had Kara’s height, but her frame had grown thin in the five years she spent fighting her painful disease.
 
   Landra’s bloodmending must have helped her. Ona’s skin looked more tan than pale, and she wasn’t trembling at all. She wore a simple woolen dress with a pattern of blue lilies sewn down its front. 
 
   “Hi, Mom.” Kara swallowed against the lump in her throat. “How do you feel about moving to Tarna?”
 
   “I heard.” Ona smiled. “Congratulations. Now tell me about this man you knocked out and dragged back to the academy.”
 
   “I’ll leave you both alone,” Senior Mender Landra said. “We have done what we can for today, but I must work with you again before you sleep. Is that acceptable?”
 
   “Of course, Landra. I can’t believe how much better I feel.”
 
   Landra closed the panel, leaving them alone, and Kara rushed to her mother and hugged her as gently as she could. Ona hugged back, and Kara sighed at her warmth. The smell of lavender.
 
   Ona chuckled. “Drown me, girl, I’m not that old. You’re not going to break me.”
 
   “I know.” Kara didn’t stop hugging. “But I’m serious about the capital. You’ll move with me, right? I can take care of you there. We’ll even get to live in the palace!”
 
   “It sounds lovely. But you know I can’t leave Boon.”
 
   “It’s a fishing village.” Kara snorted and eased back. “Why are you so attached?”
 
   Ona’s blue eyes grew distant. “Honestly, I forget sometimes. It’s just...” She focused. “I belong there. I have friends who help me as much as I need.”
 
   “But I don’t have you. I know we agreed not to argue about this until I graduated, but … I’m graduating. I want you with me in Tarna. I need you there, where I can take care of you.”
 
   Kara left unspoken the real reason she wanted her mother to come to Tarna. A Transference spell required both parties be touching, and Kara doubted she could leave Tarna during her apprenticeship.
 
   They never talked about it, but Ona’s illness was accelerating. One Bloodmender has speculated she had five years left. Another estimated one. Neither was long enough for Kara.
 
   “Please, Mom.” Kara knew how worried she must look and didn’t bother hiding it. “Come with me. Stay for a few weeks, at least. See if you like it. You’ll get to meet the king.”
 
   “I’ve met him,” Ona reminded her, “but all right. If it makes you happy, I’ll go with you, at least for a few weeks. Consider it your graduation gift.”
 
   “Thank you.” Kara hugged her mother tightly this time. “You’ll change your mind once we’re there. I’m sure of it.”
 
   “You’re generally sure of everything. Now, as I said, who is this man you dragged home?”
 
   “He’s interesting. Tellvan. Very strong.”
 
   “Married?”
 
   “Please.” Kara felt her cheeks flush. “This is like that Feast Day two years ago. You set me up with Edwyn Meris. Do you know how brutally Byn has ribbed me since?”
 
   “I’m so sorry.” Ona wasn’t. “But I suppose there will be plenty of men to distract you in Tarna. When you’re ready.”
 
   “Speaking of. Have you heard from Father?”
 
   “He’s making due with a crew out of Jarel. You’re old enough now to understand what happened between us. We grew apart.”
 
   “I know what happened. I still don’t understand why.”
 
   “I wish I could explain it better.”
 
   “Maybe you should try?”
 
   “Rance is a good man, with a good heart, but it was like we didn’t know each other anymore. It’s strange, but … do you realize I can’t remember where we first met?”
 
   “I didn’t.” Had the disease started affecting Ona’s memory?
 
   “Don’t blame Rance. He never could abandon the sea. I could tell that, as hard as he tried. Our love faded as we spent more time apart. It bothered him more than me, but we both felt it. It was like I woke up one day married to a stranger.”
 
   “That still wasn’t any reason for him to leave. Not with you … hurting.”
 
   “Honey, your father left long before I grew sick.” Ona smiled again, a wistful smile. “I’m almost glad. If he’d stayed with me out of guilt, I think it would have been worse.”
 
   Kara nodded, though she didn’t like it. With the exception of a few happy childhood memories, she barely knew her father. Rance Tanner had been a decent enough father when he stayed at their house, but he sailed the Northern Sea for months out of every year.
 
   “I shouldn’t have brought it up,” Kara said. “But you should have told me this disease was affecting your memory. Anything you can tell me about what’s happening to you may help.”
 
   “I promise I haven’t kept anything else from you. Now. We need to talk about what’s going to happen to the house.”
 
   “Mom!” Kara saw her mother’s gravestone in her mind’s eye and it made her legs weak, made her breaths come short. “No!”
 
   “Kara—”
 
   “You’re not dying. At least not until I’m much older, and I don’t like you as much.”
 
   “At some point, honey, you have to accept that I’m not getting any better.”
 
   Kara bit her lip. She longed to tell Ona how a Transference glyph could save her, how it could end her pain and let her live life again. Yet she did not dare. If Ona had any idea what she intended, her mother would certainly stop her.
 
   “I’m graduating tomorrow.” Kara pushed that gravestone from her mind. “I haven’t seen you in half a year. We’re not talking about inheritances. We’re talking about what we’re going to do when we get to Tarna, and all the nice men you’ll meet.”
 
   “I’m not apologizing for Edwyn.”
 
   “I don’t want an apology. I want vengeance!”
 
   Ona laughed as they set aside all talk of inheritances and missing fathers. A good place to be. Kara did not ever want to leave.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE NEXT DAY, just before noon, Trell strode from the infirmary wearing a comfortable linen shirt, loose riding pants, and well-fitted boots provided by Solyr. He ran a hand over his thin, closely shaved beard and drew comfort from the familiar feeling of bristly hair on skin. He surveyed a mess of poplars and a long stretch of grass filled with milling initiates. All wore their oddly cut shirts and brown pants as they enjoyed their break in the middle of the day.
 
   The bandages on his chest and head were gone. He had tied his long black hair into a ponytail behind his head, and the motions had felt as instinctive as breathing. Landra had told him that was a common style for Tellvan soldiers, but Trell just knew it felt right. One more memory reclaimed from the void.
 
   Landra had planned out his whole morning. First, he would watch Kara graduate with Solyr’s other apprentices. Next they would have lunch. This afternoon, they would begin their journey to Tarna.
 
   “Trell!” someone yelled. “Hey, Trell!”
 
   Trell found the speaker in a moment. A large brown-haired man in the shirt and pants of an initiate strode toward him. His shirt was more ornate than Kara’s, adding shoulderpads and a collar, and his thick legs ate up the grass at a respectable pace.
 
   The big man stopped and grinned. “You’re Trell, right?”
 
   “I am. Have we met?”
 
   “Have we … right. Your memory.” The man eyed Trell up and down. “We haven’t met, but Kara told me about you. I’m Byn. Byn Meris.”
 
   He offered his hand and Trell shook it. Byn didn’t try to crush his hand or test its strength — he just had a grip. He was a strong man who was cautious with his strength.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Trell said. “She didn’t mention you.”
 
   “Well, that’s reasonable. She was probably too busy gazing into your eyes. That woman is smitten with you, you know.”
 
   “What?” They barely knew each other!
 
   Byn watched him for a moment, straight-faced, then burst into a fit of laughter. Trell stared as Byn slapped his thigh and tried to breathe. Nothing about this situation was funny.
 
   “Five take me, that look is priceless. Like a fish on a hook. I’m kidding. Trust me. I don’t want to get punched in the face.”
 
   “You misjudge me.”
 
   “Punched by Kara,” Byn said. “Not you. She punches hard. Anyway, I’ve wasted enough of your time. Let’s go.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Selection Day.” Byn hurried off. “Kara would have come herself, but she’s going to be the speaker supreme, and she couldn’t get away for you. It’s a very complex ceremony.”
 
   Trell followed Byn under a gazebo as his flush faded. The idea of Kara being in love with him did make his heart beat faster, but not in a good way. It felt wrong, like being unfaithful. What if he had a lover in the life he couldn’t remember? What if he had a wife?
 
   He and Byn kept to stone paths amidst the low cut grass, and Trell didn’t miss the curious glances that all they passed directed his way. He was an oddity here, and that made him sweat. He focused on Byn and what he had said earlier. “What’s a speaker supreme?”
 
   “It’s the graduate our instructors feel is the best example of our student body. I knew they’d pick Kara all along.”
 
   “People here look up to her?” They passed a pair of female initiates and one of them glanced his way, a young woman with a pale face and dark hair. She had deep blue eyes and for a moment, Trell was somewhere else. Holding her in his arms.
 
   “Trell?” Byn said. “Quit flirting.”
 
   “What?” Trell’s head snapped around. He wasn’t even sure what he had been staring at, or whom. The two initiates hurried off, giggling, and Trell felt his cheeks flush.
 
   That woman had caught his gaze because she reminded him of someone. It was her blue eyes that had caught him, eyes as blue as the sea. He had known someone like that in his past life. Her face haunted him, hazy and almost recognizable.
 
   “Hey.” Byn touched his arm. “You okay?”
 
   “She reminded me of someone.”
 
   “That’s a good sign! Maybe you’re getting your memory back.”
 
   “Perhaps.” Trell started walking again because it was the best way to focus on anything other than that woman’s blue eyes. “I’m sorry. You were saying?”
 
   A distant scream cut off whatever Byn might have said next. It came from a set of tall stone columns thin as toothpicks in the distance. Byn went straight as a board.
 
   Trell’s hand instinctively went for the grip of the broadsword strapped across his back. Yet there was no sword there, no weapon at all. More phantom memories. “What’s happening?”
 
   “Trouble.” Byn tore his shirt open and scribed a glyph on his bare chest. He fell onto all fours, howled, and loped away at a frightening pace. Toward the screaming.
 
   Trell sprinted after him, but soon fell behind. Byn ran like a wolf, easily outpacing Trell on all fours, and the screams from ahead chilled Trell’s blood. Something very bad was happening.
 
   Something was very, very wrong. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “KARA TANNER! You stop right there!”
 
   Kara stopped rehearsing her speech. Sashia Grace hurried toward her, long hair trailing and brown pants clinging to her thick legs. Her face was flushed and her hands were clenched.
 
   Kara took a deep, cleansing breath. “Sashia. What now?”
 
   They stood on the round stone tiles that covered Solyr’s central square. It was just before midday and the fountain was clear and blue. Students filled the square, and several of them — all boys — had already noticed the brewing argument.
 
   Sashia thrust a finger against Kara’s chest. “Where’s Aryn?”
 
   Kara slapped the finger off. “I’m not his keeper.”
 
   “He’s missing.” Sashia tried to loom over her and failed. She wasn’t tall enough. “I know you wanted him humiliated. You’ve hidden him somewhere, haven’t you?”
 
   Kara blinked. That was so ridiculous she couldn’t respond.
 
   “You don’t want him to graduate, do you?”
 
   Kara would have laughed if Sashia’s claim wasn’t so ludicrous. As she thought more about it, however, something worrisome stuck. “What do you mean, he’s missing?”
 
   “We scheduled a practice duel this morning. Aryn never showed up. He never misses practice with me.”
 
   Had Aryn fled Solyr? Was he broken that badly? No. Aryn was here, in this very square, stalking toward her like a hungry wolf. Kara pointed and huffed.
 
   “Turn around, Sashia. Take a good look. And next time, think before you accuse me…”
 
   She trailed off. Aryn was still stomping toward them, but his eyes were narrowed and barely visible, almost … glowing. The square’s columns rose around them, and Kara only now noticed how much they resembled an arena. It was their triptych duel all over again.
 
   Sashia spun in a whirl of hair. “Aryn! Where were you this morning?”
 
   Aryn lit both index fingers on fire. Even with Jair’s grim warning, Kara couldn’t believe he would attack her. She grabbed Sashia’s arm. She didn’t want the other woman doing something stupid.
 
   “Aryn!” Kara shouted. “You put those damn things out!”
 
   A long curl of flame lashed at them from Aryn’s finger. Sashia screamed. Kara shoved the other woman aside and reflexively slashed a finger. She took the dream world as everything slowed and caught Aryn’s strike in a watery globe of Life. Had he gone insane?
 
   Kara then realized she could no longer feel the warm glow of the square. It always felt warm, and that warmth always protected her. It protected everyone, yet that warmth had vanished.
 
   The air had gone cold. Someone yelled a warning. The other initiates had noticed the duel and now they were scattering, shouting, as Sashia pushed herself up on hands and knees.
 
   Sashia glared at Aryn. “You almost hit me!”
 
   Aryn tossed another flame. Kara grabbed Sashia and pushed hard with her legs, throwing both of them into the cover of the fountain. Flame slammed into the stone border with a loud hiss.
 
   Sashia’s eyes went wide. “Why’s he doing this? What’s going on?” Her chest heaved and she clutched Kara like a drowning woman.
 
   “Stay down!” Kara shouted. Then she stood and ran from the fountain as she took the dream world once more. With luck, she could lead Aryn away from anyone else. As she scribed another Hand of Life, she caught sight of the blood-red glyph in Aryn’s head.
 
   Madness. Human madness. Aryn had been glyphed like the graybacks, compelled to attack her. How was that even possible?
 
   “Aryn!” Kara backed away with her Hand of Life floating before her, waiting for his next glyph. “Wake up! Take charge of yourself!”
 
   “You’ve ruined everything!” Aryn scribed blood glyphs faster than she had ever seen, faster than she could, and his hands burst into flame. “You’ll burn now. Burn!” He charged her.
 
   Kara focused on the ground ahead of his charge and ignited her Hand of Life. Ice crackled out in a wide slick and Aryn slipped when he reached it, going down hard on his back. Kara scribed eight more glyphs as fast as she could, Hands of Life mixed with Fingers of Breath.
 
   Gouts of water splashed from the fountain and slammed into the ground, growing into an icy prison. A few idiots were gawking at the duel, standing instead of running. They were going to die.
 
   “Get out of the square!” Kara shouted. “All of you, get out now!”
 
   Kara’s cell exploded, and that got the gawkers running. Shards of ice rained down as Kara scribed two more Hands of Life, ready to counter Aryn’s next strike. Ready for anything.
 
   Sera dashed into the square, running for Aryn with her teeth bared. She tackled him. The two of them tumbled into the fountain.
 
   “You stupid oaf!” Sera flailed at Aryn as they struggled in the water, splashing and huffing. “Stupid, stupid, stupid!” She pulled Aryn up by his drenched collar. “You’ll be expelled!”
 
   Aryn’s fist crackled with flame as Kara’s world slowed to a terrifying crawl. Aryn slammed one flaming fist into the tip of Sera’s chin, which, along with the wave of heat that came with it, tossed her out of the fountain like a rag doll. Sera smashed into the tiles and rolled several times before she stopped moving.
 
   She wasn’t moving at all.
 
   Kara howled and launched a Hand of Life at Aryn’s head, clenching her fist as it formed into a tight ball of ice. Aryn shattered it with a Finger of Heat and stumbled from the fountain’s pool, hands twisting as he sent more blasts of flame her way.
 
   Kara tossed her body over the barrage with a Hand of Breath, flipped in midair, and scribed on the way down. A wave rose in the fountain and slammed into Aryn, knocking him down in the pool.
 
   Kara’s skin tingled and her body trembled as she slid to a stop at Sera’s side. She had already burned a great deal of blood and found it difficult to pick out tiles, to tell them one from the other. It hurt to breathe, but that didn’t matter as she cradled Sera’s body. Sera’s charred face was almost black.
 
   “Don’t be dead,” Kara whispered. “You can’t be dead.”
 
   “Kara!” Aryn rose, splashing through the fountain and toward her with his fingers burning anew. “I’m going to kill you!”
 
   Flame consumed Aryn’s hands, then his arms, and Kara felt a hole open in her gut as she stood and scribed two more Hands of Life. She couldn’t kill Aryn. He was just a pawn!
 
   Aryn bared white teeth, narrowed his eyes, and spread his burning arms. The tiles under his feet crackled and bent. All the air around him heated like an oven.
 
   Kara ignited both Hands of Life and tossed the largest wave she could summon. It slammed Aryn against the central spout of the fountain so hard she heard his head crack. He thrashed and flailed, screaming like a madman. 
 
   Kara’s hands worked feverishly as she focused on the water around Aryn, mixing Hands of Life with Fingers of Breath to chill the air. First, she trapped Aryn’s legs. Then, she trapped his burning hands. It took all she could muster to keep her fragile ice from breaking. Only Aryn’s head remained above water now as he howled and twisted, shouting her name.
 
   Kara fell as her ice shattered, as Aryn thrashed free. The water around him was boiling — he was boiling himself alive — and he simply didn’t care. He wanted her dead. The man controlling his mind wanted her dead, and Kara couldn’t stop him.
 
   “Sleep,” Sera whispered. “Make him sleep.”
 
   She was alive! Sera was alive! Then Aryn burst from the fountain and rose on a pillar of flame, skin red and blistered from the boiling water. Suspended in a tower of swirling fire, he closed his eyes.
 
   The tower that lifted Aryn thickened and grew, a whirlwind growing into a tornado. The water in the fountain boiled. Aryn was going to burn up the entire square with the Soul of Heat.
 
   Kara knew Aryn had never been anywhere near this strong. No one in Solyr could even approach this power save Elder Tyrel, and he led Solyr’s Firebrand school. Sera was right. Sleep.
 
   Kara scribed that simple glyph, not once, but six times strong. Twin vortices of flame coursed toward them along the lines of Aryn’s outstretched arms as Kara ignited her glyphs. Her blood evaporated in a fever, knocking her to her knees beside Sera, and she knew then she could scribe nothing else. She simply lacked the blood.
 
   As Kara clutched Sera and forced her eyes up, the tornado that held Aryn buckled and twisted. The flames coursing toward them burned away. The flames spinning about Aryn roiled and grew, a perfect vortex whipping itself apart in a frenzy of flame.
 
   Only then did Kara realize what she had done. Aryn had fallen asleep, yes, but that didn’t do anything to the flaming tornado beneath his feet. The elegant rivulets blew apart in waves of superheated air and flame. The outer ring crackled toward her, searing her skin as it came.
 
   Kara wished she could hug her mother one last time.
 
   Something slammed into her — Byn slammed into her — and he threw his body over theirs. Flame consumed them, but Kara didn’t burn. She wondered if her flesh would simply evaporate.
 
   Fire rolled past them, breaking apart as it sputtered into nothingness across the central square. Byn rolled off her, moaning, as Kara pushed to her feet. Still in one piece. Still with all her skin. Had Byn somehow stopped those flames? How could he do that?
 
   An impact like a heavy fist slammed into her chest. She recognized it as it curled around her heart, as the beast glyph of Osis paralyzed her. Her legs buckled and her arms flopped out. She fell back and hit the tiles of the square so hard she saw spots.
 
   A glimmer of starry nothingness leaned over her, and she recognized the stars and constellations as astral glyphs. A Skywatcher! Only the strongest Skywatchers could make such combinations, and they used them to travel instantly over short distances along a pattern mirroring the stars.
 
   The astral glyphs concealed a mage. A battlemage. The same Tellvan mage that had sent those graybacks after her in the woods, the same mage who had glyphed Aryn and sent him to kill her. He had hidden, waited, as she and her friends spent their blood and lives fighting a distraction. Now he planned to burn her alive.
 
   The mage dragged her to her feet. Kara felt thick hands on her arms as a horrible smell overwhelmed her nostrils, a smell like fish rotting in the hot sun. It made her gag and choke. Strange new blood glyphs appeared in the air, drawn by the mage’s invisible finger. Astral glyphs, for travel. Not heat.
 
   This man planned to abduct her, and the thought of what he might do to her made her thrash in his iron grip, thumping and biting at his arm. Would he erase her memories, like Trell’s? Would he scribe a demon glyph and feed her soul to the Underside?
 
   A shadow with a slick black ponytail slammed into Kara and the battlemage, mussing the battlemage’s blood glyphs before he could complete them. Kara tumbled to the tiles, still paralyzed by Osis, but she was free. Mercifully free.
 
   “Trell!” Kara screamed. “Be careful!”
 
   Trell and her abductor went to the ground in a tangle as Kara took the dream world — she had only just remembered mages concealed by astral glyphs shone there, bright as the sun — but she saw no mage. He had escaped, probably using more astral glyphs. New pins and needles poked Kara as Osis uncoiled from her heart.
 
   Trell scowled as he rose, casting about with his hands for the mage, but when he looked at her he stopped and nodded. It was like he could read her mind, like he knew that mage was no longer a threat. Shaved, dressed, and uninjured, he looked like an entirely different man from the crazed person who had come upon her at the Thinking Trees. Not bad looking at all.
 
   Kara tried to rise and couldn’t. Trell helped her up. He felt warm and strong.
 
   “Byn,” Kara rasped. She pointed.
 
   Together, she and Trell limped to where Byn was curled in a fetal position, a few paces from Sera. The air smelled like tar and burning ash. As they neared, Byn opened his eyes and sat up. Ash covered his skin, but he did not appear to be burned.
 
   “Olden’s shell.” He stared at his ash-covered hands. “I knew it, but I didn’t think it would actually work.”
 
   Kara pushed off Trell and landed on Byn, wrapping her arms around him with a tiny cry. Memories flooded her mind. Byn’s wide grin as he taunted her from across the tavern. His howl as she steered their small schooner into the high waves of the Northern Sea. She had known Byn since they were children and losing him now, thinking about his body burned to ash, made her feel like retching. She hugged Byn tight and didn’t let go.
 
   “Sera.” Kara gulped as she remembered. “Sera’s hurt.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Sera said. Kara looked up, still clutching Byn, and found Sera sitting beside them, hands pressed to her face.
 
   “Are you hurt?” Kara demanded. “Look at me!”
 
   Sera lowered her hands, fingers freshly cut. Her skin was wet, peeling, and red, but it was not charred. Somehow, despite the pain she was in, she had already fixed her own face.
 
   “I can’t feel my face,” Sera whispered. “Do I still have my face?” Her eyes were wide and wet.
 
   Byn hugged her and Kara hugged them both. “You’ve still got a face.  A beautiful face. We’re okay.”
 
   “Kara?” Trell said. “The elders approach.”
 
   Kara focused on others, on the world. It was hard with her head swimming and her body cold. She had spent a lot of blood just now, and her body didn’t like that. She would need a transfusion if she wanted to finish out the day anywhere other than a bed.
 
   Dozens of initiates, all gazing at the carnage, had re-entered the square, led by Journeymage Talbot. He nodded when he saw her, his jaw clenched, but he did not approach. Kara heard splashing from the fountain and turned to the water, a chill clutching her as she imagined Aryn rising again.
 
   Aryn hadn’t risen. He bobbed face up, limbs splayed out. Sashia struggled toward him, waist deep in the steaming water. Her uniform was soaked and ruined. Was that woman insane?
 
   “Get away from him!” Kara managed to stand, did so without anyone’s help, but before she could attempt to walk, Senior Mender Landra rushed past her in a flash of flowing white robes.
 
   Landra leapt over the fountain’s border, nimble as a fox, and then she ran right across the water toward Aryn. Ice crackled beneath her feet as Kara stared and gawked. She had not known you could use the Hand of Life to do that.
 
   Strong arms grabbed Kara’s shoulders and forced her around. She gasped, fighting, but then she saw Elder Halde and all fighting stopped. He was here. He could protect her.
 
   “Are you hurt?” Halde’s eyes were wide.
 
   Kara nodded. That battlemage had come so close to taking her away from Solyr, away from her friends. Away to where, to what?
 
   Death was part of life. It might be harsh, even painful, but she knew her life would end. As with all who died in the Five Provinces she would then stand before Order and Ruin, plead her case and accept her judgment. Afterward, she would rejoin the Five.
 
   Being taken by some mad mage was different. It meant torture. In the days of the All Province War, death had been far from the worst fate for captives of the Metla Tassauns. They, and the Demonkin mages they served, had fed many souls to the Mavoureen.
 
    “Sera.” Kara pulled another worry from her muddy mind. “She’s burned. Aryn hit her—”
 
   “We are taking care of everyone,” Halde assured her. “Even Aryn. Now focus. Calm your mind. Tell me what’s happened.”
 
   Kara listened to him. She focused. She recounted everything that had happened from the moment she met Sashia in the square to when Sashia went after Aryn’s floating body. After she finished, Halde squeezed her arms and let her stand.
 
   “Aryn will live. No one died. Well done.”
 
   “How could this happen?” Kara’s lips and tongue felt swollen, another aspect of her anemia. “Who could turn a man’s mind in on itself like that?”
 
   “We know nothing yet, save that his abduction failed.” Halde looked around. “First, we’ll see to the injured. Then we must talk, all of us, in the Council Chambers. You’ll still graduate today, but not before we speak. And not before a Bloodmender transfuses you.”
 
   “Of course, respected elder.” Kara fought her trembling knees until they stopped trembling. She made up her mind right then. If that battlemage tried to abduct her again, she would die before letting him take her. She would kill herself if she had to.
 
   Losing her life was a far sight better than losing her soul.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   “SIT DOWN,” HALDE SAID.
 
   Knees still shaking, Kara sat on one of the room’s two benches. They were in the square back room of the Council Chamber. Unlike the rest of the building its walls were ancient stone, bricks built upon bricks and sealed with grout. The air here felt cooler, moist and damp. Oddly, the darkened interior made Kara feel safe.
 
   This room, windowless and lit by a lamp of phantom fire, looked to be a staging area for the elders before they entered the general assembly. Its only furnishings were the long bench on which Kara sat and the one across from it.
 
   Byn, Sera, and Trell waited in the main chamber, and Kara hoped they weren’t worried. She had been busy. One of Landra’s Bloodmenders had spent the last few hours infusing Kara with enough blood to recover her faculties, but she still felt cold and stiff.
 
   “We’ll join the others in a moment.” Halde sat across from her. “First, we need to talk. Aryn planned to kill you.”
 
   Kara remembered the hatred in Aryn’s eyes and shuddered. “It wasn’t Aryn. That mage glyphed him to attack me.”
 
   “Glyphing the minds of men is a far greater task than a simple animal. Aryn needed real hate in his heart, and that hate made him into a weapon. Why aim that weapon at you?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I believe you. This never should have happened.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Oh, but it is. I am responsible for maintaining the wards that guard this school, that extend across the Crystal Flats and beyond. They were penetrated once, when someone murdered my brother, and I vowed to myself they would never be penetrated again. I failed that vow today. I failed you, Kara, and everyone at our academy.”
 
   Kara leaned forward. “Elder Halde—”
 
   “I just don’t understand it. Any mage who wanted you would need to know the answer glyphs to every ward in Solyr, and only Ine, Gell, and I know them all. I trust Ine and Gell as I’d trust my kin. They did not betray us, but something broke through our wards.”
 
   Kara sucked in her breath. “Cantrall.” She imagined Halde’s twin brother screaming as he burned, the smell of scorched meat.
 
   “What?” Halde’s face turned ashen. 
 
   “Cantrall knew the answer glyphs too, didn’t he? He was your equal here. You promoted Gell after Cantrall…” 
 
   “Yes.” Halde shuddered. “If some Soulmage has managed to enslave Cantrall’s soul, after all this time, no one here is safe.”
 
   Kara squeezed his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “There’s no time to be sorry. We need to think. Now that a Soulmage has enslaved my brother’s spirit, he may enter Solyr and attack whenever he wishes. That’s how the Demonkin destroyed the Magic Academy of Terras. How they started the All Province War.”
 
   “You really think that could happen again?”
 
   “All I know is that someone tried to abduct you today, and I cannot guarantee it won’t happen again. It took little more than a moment for the chaos the Demonkin released in Terras to slaughter everyone in their academy. If the Demonkin are rising again, that could happen here.”
 
   “Elder—” 
 
   “Halde.” Halde laid one big, warm hand on top of Kara’s. “From now on, always Halde.”
 
   Kara forced a brave smile. “You know that nothing like what happened at Terras could happen again. You know how that battlemage got in now. You can change the wards.”
 
   “Changing the complex web of wards around Solyr will take years. Each is linked to the other in a myriad of ways. Change one without the others and the entire network can fail, leaving us defenseless. It’s delicate work, but we’ll need to start at once.”
 
   “Is there anything I can do?”
 
   “Stay here with us. Tarna can wait, at least until we know who wants to abduct you.”
 
   “That’s why this mage sent graybacks, isn’t it? He wanted me paralyzed, not dead. Like Trell.”
 
   Why was her hunter so desperate to capture her? What terrible plans had he made? Kara did not dare think about it. Her mind would go places she did not want it to go.
 
   “I believe so,” Halde said. “That’s why you’re staying with me.”
 
   “You mean—?”
 
   “You’re in my quarters, under my protection, until we know why this man wants you. It’s the only way I can keep you safe.”
 
   Kara thought about that. If she stayed with Halde, how long would it take to track down the mage hunting her? Weeks? Months? How long did she have until her mother completely wasted away?
 
   “No,” Kara said. “That’s not the right course.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Living my life. I’m not letting this person lock me inside the elder quarters until I’m your age.”
 
   “Think about this. Think hard. I can’t change your mind?”
 
   “Now that’s a silly question.”
 
   Halde sighed. “There is logic in making your journey now. Tarna’s wards are impregnable. It is impossible for anyone save Anylus to penetrate them, and he, unlike my brother, is still alive.”
 
   “That was my thinking as well.”
 
   “If your hunter expects you to hide, leaving for Tarna could throw him off. Only a blind, stubborn fool would be so brash.”
 
   Kara snorted. “How sweet of you to put it like that.”
 
   “We’ll put up a glyphscreen here, make a show of putting you in elder quarters, glamour a Journeymage to look just like you. Make sure whomever happens by sees her. With luck, whoever hunts you will think you are here long after you leave.”
 
   “That’s more than I would ask.”
 
   “There are conditions.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “I’m still not sure you’ll be safer on the road to Tarna than here, but you will have an escort. A dyn.”
 
   “I’m to command a dyn?” Journeymages usually held that responsibility, or at least seasoned apprentices with real experience in the world. Kara was not sure she felt comfortable with this. Leading people. Having them depend on her.
 
   “Choose only those you trust. Take them and Trell and make for Tarna as quickly as you can. I wish I could go with you myself, but with all that’s happened, everyone here is at risk.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “I need every experienced mage I have to protect them, Kara, everyone in this academy.”
 
   “You must do what’s right for Solyr. Don’t worry about me.”
 
   “I can’t help it.” Halde pulled her into a hug. “You know that.”
 
   Kara hung limp in his arms. Breathed in his warmth. Then, she hugged him back. It felt like hugging her father should have.
 
   Halde released her and smiled. “Ever since you designed that eye-changing glyph, as a mere initiate, I knew you were special.”
 
   Kara laughed. “Special? In what sense? You know I meant to turn my eyes blue, not orange.”
 
   “Designing new glyphs is a task best left to the elders, yet you did it in your third year. I knew from that moment on that you would gain the post of royal apprentice. You were my hope all along.”
 
   “That means more to me than anything you’ve ever said.” Kara swallowed. “Halde.”
 
   Halde stood. “Once you’re in Tarna, you’ll have the full backing of the royal family. Whatever this person’s reason for abducting you, they will have no prayer of doing so once you are safe with King Haven and Adept Anylus.”
 
   “What about my mother?”
 
   “That’s up to you.”
 
   Kara thought of her mother on the road, having her bones bounced by a horse all day. Sleeping on the rough ground as the pain of her illness flared. “Keep her here.”
 
   “You’re certain?”
 
   “No, but it’s the only thing I can come up with. Landra’s a miracle worker, but if I’m riding to Tarna with a rogue battlemage at my heels, I don’t want Mother anywhere near that.”
 
   “There is a chance—”
 
   “That whoever is after me will try to get at me through her. I know. That’s why I want my mother to stay with you. In your quarters, just like my double.”
 
   “I’ll protect her as I’d protect my own blood.”
 
   “I believe you.” Kara hopped up. “This is happening, isn’t it?”
 
   “It is. Do you know who you will have in your dyn?”
 
   “Byn and Sera.”
 
   “We’ll go tell them now. Who else?”
 
   Kara pondered and came up blank. “Anyone you’d suggest?”
 
   “Jair Deymartin.”
 
   “Really?” Kara remembered Jair’s warning about Aryn. “Why?”
 
   “He came to me, this morning, and requested a horse to travel to Tarna. I don’t know why, but I suspect it has something to do with his quest to find his mother. To speak to her.”
 
   “But his mother’s dead.”
 
   “Indeed. He wishes to consult Adept Anylus about that. I believe Anylus knew his mother when she was still alive.”
 
   “I’d love to have him with me. If he’s willing.”
 
   “I would be surprised if he refused. He made apprentice today as well, under Adept Norus, in Cyan, and escorting you to Tarna would be excellent experience.”
 
   “All right.” Kara tried to picture others at the academy, students she knew by name, but could think of none she would trust with her life or her mother’s. Having her own small circle of friends was nice, but she realized now how few in Solyr she truly trusted.
 
   “We’ll worry about your fifth later.” Halde reached into the pocket of his robes and pulled out a small leather pouch. “This is yours.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Halde handed her the pouch. Curious, Kara undid the clasp and tilted it. A brilliant green stone fell into her hand, slightly bigger than a grape. She stared at it.
 
   “Halde, this is—”
 
   “Yours.”
 
   “I can’t. It’s too valuable.”
 
   “It’s necessary, and Elder Ine can make another.”
 
   “That takes years.”
 
   “You’re worth more than a few years to us.”
 
   Kara took a breath. “I’ve never used an echo stone before. What do I do?”
 
   Halde produced the stone’s twin. “Give the stone a drop of your blood. It will glow. Elder Ine has already attuned it to your soul. My stone will respond, and we can communicate wherever you might be.”
 
   “I just talk into it?”
 
   “Yes. You will hear my voice and I yours.”
 
   Echo stones were extremely rare and always produced in pairs. Because the painstaking process to make them took almost five years, a process that consumed both blood and magesand, elder Skywatchers were the only ones who made them.
 
   A single pair cost more than a small army. The trust it represented intimidated her, but just holding it made Kara feel safe. No matter where she traveled, she could call on Halde for help.
 
   “Thank you. Let’s pray I don’t need it.”
 
   “Keep it close. I trust your friends, but I would keep the stone to yourself unless absolutely necessary.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Now, let’s speak to the others. It needs to be their choice, too.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TRELL STOOD TO BOW when Halde entered the ornate Council Chamber. No one else stood with him. All bowed their heads instead, still seated, and Trell hid his embarrassment by marveling at the glowing sun on the ceiling. He sat back down.
 
   Byn and a young woman Byn had introduced as his sweetheart, Sera Valence, sat beside him. She had long dark hair, a soft face, and green eyes. Her pale skin looked blistered and red, but she showed no other ill effects from taking a burst of flame to the face. 
 
   “No need for ceremony.” Halde thumped down on an observer’s bench and adjusted his robes. “We still have no explanation for what happened today. What we do know is someone wants to abduct Kara, and they’ll kill anyone who tries to stop it.”
 
   Kara followed Halde into the room, emerging from a door off the main chamber, and hurried to the benches where they sat.
 
   Byn gave her a nod as she approached. “Nobody’s taking Kara away. Not unless they want their neck broken.”
 
   Kara sat down and gripped Byn’s arm. “If it comes to that, we’ll throw squirrels at them.”
 
   “When Aryn Locke wakes up,” Halde said, “we may learn more. For now, Trell, we’ll start with you.”
 
   Trell leaned forward. He waited and listened.
 
   “You wrestled Kara’s attacker down in the square. Could you determine anything from your struggle? Sex, build, clothing?”
 
   “I believe the attacker was male. He was at least as tall as I am and I believe he wore a robe, like yours. It felt like a robe. He was strong with thick arms and there was a smell, also. I can only describe it as the smell of dead things rotting in the sun.”
 
   “I’ve heard about that smell before,” Byn said. “Could it have been a revenant?”
 
   Halde shook his head. “No one has ever raised a revenant capable of scribing glyphs. They lack the most critical element ... living blood.” He stroked his bearded chin. “Anything else?”
 
   Trell glanced at Elder Halde, then at Byn. “What is a revenant?”
 
   “It’s like a golem, Trell,” Byn said. When Trell just stared blankly at him, Byn rubbed the back of his neck.
 
   “A doll. Think of a giant doll, made out of dead body parts, walking about of its own accord and killing people.”
 
   Trell grimaced. He did not like the sound of that.
 
   Sera took Byn’s arm. “Elder, why is this happening? Why would someone want to abduct Kara?”
 
   Halde leaned back in his seat. “If we knew, we would already know how to stop him. Things being as they are, Kara and I have agreed that she will depart for Tarna immediately.”
 
   “Why can’t she stay here?” Byn asked. “Can’t you keep her safe?”
 
   “Whoever wishes to abduct Kara has already struck at her in Solyr’s center square, one of the most secure areas of the academy. Somehow, they’ve compromised our wards.”
 
   “Drown me in burning oil,” Byn whispered. “That’s never happened before, has it?”
 
   “It did once,” Sera said quietly. “When someone murdered Elder Cantrall.”
 
   “Tarna’s wards have stood for generations,” Halde continued. “Kara will be safe there. No mage will reach her.”
 
   Byn stood up. “You can’t send her out there by herself!”
 
   Halde merely smiled. Byn winced and Trell realized he had spoken out of turn. Even so, Byn didn’t sit down.
 
   “She will have help,” Halde said. “We will pretend to move her to secured chambers and post elders in that wing. Tonight, under cover of darkness, Kara will leave Solyr and journey to Tarna, disguised as a torasel. Whoever wants her may not even know she has left.”
 
   Byn relaxed and sat. “You know I’m going with her, right?
 
   “Kara might have mentioned that.”
 
   Trell looked at Halde, then at Byn. “What’s a torasel?”
 
   Byn snorted and shook his head. “Really, Trell?”
 
   Sera poked Byn, shushed him, and smiled at Trell. “They’re quite common in our lands, perhaps not so much in yours. They’re merchants. They travel in heavy cloaks and veil their faces to make it difficult to tell one from the other.”
 
   “So they can rob you blind,” Byn added.
 
   “Don’t be crass.” Sera poked him again. “It’s simply their way, how they accord respect to each other. In torasel circles all are equal, and their robes are a representation of that.”
 
   “Regardless,” Halde cut in, “their robes make an excellent disguise, and secrecy is vital if we wish to sneak Kara out of Solyr. She will be leading a dyn on the journey to Tarna.”
 
   Sera gasped. Trell wondered what a dyn was, and why it was so unusual for Kara to command one. Kara turned to her friends.
 
   “Byn. Sera. I won’t ask if you’re not ready.”
 
   “You don’t even have to ask,” Sera said. “Of course we’re with you. You’re not leaving my sight until you’re safe with King Haven.”
 
   “You don’t know how much that means to me.” Kara smiled at them both. “Just so you know, I’m also inviting Jair Deymartin. I think a Soulmage will be useful, and besides, I trust him.”
 
   Byn nodded. “I’ve always found him a likable sort, despite his bizarre tolerance for ‘His Royal Lockeness.’”
 
   The doors to the Council Chamber creaked open. Trell stood and stepped in front of Kara as the raven-haired man he had seen in the square stumbled inside, dressed in cloth pants and a flimsy shirt. A melted lump of metal hung around his neck.
 
   “Speak only once of the storm,” Byn said, “and over the waters it comes.” His big fists clenched.
 
   Several healers, including Senior Mender Landra, followed the dark-haired man into the council chamber. Trell evaluated him with wary eyes. This man had almost burned Kara alive.
 
   Landra spoke first. “We tried to keep Aryn in bed, elder, but he insisted on speaking with you. He would not let us help him walk.”
 
   So this man’s name was Aryn. Trell would remember. He sat back down.
 
   “Elder.” Aryn barely kept his feet. “I must speak with you. There was a mage—”
 
   “Help him sit,” Halde ordered.
 
   Aryn tried to push the menders off, but Landra and another woman forced him onto a bench. When Halde approached them, Aryn relented. Trell did not miss the dark look Kara gave her friends.
 
   Aryn looked up at Halde. “A mage … he came to me this morning, in crimson, like yours. I thought he was an elder.”
 
   “Did you see his face?”
 
   “No. When he grabbed me, his hands were like ice. I knew then that something was wrong, but from then on…” He glanced at Kara, then away. “I felt nothing but his hate.”
 
   Trell heard Kara huff. He kept his eyes on Aryn, searching the man’s posture for deceit or lingering resentment, but what he saw was a man who was both tired and dejected. His slumped shoulders and slouched back gave him away.
 
   “I have failed you and brought danger to this academy.” Aryn hung his head. “I accept exile.”
 
   Halde loomed over Aryn. “You are aware that the hatred you harbored toward Kara made you vulnerable to manipulation?”
 
   “Yes, respected elder. I made a mistake and I regret it.” He looked up at Sera. “I’m sorry I hit you. You can’t imagine how sorry I am.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Sera said quietly. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I know it wasn’t you.” She smiled, and Byn looked askance at that.
 
   Halde gripped Aryn’s shoulder. “What happened in the square was not your doing. You made a mistake and you feel the weight of it, but you did not attack these people. You were compelled.”
 
   “That doesn’t excuse my falling victim in the first place.”
 
   “You’re correct. But it does mean there is still a place for you in this academy.”
 
   Halde glanced at Kara, and Trell saw her nod. She didn’t want Aryn exiled. It seemed natural to Trell, reading people, and he knew he had done it often before he lost his memory. Had he been more than a soldier in the Tellvan army? Had he been some sort of spy?
 
   “You will be placed in the elder wing, with Kara,” Halde told Aryn. “Once we are certain no trace of madness remains—”
 
   “Kara’s not going to the elder wing,” Aryn cut in. “She’s leaving Solyr tonight. I hope you’re at least sending someone with her?”
 
   Byn muttered a low curse.
 
   “If you could protect her from whomever attacked us,” Aryn continued, “that mage couldn’t have burned a glyph inside my head. My grandfather did much the same in the All Province War, when the Tassauns marched on Locke. He surrounded our estate with soldiers and hired actors to take the place of my father and brothers. Then they went to Tarna in a commoner’s wagon, surrounded by his most trusted guardsmen.”
 
   “A pleasant story,” Halde agreed after a moment, “but this is not Locke. Have you spoken of this to anyone else?”
 
   “Respected elder,” Kara raised her voice, “I trust Aryn to help me more than I trust him to keep his mouth shut. I think he should be the fifth member of my dyn.”
 
   Trell considered Kara’s request and as he did so, his respect for her leadership grew. If Aryn stayed at Solyr, it would only be a matter of time before his conclusions reached the ears of others. If his apology was as genuine as it appeared, Kara could find no better ally than a man seeking redemption.
 
   “You would have me?” Aryn said. “In your dyn?”
 
   “If you will leave our triptych duels behind us.”
 
   Aryn bowed his head. “You could have killed me when that glyph had my mind, and none would speak ill of you. Five know you should have, given our past. You saved me. You saved Sera.” He looked up. “The House of Locke is at your service.”
 
   Byn opened his mouth, but a sharp glance from Kara silenced him. Byn threw up his hands.
 
   Halde stroked his short beard. “Then the matter is settled, your dyn complete.” He crossed his arms and frowned. “Kara, I’m sorry, but it will be impossible for you to speak at the Selection Day ceremony today. It’s simply too dangerous.”
 
   “It’s all right.” Kara relaxed, and Trell could not decide if that denoted disappointment or relief. “My speech was terrible.”
 
   “Even so,” Halde continued as he walked over to her, “you should know that in the eyes of the elders, you have already graduated with the highest honors we can provide.”
 
   Halde reached into his robes. He pulled out a thin silver chain. On it hung a medallion shaped like a Solyr sun. Halde took Kara’s hand, eased open her fingers, and placed the medallion in her open palm. Kara stared at it.
 
   “This is your graduation,” Halde said. “You are an apprentice of Solyr.” He closed her fingers around the medallion, its chain swinging idly from her fist. “And you will make us all very proud.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   “YOU'RE NOT GOING,” Ona said. She grabbed Kara’s hands.
 
   “I knew you might say that.” Kara tugged but couldn’t pull away. Her mother could be very strong when she wanted to be, and Kara didn’t have time for this conversation. They had a dinner to attend, and it could be their last dinner together in some time.
 
   “Then why did you even suggest it?”
 
   “Because I have to go, Mom. There’s no other choice.”
 
   “That’s a load of crap.” Ona’s voice was louder and stronger than Kara had heard in years. “You’re hiding something from me. I need to know what that is.”
 
   They were sitting on an unfamiliar bed in a large room generally reserved for visiting dignitaries. Ona lived here now and would for as long as a maniac hunted Kara. It abutted Halde’s room.
 
   Auburn wallpaper with flower patterns covered the walls, and the ceiling was vaulted with golden trim. The bed in the center of the room had four posts and a mattress soft enough to swallow a woman whole. It was the nicest room Kara had ever seen, and she wished she had time to enjoy it. Yet in less than six hours she would be on the road, in the dark.
 
   “Mom, I’m not hiding anything.”
 
   “You never did learn to lie, did you?”
 
   Kara ripped her hands away and felt a hot flush. “Was I to learn from your example? You lied well enough when you told me things were fine with Father. I believed you.”
 
   Ona wilted before Kara’s eyes. “You were only ten years old, and that’s not fair.”
 
   “You’re right.” Kara blinked and swallowed hard. “It’s not.” Someone had almost kidnapped her today, but that was no excuse to say such things. “I’m sorry. I hate this, I hate leaving you, but I know it’s the right thing to do.”
 
   “Why now? Why Tarna?”
 
   “Because I can’t hide for the rest of my life.” She didn’t add, “and because it’s the only way I can keep you from dying.”
 
   “Just stay long enough for Halde to find out who’s after you. He’ll stop them.”
 
   “He has an entire academy to protect.”
 
   “He has—”
 
   “Hundreds of people to keep safe. They don’t deserve any less, and I can protect myself.” Kara squeezed her mother’s arms. “I’m not going alone. I’ve got Byn, and Sera, and others, including Trell, the big Tellvan man I knocked out and dragged home.”
 
   “That’s not funny anymore.”
 
   “I know. But it’s what we have. I didn’t ask for this and neither did you, but we can’t change it. You raised me to be strong.”
 
   “I didn’t raise you to go to war.”
 
   “They need your help here. Remember, Halde is going to glyph someone to look just like me.”
 
   Ona wrinkled her nose. “I still think that’s bizarre.”
 
   “Having you here will make it convincing. People need to see you and her together. No one will believe you let me leave.”
 
   Ona smiled, trembling with pain even Landra couldn’t ease. “Who says I will?”
 
   “I’ll be safe in Tarna. Just stay and keep the ruse up until I’m there. We’ll figure out the rest once I arrive.”
 
   “When did you get so foolishly brave?”
 
   “By watching you every day,” Kara whispered, “as you fought this bloody disease.”
 
   Ona started crying, and this time Kara couldn’t stop herself. They cried together and hugged each other. Soon it was time to head to dinner, and Kara would have been happy staying in.
 
   She took her mother’s hand and helped her to the door. Ona was trembling, and Kara knew nights were when her mother hurt the worst. Kara had once overheard Ona explaining her symptoms to a nurse, though she never shared them with Kara.
 
   Her mother said it felt like ants were eating her up inside.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” Kara asked.
 
   Ona snorted. “Are you?”
 
   Kara looked ahead. “It’s just ham and bread. Maybe some carrots and yams. It’s not going to kill you.”
 
   “I love you, honey.” Ona squeezed Kara’s hand.
 
   Kara swallowed as they walked slowly down the hall. “Me too, Mom.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TRELL LEFT SOLYR with the others just past midnight under a slice of moon. He rode a fine mare from Solyr’s stables, a spirited white and brown filly named Chesa, and theirs was a departure unlike any he had ever seen. Mages of Solyr did things differently.
 
   A storm of white powder rose around them, swirling furiously yet leaving its eye untouched. It hid everything more than a few paces away and howled like a dozen wolves, easily muffling the creaking of their enclosed black wagon. Jair drove that wagon, a pleasant young apprentice who had barely eaten a thing. Sera rode inside the wagon with their provisions: dried fruit, cheese, and salted meat.
 
   “What’s happening?” Trell hurried Chesa toward Kara, who now rode a big black gelding. “Is this normal?”
 
   “It’s bone powder!” Kara shouted back. “It’ll obscure our departure! No one can see through it, not even mages!”
 
   The elders had dressed them all in old gray cloaks with thick hoods that were suitable for travel in any weather — torasel garb. They also had veils to obscure all but their eyes. Kara rode her horse with ease that showed she had done it before, and none of their horses seemed alarmed by the surrounding storm.
 
   It was too loud for further conversation, so Trell rode in silence until the howling wind grew quiet. Soon he could hear the creak of wagon wheels, the huff of his mare and the huff of Kara’s horse.
 
   “Why was it so loud?” Trell asked, in a more normal tone. 
 
   “Storms are always loud when they’re first conjured up,” Kara said. “It’s Aerial work. Some of Solyr’s best are on its walls right now, whipping up a storm for us. Once they have it steady, they don’t have to work so hard.”
 
   “They maintain it,” Trell said, “instead of conjuring it.”
 
   Kara’s eyes narrowed behind her veil. “Are you sure you know nothing of glyph magic?”
 
   “Honestly?” Trell shrugged. “I’m not sure what I know.”
 
   Enclosed lamps on the wagon’s fore and aft corners cast light their way, allowing them to see each other. The storm’s walls stretched above them, obscuring both sky and moon, and without that light, Trell doubted he could have seen anything.
 
   Byn rode by on a chestnut gelding, tossed Trell a mocking salute, and took the fore. Kara glanced after him and looked back at Trell. “Ride up front with us. We’ll talk about it."
 
   Trell glanced to the rear of the procession to find Aryn riding there, head down and robes pulled tightly around his form. His gelding was brown and white. “Perhaps later.”
 
   Kara raised an eyebrow. “Later?”
 
   Trell motioned with his eyes toward Aryn. Kara’s eyes narrowed, but she did nod. Trell dropped back as the wagon rumbled on.
 
   Trell knew from what Halde had told them that they were taking a back road out of Solyr, one that would merge with the main road once they were clear of the Crystal Flats. They planned to reach a stretch of forest called the Brecken Woods just before daybreak, then camp until noon. Trell would have plenty of time to get to know his fellow travelers. The best way he knew to protect Kara.
 
   The weight of the scabbard on Trell’s back and the broadsword inside comforted him, even hidden beneath his robes. Trell had tested the blade before leaving and it felt right in his hands, suitable for fighting from horseback and on foot. He wanted to wear it outside the robes – it would be difficult to draw as it was now – but Kara had told him torasels carried clubs or quarterstaffs, simple weapons for chasing off thieves. Wielding a broadsword was a bit more complex.
 
   The white ground over which they rode remained smooth as glass, a strange sight, and neither the hooves of their horses nor the wheels of the wagon kicked up bone powder. He would ask Kara about that later. Soon enough, Aryn’s gelding snorted at Trell’s mare. Saying hello.
 
   Aryn looked up, glanced at Trell, and pulled in his reins. The eyes behind his thick black veil looked haunted.
 
   “What’s his name?” Trell asked.
 
   “I wondered when Kara would send you.”
 
   “No one sent me.”
 
   “Sure. You just dropped back to make sure I don’t fall off my horse. I’m sure she’d enjoy that.”
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “I was there when you attacked her.”
 
   Aryn snorted and leaned back on his horse. “I thank you for this fine animal. He’s called Spirit. I was certain Kara was going to stick me on that tiny mare.”
 
   “It was no trouble. I prefer a lighter steed.”
 
   “So you’re not here to gloat, and you’re not here to fight. Why are you here?”
 
   “You were the only person I could not speak with at supper.”
 
   “And what a sight that was. Ten fine seats at that table and the elders stick me at the end, right next to the servant’s station. I bet Kara enjoyed my inevitable comeuppance.”
 
   “Why do you so dislike each other?”
 
   “You’re an inquisitive sort for a man on his way to jail. How about you watch the road for bandits and I hug my horse?”
 
   “As you wish.” Trell lightly tapped Chesa’s flanks. As his mare sped up to trot beside the wagon, Trell smiled behind his raised veil.
 
   He suspected Aryn craved the conversation of others, and as the lonely days passed, Aryn would grow anxious to talk. Trell had planted a seed in his mind. The simplest way to keep an eye on Aryn was to first gain his confidence. Be his friend.
 
   As Trell moved past the wagon he saw someone standing on the road to the right. A woman with dark hair and deep blue eyes, all alone in the swirling storm. “Halt!” he shouted.
 
   Kara glanced back and Byn shouted something. Their horses turned as one. The wagon ground to a stop as Jair reacted to the shout, standing up in the driver’s seat to look back at him.
 
   “Trell?” Kara called, as she rode back to them.
 
   Trell blinked. Where once a woman had stood, he saw nothing now. “I saw someone.” He slid off his horse, hand reflexively reaching for his sword grip. He found robe instead and resisted the urge to rip the thick robes right off.
 
   “You what?” Kara reined in her gelding. “In the storm?”
 
   Another shadow danced inside the bone powder. It looked like a child — no, many of them. They were dancing.
 
   “There are children dancing in the storm,” Trell said as calmly as he could.
 
   “Children?” Byn followed the line of Trell’s gaze, squinting at the white powder.
 
   “There’s nothing there.” Aryn dropped from his horse and walked over. “It’s bone powder. Your mind’s playing tricks.”
 
   Again the shadows vanished, but others appeared in their place. Men, women and children, each visible only a moment before flickering out. Their faces were flat, featureless, but Trell could swear he knew each of them. He felt a compulsion to run into the storm.
 
   “Trell,” Kara said, “look at me.”
 
   Trell tore his eyes away from the storm and found hers, calm and orange. “You don’t see them?” He swallowed and looked back at the wall of swirling bone powder. The shadows were still there, still dancing. “What is it I’m seeing, then?”
 
   “Souls.” Jair hopped down from the wagon. “You are seeing souls, Trell. They died recently. I can’t make out much else. I believe they’re speaking Tellvan, but I don’t know it and can’t be sure.”
 
   “Drown me in burning oil,” Byn whispered. “There’s Tellvan souls wandering around out there?”
 
   “The focus of energy from so much swirling bone powder must have drawn their attention.” Jair’s tone remained flat, almost a monotone. “It shows in the world beyond as it shows in ours and the dream world. It can be a beacon.” Jair’s eyes focused, and his tone grew normal again. “Trell, I think they came here for you.”
 
   “Me?” Trell fought off a shiver.
 
   “They feel a kinship. Perhaps you grew up in the same village. Regardless, they died recently and came here to say goodbye. Acknowledge them. Comfort them. Don’t be afraid.”
 
   Trell looked back at the shadows. Only the woman remained. He could not see her face or her clothes, only her outline. She beckoned him closer, beckoned with desperation in her movements.
 
   “It’s safe,” Jair said.
 
   Trell walked forward as he might in a dream. He stopped just before the swirling wall of bone powder. The woman’s shadow waited on the other side. She raised her hand, palm out, and placed it against the wall.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Trell whispered. “I don’t know who you are.”
 
   Her hand remained, and her shadow did not move. Hesitantly, Trell raised his own hand and eased his palm into the storm. He felt nothing. He wondered if it was different for her.
 
   She made what might have been a sound — a mournful cry — and then her shadow vanished. Gone forever. Trell stood at the swirling wall, overwhelmed with loss and anguish that had no clear source. He missed that woman, longed for her, yet had no idea who she was.
 
   She was dead. He knew she was dead. He turned to find Jair waiting and Byn tense on his horse, ready to leap right off. Were they worried he might run into the storm? Should he?
 
   Trell’s mind itched as he searched for memories that were no longer there. He shuddered so hard he felt it to his bones. He walked back to his horse. He left that woman behind forever.
 
   Kara touched his arm. “Are you all right?”
 
   “Yes.” The shadows were gone, now, but his longing and unfocused grief remained. “I’m sorry. I am delaying us.”
 
   Jair gave him a short nod. “By greeting them and acknowledging their passing, you helped them move on.” He climbed up on the wagon. “They’re at peace now.”
 
   They got moving again, and soon enough the storm died. They rode now on a well-kept road amidst a dark and forested countryside. Trell glanced once at Jair, thinking to ask him about the shadows, but he could see nothing of Jair’s face. Jair had tilted his hood to the sky, and his whole body remained still.
 
   How had Trell known those people? That woman? He concentrated on their surroundings because those questions made him cold. He picked out level road in the wagon lights and the same white oaks he had seen inside Solyr. Gray leaves rustled in the wind.
 
   Kara glanced back from the fore, riding with Byn, and Trell increased Chesa’s pace. Anything else would seem unfriendly or worse, suspicious. He did not know what one said after a procession of ghosts appeared. He didn’t know the protocol.
 
   “Hey,” Kara said, eying him as he rode up. “Still spooked?”
 
   Her dark gelding rode just behind Byn’s chestnut horse, not beside it. Trell knew horses didn’t like to ride side by side and wondered where he had learned that. In the town he couldn’t remember? From the spirits he’d seen dancing in that storm?
 
   “I’m fine,” he lied. “I’m sorry I delayed things back there.”
 
   “Don’t fret about it. I would imagine all magic seems very new to you. Honestly, if spirits stopping by is really what happened back there, it’s new to me as well.”
 
   Byn nodded. “Though I would like to know when you turned into Jair.”
 
   “Settle.” Kara shushed Byn. “Trell, I don’t know what you saw back there. I can’t explain it, but Adept Anylus is a Soulmage adept, and we’ll meet him at Tarna. If anyone knows, he does.”
 
   “Thank you.” That didn’t make Trell feel any better, but it provided a fiction to get them through the night. Small comfort.
 
   “Restless souls aside,” Kara said, “how did it go with Aryn?”
 
   “It didn’t really go much at all. He seems vexed by the fact that he owes you his life. Other than that, he’s rather taciturn.”
 
   It helped to talk about anything besides the souls. They made him feel empty. He welcomed any conversation right now.
 
   “Ha.” Kara peeled back her veil and reached into her open saddlebag. “It was strange seeing him this afternoon, after … well, you saw. Penitent.” She pulled out a small peach. “Maybe his brush with death has made him reflect on his life.”
 
   “Or on how he’ll get even,” Byn added.
 
   Trell frowned behind his veil. “Do you really think he will act against you, even after what happened at Solyr?”
 
   Byn snorted and looked ahead. Kara just smiled. “I’ve no wish to discuss him further. If he wants to help me on this journey, he knows where I ride.” She took one vicious bite from her peach.
 
   Trell approved. He had his eyes on Aryn. After they had traveled for some time and hardy brown cedar replaced white oak, Kara glanced back again.
 
   “So, have you remembered anything? About yourself, I mean?”
 
   “I remembered how I kept my hair.”
 
   “Did you forget how to button your shirt?”
 
   Trell pulled open his cloak and looked down. The shirt looked buttoned correctly to his eyes, and he assumed Landra would have warned him if it were not. What had he done wrong?
 
   “You sweet dear. You make it all so easy.” Kara sighed, obviously for his benefit. “This will be a long ride. Do you know any jokes?”
 
   Trell frowned as he looked up. “Why did the swordking bury his blade in golden sand?”
 
   Kara glanced at Byn. Byn shrugged. “Never heard that one. What’s the joke?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Trell said. “I can’t remember.”
 
   Kara snickered, and Byn chuckled and rolled his eyes. That settled things with his memory for the moment. They would all find answers when they finally reached Tarna.
 
   They moved into rolling hills thick with tall grass, sticking to the smooth road. The bordering grass had grown as high as the horses’ flanks, and any manner of predator or game hole could be hiding in its stalks. That made the hairs on Trell’s neck stand on end.
 
   “Are you certain it is wise to follow this road in darkness?” 
 
   Kara’s eyes widened above her veil. “Right. I should have asked. With your permission, may I scribe some glyphs?”
 
   Trell nodded. Kara drew two glyphs on the pad strapped to her wrist and then drew a third directly in front of him, floating in the air. The air around Trell flared bright white.
 
   Trell’s eyes snapped shut. When he opened them he rode in daylight, though the sky remained dark and filled with stars. He closed his mouth when Byn glanced back and chuckled.
 
   “There’s that fish on the hook again.”
 
   “This is more of your magic?”
 
   “It’s a Glyphbinder trick,” Byn said. “Theotrix mixed with Flaryen. A great hawk’s sight mixed with firefly’s light!”
 
   And what a mix that was. The surreal daylight gave the grass a rippling sheen. It stretched around them as far as Trell could see, swaying in the gentle wind. The closed blossoms of wildflowers bobbed in the sea of grass.
 
   Trell had visited the ocean. He had found its motion soothing, and this place soothed him as well. Another tantalizing trace of memory from the void inside his head, fascinating and infuriating at the same time. When would he finally recover his memories?
 
   Byn glanced at him, then at Kara. “I’m going to see how Sera is doing. You be careful with this woman, Trell. She’s been known to flip men on their heads.”
 
   Kara all but lunged off her horse in her attempt to punch his arm. Byn sidestepped his mount away and chortled. By the time he dropped back beside Trell, Byn wore a huge grin.
 
   Kara raised an eyebrow and pointed a finger at them both, clutching the peach core in her other hand. “I know one man who better check his bedroll every night from here on in.”
 
   “You heard her.” Byn patted Trell’s shoulder. “If you see her lying in your bedroll, you’ll have no choice but to—”
 
   He yelped as Kara’s peach core smacked into the side of his head. “I yield! I surrender!” His gelding dropped back as Kara readied a fresh peach.
 
   “Well,” she said with a huff. “I hope Sera gives him an earful for leaving her alone in that wagon all this time.”
 
   “What about Jair?” Trell glanced at the wagon. “Last I saw him, he seemed in a trance. Is he all right?”
 
   Kara dropped the uneaten peach back into her bag. “Bring that sweet mare up beside me. I promise I won’t flip you on your head.”
 
   Trell hurried Chesa up until he rode behind and to the left of Kara’s gelding. “That trance is an aspect of Jair’s magic?” It pleased him how Chesa matched pace with a larger horse.
 
   “He is a Soulmage,” Kara agreed. When Trell just stared blankly, she continued.
 
   “Soul glyphs come as easy to him as breath comes to you and me, but such familiarity comes with a cost. Jair is probably as close to the other side as any mortal can be, in this life. Sometimes, at night, I wonder if he sees us at all.”
 
   “Soul glyphs,” Trell pressed.
 
   “Most souls leave our world as they found it, but some … grow attached. All our glyphs draw power from somewhere. My Hands of Life, for example, draw power from the Five. Soul glyphs come from the impression brave or stubborn souls left as they departed. They clung to life so hard, they left claw marks when they crossed.”
 
   Trell watched the side of Kara’s hood.
 
   “Some, like Braun, died before they could finish their greatest work. He sought to finish his last great sculpture even as he slipped through to the other side. Others, like the Adynshak, clung to life for different reasons. They were five brave Tellvan swordkings, masters of bladed combat, who were forced to murder their own mad king for the good of all Tellvan. For the entire Northern Alliance.”
 
   “Tellvan,” Trell said. “With whom you are now at war.”
 
   “Tellvan wasn’t always against us. They were a firm ally in the All Province War, even after Metla Tassau’s dark glyphs drove Sheik Jenver insane. They tied up half the Tassaun calvary in the Broken Desert. Turns out armored horses do poorly on sand.”
 
   “Interesting. If I may ask, have you always had orange eyes? Or is that some aspect of your study at Solyr?”
 
   Kara coughed and shifted in her saddle. “You could put it that way. I made a glyph — my own glyph — by mixing and matching elements of others. I got the intent right but the color wrong.”
 
   “Is making new glyphs a requirement for students at Solyr?”
 
   “It’s outright forbidden. Only elders are allowed to create new glyphs. I wasn’t supposed to do it, and I should have been expelled for doing it, but it just seemed so natural to me.” Kara chuckled and sighed. “I’m lucky I didn’t burn my eyes out.”
 
   “So you did something that only elders are supposed to do, and you did that as an initiate. That’s impressive.”
 
   “Is it? You can see how well it turned out.” Kara pointed at her eyes. “These were supposed to be blue.”
 
   “So the change is permanent?”
 
   “Not really, but I like it. I keep them orange as a reminder, a warning to all about the perils of unsanctioned study.” Her smile grew. “Or maybe I just like sticking out in a crowd.”
 
   Trell chuckled. “You’d stick out in any crowd, Kara.”
 
   “Would I, now?” She huffed and looked ahead. “Well then. I didn’t realize I was so hideous.”
 
   “Wait, that’s not what…” Trell winced and clenched his reins. “You’re not hideous, not remotely. I just meant—”
 
   Kara laughed, a merry sound. She reached out from her horse and punched his arm. She landed a good solid blow.
 
   “The faces you make might be the most adorable thing about you. I’m teasing you. Let me. This is going to be a very long trip.”
 
   Trell forced himself to relax. He felt as if he had always had trouble socially, making comments at the wrong times, saying things in the wrong way … yet how could he remember that without remembering circumstances, people, thoughts?
 
   “You’re not going to throw a peach at me, are you?”
 
   “I keep those for Byn, dear heart. Five know he’s earned his share of them.”
 
   They talked more as they rode on, and Kara’s tales of Solyr were quite entertaining. Like the time Byn “accidentally” attracted a horde of grasshoppers into Bloodmender class. Or the time Kara snuck into the men’s dorm and planted a cloud trap above Aryn’s door, drenching him the moment he emerged. Or Jair calling up a spirit that kept pulling everyone’s hair.
 
   Solyr’s students had a strange life that was full of wonder, and they were safe and loved. Trell almost felt jealous. The moon was just setting when they finally reached the Brecken Woods.
 
   The oaks of the Brecken Woods bore rough gray bark shadowed by the false light of Kara’s glyphs. Menacing. Dead leaves gathered at the base of the trees like piles of ash.
 
   Trell rubbed his eyes. “Are your glyphs wearing off?”
 
   “No, but it’s a right gloomy sight. There’s a small stream just inside the tree line. We’ll water the horses and make camp there.” 
 
   “And your guard? Who takes the first watch?”
 
   Kara arched one eyebrow at him. “You’re really looking forward to watching me sleep, aren’t you?”
 
   Trell felt a hot blush and studied his mare’s neck. “We should take nothing for granted. That mage could still be out there.”
 
   “He just caught me by surprise. You’re with a dyn now. We’ll set up a warning bubble around our camp before bedding down. Anything enters our bubble that doesn’t belong there, we’ll feel it.”
 
   “You’re certain that’s sufficient?”
 
   “Absolutely certain. I know you think protecting me is up to you alone, but you need to trust me to protect myself. Many things we carry are valuable, but we rarely worry about bandits. You know why they don’t rob us? Because it goes badly for them, every time.”
 
   “Magical defenses for tonight then.” Even so, Trell would sleep lightly.
 
   Kara pulled back her veil. “Good. I want to get everyone bedded down fast. That way, Byn won’t notice the crushed peach.”
 
   “The one you threw at him?”
 
   “The one he’s going to find jammed in his bedroll. With some apple cores. And some crumbs.”
 
   “Kara!” Jair yelled from the wagon. “Are we going in?”
 
   Kara waved them closer. “Camp inside the trees!”
 
   Byn poked his head out of the side of the wagon, his veil trailing in the wind. The lights of the wagon highlighted his bright smile. “How many bedrolls will you need?”
 
   “You know,” Kara said, glancing at Trell. “I think I’ll grind some lantern grease into his hair as well. Just so we’re clear.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   THEIR ONLY TROUBLE CAME after watering and settling the horses. Aryn refused to be satisfied with the fire, claiming it was too small and too cold. He stalked into the woods and soon returned, claiming he couldn’t find any decent firewood.
 
   Trell had no sooner offered his help before Aryn accepted, and Trell suspected he knew why. Aryn led him through the woods to a pile of tinder that would easily keep them warm through the chill dawn. He’d piled it up against an old oak.
 
   “Firewood,” Trell said.
 
   “A necessary deception.” Aryn motioned Trell to a bent old birch and propped his pack against the wood. “Please. Sit.”
 
   Trell did that. Aryn sat as well, resting his back against the oak. He pulled back his veil.
 
   “I was very rude earlier, and for no good reason. Will you accept my apology?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Forgiveness is a virtue, one Kara could stand to learn. It started with a pair of unruly fledglings, bastards who got it into their heads to ‘teach that arrogant noble a lesson.’ So, they tried. It didn’t end well. I taught them a lesson instead.”
 
   “That started your rivalry with Kara?”
 
   “One of those bastards was Byn.”
 
   “Ah.” It all made sense now. “And that was…?”
 
   “Eight years ago next month.”
 
   “Perhaps Kara has forgiven you. She did invite you to join her dyn.”
 
   “And saved my life. I know. It’s all very touching.” Aryn stared at the wood. “I almost wish she’d let me die.”
 
   Trell pulled back his veil and said nothing. Silence made people talk.
 
   “And so I am obligated to give Kara any help she needs for as long as she lives. That’s no decree of my father’s. It’s mine. I made the law on my tenth birthday.”
 
   “Is that normal for men of your station? Making laws?”
 
   “Sometimes. Father had all his sons make one decree when they reached ten. It would apply to them and them alone, teaching them what it means to both lead and to obey. I took a simple vow. Help whoever saves my life for as long as that person lives.”
 
   Trell nodded. “Very noble.”
 
   “Are you joking? It was ludicrous.” Aryn shook his head. “Too many stories of heroes in my youth.”
 
   “How is that ludicrous?”
 
   “Every starving beggar in the city would follow me around, waiting for an opportunity to ‘save my life.’ Then they’d stop waiting. Then they’d make an opportunity.”
 
   Trell almost smiled. Some might call that cynical thinking, but he would call it realistic. “Does Kara know about this decree?”
 
   “I haven’t told her, but I will, some day, when she’s ready to hear it. I don’t think she’d ever accept me as an ally. We competed too fiercely at Solyr.”
 
   “Perhaps you judge her poorly.”
 
   “Perhaps I judge her right. Kara knows I despised her but doesn’t know why. She doesn’t know that she took just about everything I ever wanted away. She ruined my life, and I hated her for it.”
 
   “Do you still?”
 
   “No, but that doesn’t mean I can convince her of that. To be honest, I really don’t see the need.”
 
   “If you truly want to protect her, you must gain her trust.”
 
   “And what, Trell, makes you think I came on this journey to protect Kara?”
 
   Trell frowned. “You just said you did.”
 
   “No, what I said is I’ll do whatever I can to help her. I didn’t need to come on this journey to do that. Kara’s probably better off without me along.”
 
   “Then why come at all?”
 
   “Aren’t mysteries fun?” Aryn pushed up and brushed off his cloak. “Like you. You’re a mystery. A keen-eyed swordmaster who can’t remember his past. Some bard should write a song.”
 
   Trell didn’t know how to respond to that.
 
   “Anyway,” Aryn said, “for now, I just want to talk. The others all hate me now, even Jair, who claimed to be my friend. You’re different. You’re a soldier.”
 
   “We don’t know that.”
 
   “Of course we do. Draw your sword.” Aryn reached back and unslung his quarterstaff.
 
   Trell stood and raised his hands. “I’ve no wish to fight you.”
 
   “Ha!” Aryn’s laugh was warm and honest. “I’d not dare challenge you. Draw your sword and tell me how it feels.”
 
   Keeping his eyes on Aryn, Trell pulled at his thick cloak until he could reach his weapon. It wasn’t easy, and he decided he would carry it openly from this moment forward. He drew the blade and found himself in an ideal stance at once.
 
   “It feels … right.”
 
   “I’d imagine so. Now sheath it and take my staff. Go ahead.”
 
   More curious than anything, Trell did as Aryn suggested. Sheathing the blade was as easy as breathing, even with the clumsy robe. Aryn handed him his quarterstaff, a magnificent weapon that glistened white in the moonlight. It was heavier than Trell expected.
 
   “Take a swing with it,” Aryn said. “Knock in some heads.”
 
   Trell moved and swung, but the effort felt clumsy and wrong. He took a different grip and tried again. Aryn snatched the staff from his hands, spun it, and stopped it a hand’s length from Trell’s head. It all happened very fast.
 
   “That’s what an unfamiliar weapon feels like. Were you a farmer, or a merchant, or some courier, you wouldn’t have any idea what to do with that sword. You’d use a quarterstaff or a club like everyone else on the road.” Aryn lowered his staff. “You’re a soldier. It’s as obvious as the nose on your face.”
 
   “I think you’re right.”
 
   “That’s just what I like to hear. We’ll get along famously!” Aryn thumped him on the back and Trell found he didn’t mind. Talking with Aryn like this felt familiar. Like they were soldiers together.
 
   “I’ve had one soldier or another watching over me for most of my life, at least until Father sent me away to Solyr.” Aryn slung his staff across his back and looked away again, at the trees clustered around them. At the dark.
 
   “Is it not an honor to school at Solyr?”
 
   “Oh, it is, for those who merit it. My blood was barely as potent as the weakest Solyr fledgling. Father’s money pushed me in. With my two older brothers squabbling over the estate, becoming the royal apprentice was my only chance to make myself worthy in my father’s eyes. My last chance. And I ruined it.”
 
   Trell opened his mouth to sympathize, but Aryn cut him off before he could. It seemed Trell’s words behind the wagon had unleashed a torrent of unburdening. Aryn really was desperate for a friend, and Trell almost felt guilty about manipulating him.
 
   “Do you know what it’s like to fail at every task you’re given? Father sent me into that. I was top of my classes in Locke, even when I was young. I’ve always strived to learn, but at Solyr, I could barely keep up with the weakest of students. My blood simply wasn’t made to evoke glyphs like theirs.”
 
   Trell squeezed Aryn’s shoulder. That seemed right. Aryn needed someone to sympathize and that might as well be him.
 
   “Kara knows it, too. Everything comes so easily to her. The power in her blood is leagues beyond the rest of us, and she makes sure we know it. She makes sure I know it.”
 
   “She does not seem like one who would lord her power over others. Are you sure you aren’t projecting your feelings onto her?”
 
   Aryn laughed. “Maybe I am. I don’t care anymore. I fought harder than anyone for the post the elders set aside for her. I trained day and night for years, barely sleeping, until I had learned to scribe the glyphs that came so easily to others. I would finally make my father proud. Instead, I’ve just disappointed him again.”
 
   “How can you know that?”
 
   “Because he didn’t need a third son. Because he never wanted me. All I am is one more hand clutching at his gold.”
 
   “You should give Kara a chance. Talk to her about this.”
 
   “I might,” Aryn agreed. “Some day. I wish I could just hate her, but hating her terrifies me.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “That glyph in my head. It made all I felt toward Kara burn ten times as hot. The attacker used a demon glyph, Trell, and one of the worst. The glyph of Balazel, Prince of Pain.”
 
   The ancient demon’s name sent a shiver down Trell’s spine, even without knowing the context. The name just sounded wrong. If soul glyphs were what desperate souls left as they crossed, as Kara had told him, what did that make demon glyphs?
 
   “Balazel hates like nothing our world has ever known, and I felt that hate. I hated Kara with a demon’s hate, and once you hate like that you can never be whole again.”
 
   Trell waited, and when no more unburdening came he took the opening. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. It fits with the wreck I’ve made of my life. I can’t even think of hating Kara now. I’m afraid that if I do, even for a moment, Balazel will take my mind again.”
 
   Trell thumped his shoulder. “You seem too strong for that. Only a fool would sell himself so short.”
 
   Aryn smiled. “There was another who often spoke to me as you do, as a fellow man and a foolish one at that. He was my father’s sage. That’s why I like you. You speak your mind.”
 
   “I do not claim to be a sage, but I am always willing to listen.”
 
   “And I am always willing to talk.” Aryn pulled on his pack and picked up as much wood as he could manage. “As you’ve probably figured out by now.”
 
   “I don’t mind listening.” Trell picked up his share as well.
 
   “Good, because you’ll probably be doing a lot of that on this trip. I don’t know if I’ll return to Solyr after we reach Tarna. I don’t know what I plan to do now.”
 
   “You graduated, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes, but I haven’t found a mentor. I graduated last in my school, and there’s only so much call for certified Firebrands. The only place I’d find employment is in the army, and I’d rather not burn people to death for a living.” He winced when he said that. “No offense.”
 
   “None taken,” Trell assured him. They were making good time back to the camp, to the others, so he slowed just a bit.
 
   “Anyway…” Aryn hesitated, glancing around, “I’d like to gather firewood tomorrow as well, if you’re willing. I plan to help Kara however I can. If she won’t take that help or consider my advice, I’m hoping she’ll at least listen to you.”
 
   “Of course.” Trell found Aryn easy to read, and he read nothing of treachery or ill will. “Though the others may begin to wonder at your ability to see in the dark.”
 
   Aryn chuckled as they approached the flickering campfire. “They’ve wondered far worse.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE FEEL OF TRELL’S HAND gently squeezing her shoulder woke Kara at noon. He was already walking away when she stretched, yawning loudly. She felt like she had not slept at all, and despite the transfusion she had received at Solyr she still felt weaker than normal. She knew it would be another day before she fully recovered from her fight in Solyr’s central square.
 
   Dreams had plagued her all night. In some of them Aryn chased her, his eyes glowing with flame. In others, an invisible man had her by the throat. The worst were the ones where Trell followed her, begging her to give him his memories back.
 
   Kara knew what these dreams were — nerves, brought on by worries about the Tellvan battlemage who wanted to kidnap her. Even so, fitful sleep annoyed her at the best of times. If the dreams continued, she would ask Sera for a glyph to stop them.
 
   Kara felt for the bulk of the Thinking Tree’s acorn inside her robe, in the pouch inside her shirt. She had slept with it, not daring to remove the pouch for even a moment. She had dug it up in the few moments she had to herself before they left Solyr.
 
   The ground remains of the other reagents were in the pouch as well — a boar’s heart, the wing of a dead fairy, and a kir root. If anyone found them, Kara would simply say they were a present for Adept Anylus. That seemed as elegant a lie as any, but really, she saw no reason anyone would be getting inside her shirt.
 
   Birdsong was rampant. The air felt chill in comparison to her warm bedroll, but Kara wriggled out of it and stood, her leg muscles tight and sore. She tightened her cloak, pulled on her boots, and donned her suffocating veil. She hated how it itched at her nose.
 
   Byn stoked the fire as Jair tended a cooking frame over the fire pit, and the enticing aroma of meat strips opened Kara’s eyes. She quickly discovered they tasted even better than they smelled. She was going to miss academy food, but she supposed Tarna would be just as nice. Eating was a simple pleasure she had always enjoyed.
 
   Soon they were riding again, the morning’s meal heavy in her stomach. Kara led the way on Charger, a dark gelding of which she was already quite fond. Aryn sat half-slumped in Spirit’s saddle, barely awake, and Kara wondered if his dreams had matched hers.
 
   She took to the dream world often, wary of bandits. She searched for human life hiding behind trees or in the carpets of reddish-brown leaves, just one more reason few people robbed mages. That, and the fact that they sometimes got their faces burned off.
 
   Despite their careful pace, they were making good time through the Brecken Woods. The sun had descended halfway to the horizon when they exited the easy, well-worn path. Kara yawned and rubbed at her dry, itching eyes. She looked forward to sleeping again.
 
   “How close are we to Garn?” Jair called from the wagon.
 
   Kara closed her eyes and drew upon the map Elder Gell had burned into her head. Garn was a small trading post built by an offshoot of the Layn, and its residents were primarily trappers and foresters. They would reach it before sundown.
 
   “Less than a half day,” Kara called back. “Keep moving.” As they rode Trell caught up, and she smiled at him. “How did you sleep?”
 
   “About the same as you, I think.”
 
   “Bad dreams?”
 
   “Frustrating dreams. Everyone was a shadow, just like what I saw on the Crystal Flats.”
 
   Kara felt a flush and was suddenly very glad for her veil. She was hiding the truth from Trell, after all. About mages wiping memories. That made her feel like a terrible person.
 
   “I’m sorry it’s been so difficult for you.” That sounded lame, even to her, but what else could she say?
 
   “It’s not just difficult. The things that are missing ... no, the way they are missing ... it doesn’t seem natural.”
 
   So he had figured it out. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean what’s missing seems so oddly specific. I can’t remember the names of the shadows or see their faces, but I know exactly how I feel about them. I can’t see where I’m walking or remember where I am, but I can feel the warm sun on my skin and taste sand in the air. Can mages alter memories? Do you think one altered mine?”
 
   “It is possible.” Kara refused to lie to him any more than already necessary. “To change memories or erase them. I just wish I knew more about what happened to you.”
 
   “A mage did this. I see no other possibility. My question now is, why? Why erase my memories? Did I come here looking to find you? Why, when my purpose seemed to be taking Layn Keep?”
 
   Kara remembered the caution Halde had given her, the trust he had placed in her hands. Yet when she looked into Trell’s wide blue eyes, none of that mattered. Halde wasn’t here, and Trell was.
 
   “Trell, I think you’re right. I didn’t say anything before because I have no bloody idea why someone would take your memories, or even how they would do it. There are no signs of tampering inside your head. Landra looked everywhere.”
 
   Trell furrowed his brow. “Everywhere?”
 
   “Yes. Bloodmenders can search for tampering, especially those as talented as Landra. They can enhance forgotten memories and change existing ones, but they cannot erase them. There’s always a trace. A memory is like a charcoal sketch on parchment. You can change the lines, blur them, and scrub them until they’re nothing but a stain, but you’ll never bring back that blank white page.”
 
   Trell’s eyes narrowed above his veil. “There were no scrub marks inside my head.”
 
   “That’s why it’s so damnably difficult to say if your memories were taken or not. So far as we know, there’s no one alive in the Five Provinces who could do such a thing.”
 
   Kara had not mentioned the graybacks, the Thinking Trees, or the way he walked on a broken leg, but she had said far more than Halde would have liked. Halde was right about one thing — until she understood what glyphs had been scribed on Trell, there was no point in speculating. Doing so would only worry or confuse him.
 
   “Thank you for sharing this with me,” Trell said quietly. “When I asked you in the recovery room why you trusted me, you told me it was because you were a good judge of people. You are not alone in that. I trust you with my life.”
 
   Kara looked at him with eyes wide. “Trell, I—”
 
   He stiffened. “Stop!”
 
   Kara jerked in her saddle. She twisted forward just in time to see what had alarmed him. Her breakfast rose in her throat.
 
   A wooden signpost stood at a fork in the distance, but it was the things hanging from it that turned her stomach. A man and a woman, stripped naked and pale as sheets on a line. Their blackened fingers were clenched and crusted with dried blood. Their eyes were missing, plucked out by hungry crows or something far worse. Their mouths hung open wider than any mouth should.
 
   Kara did not know who they were, but she knew they had died recently. She knew they had died in horrific pain. The dozens of lacerations on their naked bodies made that chillingly clear. She tried to breathe and found she couldn’t.
 
   Jair leapt from the wagon and marched forward.
 
   “Drown me in burning oil,” Byn whispered as he halted his horse beside theirs. “Are those—”
 
   “The woman’s name was Starra Meifang.” Jair walked past the line of horses, on foot. “That was her husband, Murren. Ten years married. They lived in Taven’s Hamlet with two children, Ranna and Cho. Ranna watched something drag her parents into the night.”
 
   “Are they still here?” Kara heard her voice shaking and didn’t care. “Can they tell you who did this to them?”
 
   “Only Ranna.” Jair’s voice had that distant, flat tone again. “She and Cho came to find their parents, but Cho fell into a ravine. Ranna couldn’t get him out. She came here looking for help and safety. Instead, she found the monster that tortured her parents to death.”
 
   Jair’s hand went to his forehead. He fell to one knee. Kara dropped off Charger in a moment and Trell and Byn dropped off their geldings as well. Kara reached Jair first and helped him stand up. He turned to them, eyes wet.
 
   “What happened to her, Jair?” Byn demanded. “What happened to Ranna?”
 
   “The monster murdered her. She died with only a moment of pain. She saw nothing but a flash of yellow teeth.”
 
   Byn breathed deep. “Thank the Five.”
 
   “The Five had nothing to do with this. The horrors Ranna witnessed are tormenting her spirit, making it impossible for her to find where she needs to be. I’m going to help her find Cho and send them both to their parents. It will take some time.”
 
   Sera and Aryn had both joined them while Jair spoke. Sera refused to look at the bodies, wet eyes focused on the earth. Kara decided right then to hug her. Aryn walked for the signpost.
 
   Kara glanced at him and frowned. “Where are you going?”
 
   “To cut them down.” Aryn pulled a small glittering blade from beneath his cloak. “We’re going to bury them.”
 
   After Aryn cut down the two murdered villagers, it took Kara only a little while to find Ranna’s body. A dead little girl buried in leaves. They could not find Cho.
 
   Trell and Byn dug the graves while Sera helped Kara wrap all three bodies in the sheets they had slept in the night before. As they worked, Jair knelt in silence and Aryn paced with his quarterstaff ready, watching both ends of the road for trouble.
 
   Aryn joined them once Byn tamped the last of the dirt on Ranna’s grave. Kara had found only one shovel in the wagon and Byn and Trell had passed it between them, working constantly. Sera placed rocks on each grave, forming simple, unnamed cairns.
 
   “Ranna and Cho have joined their parents.” Jair rose and looked at Kara. “Where do we go now?”
 
   Kara had been dreading the question. “Taven’s Hamlet.”
 
   Byn grimaced. “You think whoever murdered them is there?”
 
   “Perhaps. If they lived there for ten years, someone will know them. Someone should be told.”
 
   “It’s out of our way,” Aryn said. “It’ll put us a day behind, if we even get there before nightfall. It also takes us close to Tellvan.”
 
   Kara frowned at him and Aryn raised his hands.
 
   “I’m not saying we shouldn’t go. That’s your decision. I just want you to remember that a Tellvan mage is still out there, hunting you.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Byn said. “If it were me up there, I’d want someone to tell my friends and family.”
 
   Kara hated this decision. Aryn’s concerns made a great deal of sense, even if she didn’t like it. Yet she couldn’t stop imagining Sera, naked and savaged up on that post. Or her mother.
 
   “Trell?” She glanced at him. “What do you think we should do?”
 
   Trell shrugged. “Aryn is right. We’ve given them a proper burial and Jair has set their souls to rights. Whoever hunts you has proven they are clever, dangerous, and far too inventive for my liking. Every moment we delay is another chance they will discover us.”
 
   “We’re going to Taven’s Hamlet,” Sera said. Loudly.
 
   Kara looked at her. So did everyone else.
 
   “These people were a family, and someone murdered them and hung their bodies from a signpost. That cannot stand.” Sera looked at each of them in turn. “When we came to Solyr, we swore to defend the Five Provinces and its people.”
 
   Once she saw she had their attention, Sera turned her gaze to Trell. “You and Aryn may be right about the danger. That doesn’t mean we can just ignore what happened here.”
 
   “I didn’t say we should,” Trell replied softly.
 
   “I know, but Kara’s instinct is right. More importantly, whoever did this is still out there. Taven’s Hamlet is home to dozens of families like this one. All of them could be in danger.”
 
   “We’re agreed.” Byn clapped Kara on the back. “Taven’s Hamlet.”
 
   “All right,” Kara said. As she made a decision she hoped wouldn’t get them murdered. Soon they were on their way.
 
   The wheels of Jair’s wagon rumbled over loose cobblestones and crunched chunks of dried mud. They rode as they had the night before, Byn, Kara, and Trell ahead, with Aryn trailing behind.
 
   Kara glanced often at her friends, the people whose lives were now in her hands. Tarna offered safety, and she was leading them away from it. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Halde had told her in Solyr’s Memorial Garden.
 
   Their world was once more turning toward the Underside. It had been doing so for the last ten years. After they reached Taven’s Hamlet, Kara would contact Elder Halde through the echo stone.
 
   Robbery was inevitable on Mynt’s many roads and people were sometimes murdered, but no one stripped them naked and hung their bodies from signposts.
 
   Not since the days of the Demonkin. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   KARA AND HER DYN ENCOUNTERED the first wagon shortly after they left the fork. It held baskets of apples, still fresh. A man with a pocked face and brown hair sat against it, blood crusted around his throat. It did not take long to bury him.
 
   They passed another wreck soon after. A fine carriage had been turned on its side. The axle beneath it had snapped, and two of its ironbound wheels were broken. There was nothing inside but blood.
 
   The final wreck they passed was little more than a wheelbarrow with a harness lying in the mud. They saw no sign of the owner or of the animal that had pulled it. There were no footprints or blood anywhere in evidence. Just threadbare clothes and boots.
 
   “Jair!” Kara yelled up to him as they rode. “Anything?”
 
   “I see no one!” Jair had to shout over the team, the wagon, and the distance. “These souls have moved on!”
 
   The sun was setting when they crested the small hill overlooking Taven’s Hamlet. The town sprawled out below them all at once, and it was everything Kara had feared. Smoke still rose from the ruins.
 
   Even from the hill Kara could see that the homes had once been oak and brick, with fitted roofs of wooden tile. Those that still stood were charred and smoking. Others had been demolished, as if some giant palm had slammed down on them from above.
 
   Worse yet were the bodies, hundreds of them, filling the wet dirt roads between houses. They looked like pale needles drowning in mud, people and animals cut down like wheat. The crows were a sea of tiny black bodies pecking, tearing, swallowing. Feasting.
 
   Someone had planted a banner inside the open archway of the wall. It bore a pair of snakes coiled around each other, their opened mouths revealing fang-like swords. Kara knew who it represented.
 
   “Tellvan bastards!” Byn glared down at the devastated hamlet. “They killed them. They killed everyone!”
 
   “No,” Trell said.
 
   “What do you mean, no? These were your soldiers, Trell! Your bastards!”
 
   “Tellvan soldiers would not do this.” Trell clenched his hands around his mare’s reins. Leather crackled.
 
   “How can you know that?” Byn slid off his horse and stormed toward Trell. “Were you with the army that did this? Would you even remember if you were?”
 
   “Stop it.” Aryn dropped off his horse and stepped between them. “Trell’s right. All Tellvan who take up arms for the Seven Sheiks swear an oath by the Five. It’s called the Cairn Teyn, and it forbids them from killing civilians in time of war. It’s been their law since Warchief Tannerman slaughtered the people of Jahara.”
 
   “That’s right.” Kara remembered Warchief Tannerman from tomes devoted to Tellvan history, a ruthless man who had threatened the Tellvan in Torn’s time. “Byn, he’s right. Calm down.”
 
   The Cairn Teyn was but a fraction of the knowledge she had been expected to master as the royal apprentice. The sight of so many dead people had temporarily robbed her of her ability to think. How in the Six Seas did Aryn keep it all straight?
 
   “Well,” Byn said, “there’s a lot of dead people down there who would disagree with you.” His round face remained flushed. “You think their murderers left that banner there to boast?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I think,” Trell said. “Kara, I need to look at these bodies. We need to determine who killed whom and when.”
 
   Kara breathed out and stared at the carnage. “All right.”
 
   Trell adjusted his veil. “If you’re coming with me, pull your veils close. The smell can be debilitating, and the flies can carry disease.”
 
   Kara swallowed against the fear in her throat and slid off her horse. Every fiber in her body urged her to ride away, to lead her friends to safety, but Elder Halde would never have done that. “I’ll go with you. There could be survivors.”
 
   “We’ll all go,” Byn said, slamming the butt of his quarterstaff into the ground.
 
   “No.” Kara squeezed his arm. “We can’t leave our wagon or the horses unprotected. You and Sera should stay here with Jair. We’ll keep in touch on our dyn disc.”
 
   All five of them had formed the disc just before they left Solyr. Each of them had touched a bloody finger to a ring of bone powder. The enchantment allowed them to talk, in their minds, across short distances, sometimes as great as half a league. Mages called this mindspeak, and Sera was better at it than everyone else.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Sera walked to the edge of the rise and sat down, retching quietly. “I’m supposed to be stronger. Bloodmenders are stronger.”
 
   “Hey.” Byn rushed to her side. “Listen. What’s down there is horrible, more horrible than anyone should ever have to see.” He knelt and touched her shoulder. “You’re not failing anyone.”
 
   Aryn’s hand clenched when Byn touched Sera, and Kara almost punched him. She forced herself to calm down. This place sickened everyone, and they were all dealing however they could.
 
   “Aryn,” Kara said, “you’re coming with us.”
 
   His eyes snapped up to meet hers. “What? Of course.”
 
   “You’ll be okay down there? Among the bodies?” It felt so callous to call them that. They had been people, families.
 
   “I’ll be fine.” Aryn pulled his veil tight across his face. “I’ll go wherever you need me.”
 
   Kara turned to the wagon. “Jair, see if you can discover anything from the souls of this place. See if they can tell us who killed them.”
 
   Jair just nodded, eyes looking far past the devastated hamlet. Kara looked at Trell. His torasel cloak hung open and the hilt of his broadsword shone inside, obvious to anyone. There would be no more hiding his sword. They were beyond that now.
 
   The descent to the village, on foot, seemed to take no time at all, but only because Kara wanted it to take so much longer. Hordes of crows moved from body to body as they approached, like wake spreading from a boat. Flies were everywhere, and Kara was grateful for her thick cloak. Her eyes burned and her stomach churned.
 
   Most of the people in Taven’s Hamlet had died fleeing or on their knees. One man’s head was missing. Another woman sheltered two dead children, her skull caved in by a mace. Two men in leather armor marking them as constables had died back to back, all but cut in half by a single massive blade.
 
   So many dead men, women, and children were at Kara’s feet that she had trouble seeing them as people. People didn’t die like this. She did not allow herself to focus on any one body or face. She could imagine her mother among these bodies, sightless eyes staring.
 
   Trell knelt by one body among dozens, waving off the flies, and peered down. “This one’s Tellvan.”
 
   “Can you…” Kara gagged. “Can you tell how he died?”
 
   “His wounds suggest a pitchfork.”
 
   Kara now saw the wounds of which Trell spoke; three round, pus-filled craters in the Tellvan man’s chest. Trell put two fingers into them and twisted them around. A sucking sound emerged.
 
   Aryn pulled away his veil and vomited, falling to his knees and shaking. Kara almost did as well, but she had learned to master her stomach while on tiny vessels rolling in a choppy sea. She felt so sick she wondered if Aryn’s way was better.
 
   “These wounds came after he died.” Trell rose and brushed at the gunk on his fingers. “No pitchfork killed him. He was already dead when whoever did this drove the fork into his body.”
 
   Kara measured her breathing inside her veil. Even through the thick cloth, the air smelled horrible. A miasma of rot. “You’re saying someone left his body here after they did this?”
 
   “It is the only explanation. Tellvan soldiers would not leave a fallen comrade behind. These murderers were not Tellvan.”
 
   Aryn stood and wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his torasel cloak. “Then we were right.” He wrapped his veil tightly across his face. “So who killed them?”
 
   “Does it even matter?” Trell’s blue eyes narrowed. “How many wars have started over an atrocity one side attributed to the other? This is the reason Tellvan and Mynt are at war.”
 
   Trell’s theory made perfect sense. Someone wanted to start a war between Mynt and Tellvan, and if they had not succeeded yet, news of Taven’s Hamlet would certainly aid their cause. Kara pulled out the small green stone Halde had given her.
 
   “That’s an echo stone.” Aryn blinked. “Where did you get it?”
 
   “Elder Halde gave it to me. In case of an emergency.”
 
   Trell nodded. “This is certainly the time.”
 
   Kara sliced her index finger and touched it to the stone. It glowed green. “Elder Halde?”
 
   Kara held the stone before her face, not certain whether it should be at mouth or eye level. It felt very awkward, talking to a stone. The strangeness of it helped take her mind off the terrible sights around them. The slaughter. The dead people.
 
   “This is Kara. I must speak with you. Can you hear me?”
 
   Halde offered no response. The sun had vanished below the horizon as they descended. It left the sky and village tinted as red as the blood that had run through its streets. Kara put no stock in omens, but if she did, that would have been a very bad one.
 
   Kara, Trell, and Aryn stared at the glowing stone until it grew fully dark. Clouds blew in while they waited, obscuring the stars, and soon the light from the stone was all they had. No reply came. Finally, Byn’s voice spoke inside her mind.
 
   “Where are you? What’s happening down there?”
 
   “Trell found a Tellvan,” Kara thought back, “but he’s certain the man was dead before he arrived. We think whoever killed these people killed the soldier, then made it look like they killed each other.”
 
   “Trell’s not exactly the most unbiased source.”
 
   Kara felt a rush of frustration. “He wouldn’t lie to us.”
 
   “Kara, he wouldn’t even remember if he was lying.”
 
   “Enough of that,” Sera thought to them. Of all their mindspeak, hers was the loudest and cleanest. “You need to come back up here right now. Jair hasn’t moved since you left, and we can’t seem to snap him out of his trance.”
 
   Aryn’s eyes met hers. “That never happens. I’ve known Jair since he scribed his first Soulmage glyph. Others sometimes got lost when they projected during training, but never Jair. Not once. If he’s not back, something is very wrong.”
 
   “There’s nothing else to discover here.” Trell looked toward the distant rise. “We can go when you’re ready.”
 
   “All right. Just let me take one last look around.” Kara took the dream world and drew the glyph of Theotrix, the great falcon. Beastrulers used it to enhance their sight, and it would allow her to view the village as a whole. If people still lived, she would find them.
 
   White pain flashed inside Kara’s eyes just before she collapsed. She vomited all over the ground. The world spun around her, as did cries she didn’t recognize. Hands were on her, but they felt cold and clammy. Finally, retching in agony, she remembered who she was.
 
   “Kara!” Trell shouted. “Speak to me!”
 
   Kara’s guts were twisting in upon themselves, her throat burning. She suffered from a sickness that infested her blood, a sickness that should not be possible. “Carrow root,” she croaked.
 
   “What?” Trell did not understand, but Aryn did. He cursed.
 
   “Carrow root is a rare plant that grows in the highest peaks of the Ranarok mountain range. The juice pollutes the blood, imbibed in drink or lathered on food.”
 
   “Why would anyone do that?” Trell demanded.
 
   “We use it to control mages who violate the Tassau Treaties or use their power to threaten the Five Provinces. Once ingested, any attempt to scribe glyphs sickens and weakens the caster.”
 
   Kara pushed herself up, still trembling. She smacked her lips against the raw taste of orange peels. She could ill afford to be without glyphs at the moment.
 
   “The root’s effects are temporary,” Kara said. “It can’t hurt you as long as you don’t keep trying to glyph. Where did I ingest it?”
 
   “One way to find out.” Aryn cut his finger and scribed the Hand of Heat on his quarterstaff. He cried out and collapsed, writhing, as his finger healed over on its own.
 
   Kara blinked at him. Since when did Aryn risk himself to help others? She dismissed that thought as petty. What was important was he was sick as well. They all were.
 
   “Byn, Sera, Jair, listen to me very carefully. I think our morning’s meat was tainted with carrow root.”
 
   Horror filled Sera’s next thought. “How is that possible?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Kara did know that Solyr’s elders controlled access to the root. They stored it in a warded vault in the Solyr Council Chamber that only they could access. The elders had prepared their provisions. An elder at Solyr had betrayed them. 
 
   “Help Aryn up,” Kara ordered. “Whoever’s after me knows we’re not in Solyr. If they aren’t already coming for us, they will be soon.”
 
   Betrayed. They had been betrayed. Everything — the bodies at the signpost, their detour to Taven’s Hamlet, the slaughter drawing them in — it could all have been a trap. A trap set by her mysterious pursuer. The man who wanted to feed her to the Mavoureen.
 
   Trell threw Aryn’s arm over his shoulder. Together, the three of them headed back to Sera, Byn, and Jair. Aryn stumbled and retched, but he walked on bravely. Kara respected his strength.
 
   “Kara! Someone’s coming!” Byn thought from the rise. “I can smell them! There’s at least a dozen!”
 
   Kara increased their pace and glanced at Trell. “There’s someone coming at the others from beyond the ridge.” 
 
   “Tell them to come down here. Meet us.” Trell quickened his pace. “If we must stand, we’ll do better in a building than on open ground, unless they decide to burn us out.”
 
   “Unless…” Kara could not believe how calmly he talked about these things. She went back to mindspeak. “Leave the wagon and the horses! Come to us!”
 
   “Jair won’t wake up!”
 
   “Then carry him!”
 
   “Kara?” Trell’s arm blocked her way. “To the right. This house is defensible.” He walked inside with Aryn coughing on his shoulder. Kara waited outside, staring. She couldn’t see Byn anywhere.
 
   At last, Byn and Sera rushed from the dark night. Byn, hunched over, carried Jair’s slack form on his back and held Jair’s legs in his thick arms. The quickest way to travel with another body. Sera’s eyes were wide and orange.
 
   “Sera?” Kara felt like she was looking in a mirror. “Why?”
 
   “They’re looking for a woman with orange eyes.” Sera met her gaze as they confronted each other. “We’re both female and wearing veils. If it comes to a fight, this will at least confuse them.”
 
   Kara wanted to scream at her. When had Sera taken the time to learn Kara’s eye-changing glyph? Trell stepped outside with his sword in one hand and beckoned. The house had once been two stories, but the upper story had been blasted off by what Kara guessed might have been a Hand of Heat.
 
   “Don’t argue.” Sera prodded Byn, who grunted and rushed into the house with Jair. “Just get inside.”
 
   Kara fumed as she followed the others into the house. Trell closed the door and then motioned to Byn. Grunting with effort, the two of them lifted a fallen piece of timber and settled it against the door. Then they settled another.
 
   A host of howls sounded from outside the house. They sounded like animals, but not like wolves. They were the howls of something else — something angry. Kara could not imagine what would howl like that, but she knew it was coming for her. Coming for them all.
 
   She turned on Sera and gripped her shoulder. “Change your eyes back, now. This is too dangerous.”
 
   “That’s not your decision,” Sera said. “Besides, they’re not taking either of us. You’ll see to that, won’t you?”
 
   Aryn knelt now beside Jair’s silent form, trying to wake him up. The howls sounded again, just outside the door. Kara unslung her quarterstaff, as did the rest of her dyn. They could not use glyphs, but they could use the dream world. Kara took to it that moment.
 
   The forms outside were orange and living, but taller than humans and difficult to identify. There were six of them. Their auras were almost animal, like wolves, but they had a keen intelligence that implied culture, language, and fury. Kara did not know what they were, but she knew what they wanted. Her.
 
   The largest of the creatures slammed a massive black club against the door. The door splintered with the impact, and Kara doubted the makeshift barricade would hold for long. That’s when Kara noticed Trell no longer stood with them. His orange form had climbed a ladder to the open second floor.
 
   “What’s he doing?” Sera thought.
 
   “Five take me.” Byn’s next thought carried awe. “I think he’s going to drop down on top of them.”
 
   Trell didn’t. What dropped on the orange forms outside was a huge oak dresser. The dresser crushed the largest form, producing a flash of green that soon faded. Another howled and jerked at its crushed leg. That was when Trell dropped on them.
 
   No matter how fast these strange beings were, Trell and his broadsword were faster. Byn and Aryn pulled at the timber pile before the door. By the time they got it open, all the forms were dead. Trell turned to them, blade covered in blood with more splattered on his cloak.
 
    “Clear the door and get out here! That was their raiding party, but they would have left others around the village. We have to break out of this noose.”
 
   Byn picked up Jair. “Go on. I’ve got our sleeper.”
 
   They rushed out into darkness as more howls sounded. Taven’s Hamlet was not particularly big, and Kara knew the howls would be on them soon. When she saw the furry, wolf-faced bodies Trell had brought down, she sucked in her breath.
 
   “Gnarls. They’ve not been seen outside the Unsettled Lands for decades, have they?”
 
   “Well, they’re here now.” Aryn nudged one with his boot. “Seems inevitable, the way they breed.”
 
   The sky above Metla Tassau crackled with spectral storms made by Torn, High Protector, after he sealed the gates at Terras. Those storms brought instant death to any human that entered the province, but gnarls were not human. They were far worse.
 
   Gnarls had spread quickly across Metla Tassau, a mix of wolf and man, and legend said one of the first mages to discover the secrets of glyph magic made them millennia ago. They had tribes and societies and villages. They also raided the Five Provinces.
 
   “Head to the south side of town,” Byn said, grunting with Jair’s weight. “The horses will meet us there.”
 
   “Dyn star on Trell,” Kara thought.
 
   Reacting to the training they had all undergone at Solyr, she, Sera, Byn, and Aryn formed a five-sided star with Trell at their head. Kara chose her steps cautiously, avoiding bodies still strewn in the street. It was easier to think of them as bodies, as obstacles, than the people they had once been. Dead.
 
   Under normal circumstances, Kara would have led the star, but Byn was carrying Jair and Trell was the only one who had actually been in battle before. He had also just killed six gnarls. By himself.
 
   “I sent instructions to the horses before we left,” Byn said, as they picked their way through corpses and crows. “I wasn’t going to leave them to be slaughtered.”
 
   “I love you, Byn,” Sera said.
 
   “Love you too, honey.” An axe flew from the darkness and took Byn in the shoulder. He fell with a grunt and dropped Jair.
 
   “No!” Sera cried.
 
   Gnarls surrounded them on all sides, obvious in the dream world, and Kara knew they couldn’t win this without Trell’s help. He had no dream world. He couldn’t see the beastmen surrounding them, so she would make sure he could.
 
   Kara drew a glyph of Flaryen on her wrist pad and attached it to Trell’s dream form. Then, she broadcast mindspeak to her dyn. “Our attackers are gnarls, not human. I know you’ve never killed before, but they’ll kill us if we don’t kill them. I’m scribing Flaryen.”
 
   The protests of her dyn had only just reached her when she ignited her glyph. The corruption of carrow root slammed into her full force, dropping her to all fours.
 
   As she gagged and collapsed, she prayed it would be enough.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   TRELL DID NOT QUESTION the floating white light that burst into being at his side, drifting like a flower petal in the air. It was magic like all the other magic he had seen. It allowed him to see their attackers, and he would use it like any other tool.
 
   The floating light revealed the gnarl who had thrown the axe in the shadow of a building just to their right. Three more were creeping toward them in a line with serrated hand axes raised. The beastmen stared at the new light with big black eyes.
 
   “Kill the one in the alley!” Trell charged those ahead.
 
   The strange floating light moved with him, bobbing as if leashed to his body. The gnarls spread, but Trell moved too fast for them to flank him. He sidestepped the leader’s swing and sliced its leg off at the knee.
 
   Trell knew how to fight with a sword. He lived and breathed it. Though his memories were shadows, his training was all instinct. It guided his blade, guided his feet and his muscles as he parried, struck, killed. His attackers seemed slow, clumsy. Amateur.
 
   When the short fight ended three gnarls were dead and his arm stung. He had been careless — or perhaps he wasn’t as good as he thought. The light Kara had made for him wobbled at his side, flickering like a dying candle flame. He checked on the others.
 
   The gnarl in the alley was down, its snout bleeding. It was not dead and neither was anyone else. Aryn stood over it, quarterstaff stained with blood. His chest was heaving and his eyes were wide.
 
   “Finish it,” Trell ordered.
 
   Aryn bared his teeth and crushed the Gnarl’s head with his staff.
 
   Byn was sitting up, but Sera would not let him stand. She wrapped his arm with rapid, quiet efficiency, using gauze she must have carried in her pack. Jair and Kara were both on the ground and neither moved, but it seemed everyone was alive. For the moment.
 
   Trell rushed to Kara’s side. He recognized the same signs he had seen when the carrow root had first taken her: pale skin, a brow mottled with sweat, and shallow breaths.
 
   Jair’s eyes popped open and he sat up. “Shifters.”
 
   Byn groaned. “Where have you been?”
 
   “What did you say?” Aryn hurried to Jair and helped him up. “You saw Shifters?” He seemed to be handling his first murder well.
 
   “What are Shifters?” Trell asked, biting back frustration. There was simply too much he still didn’t know.
 
   “Spirits,” Kara rasped. Her eyes were open now as well. “They change the way things look. Some call them tricksters, others wisps. They have no masters and love deceiving people.”
 
   “Can their illusions hurt you?”
 
   “No.” Aryn wiped his staff with a dirty cloth and slung it over his shoulder. “But walking into a ravine you can’t see will.”
 
   As Aryn spoke, the dark night vanished. Lights rose all around them, green and glimmering, like a hundred tiny candles trapped in emerald jars. The false green light made Trell’s head hurt. The light Kara had made wobbled and vanished.
 
   The odd green light made the play of the Shifters visible. The sky above their heads filled with glittering stars, all cloud cover obscured or swept away. White masks depicting laughing, screaming, and crying faces floated along both sides of the street.
 
   “I discovered them as soon as I projected,” Jair said quietly. “They were everywhere, and there were so many. They surrounded me. I managed to disperse some of them and lead the rest on a chase, but eventually they grew bored with me, and then it took me some time to find my body.” He breathed. “We’re not outside town?”
 
   “Not anymore.” Trell frowned at the large brick wall that had just appeared across the street. It was a taunt. “Kara, can you walk yet? I know nothing about these Shifters.”
 
   Kara struggled to her feet. Trell supported her until she could support herself, imagining more gnarls closing in on all sides. They could not move until they could see.
 
   “Byn,” Kara rasped. “Can you move?”
 
   “It was just my arm,” Byn said. “And Sera’s amazing.”
 
   Byn seemed unaffected by his attempted murder, and Trell was grateful that none of them had panicked. Solyr training had served them well. “Will these visions confuse the gnarls?”
 
   “Some of them, maybe.” Kara huffed. “If they’re not working together. Byn, you said a dozen came up on you?”
 
   “Yeah. This makes ten. That leaves two.”
 
   “We all know what a dozen are,” Aryn snapped. “Shall we go?”
 
   Byn had no sooner clenched his fist before Kara shushed Aryn with a raised hand and grabbed Byn’s arm, forcing him to look at her. “Take the dream world. Can you lead us to the horses?”
 
   Byn straightened and nodded. “Of course I can.”
 
   “Then you lead.” Kara’s face was still pale. “Link hands. Follow Byn. If we must fight, form a star and don’t leave it. The Shifters can look like anyone we know or any of us, but they can’t make a hand warm. Stay close and keep your eyes closed.”
 
   Trell appreciated Kara’s level head. He knew he had fought in many battles before, even with most of his memories missing, but he had fought swords and steel. Not magic. Not Shifters. He knew nothing about battles like this.
 
   Following Kara’s orders, they formed a chain and allowed Byn to lead them. Howls sounded all around as they walked, and when Trell opened his eyes, he immediately regretted it. A giant spider had just dropped into their path, as big as a horse and covered in fur and fangs. As Byn walked through it, it burst into clinging mist.
 
   A sharp cry made Trell jump. He looked down a nearby alley to see Byn writhing in the grip of some sort of blackish ivy. It wound around his limbs like a dozen snakes.
 
   “Help me!” Byn cried. “It’s got me!”
 
   “It’s a trick,” the real Byn grunted. “They’re all tricks. Don’t trust your eyes. Trust me.”
 
   Trell dared not close his eyes. He couldn’t afford to trip or stumble over a body, not without taking the line down with him. The sky turned purple and bubbles floated across it. Each time one popped, it left a sparkling star. Had the Shifters not been trying to kill them, Trell would have been impressed with the artistry of it all.
 
   The first gnarl attacked out of a fake building wall. Trell was too far away to stop it, too slow, but the gnarl ran right into the butt of Byn’s quarterstaff. It snout spurted red as it stumbled backward. It righted itself and roared, raising a gleaming axe.
 
   Kara swept her staff in low, knocking the gnarl’s feet out from under it. By then Trell had reached it and he finished the beastman with a blade through its throat. It gurgled and clawed the blade as Trell kicked, dropping it to the earth. It died there, choking on its own blood, and its wide, desperate eyes seemed almost human.
 
   “Trell!” Kara shouted. “There’s another gnarl twenty paces ahead, crouched behind a wagon. It has a hand axe.”
 
   Trell turned but found nothing but waist-high grass. “I can’t see it! How can you?”
 
   “Dream world.”
 
   “Any others?”
 
   “I think it’s the last of them. It’s coming at us right now.”
 
   “Tell me if it charges.” Trell memorized the location of all nearby bodies and then closed his eyes. He heard the crunch of booted feet on dirt, the distinctive shuffle of torasel robes. He turned what he heard into what he saw.
 
   The gnarl sounded different. Its bare feet padded against the ground like a dog or wolf. It breathed loud and had a smell to it, wet fur slick with grease. Trell stepped into its path.
 
   “It’s coming for you!” Kara shouted.
 
   “Tell me when it swings!”
 
   “Now!”
 
   Trell knew how a hand axe worked, and he had already seen several gnarls fight with one. He swung his blade to where it should go, if his eyes were open. The pommel of his sword shook in his hand as metal met metal with a reassuring clang. He kicked as hard as he could and his boot found gut. The gnarl’s breath rushed out.
 
   Trell stepped forward and drove his sword into the warm mass ahead. The gasp turned to a muted snarl. Trell kicked again and pulled his sword free. He opened his eyes as a heavy, furred body tumbled to the earth. The gnarl gasped and sputtered as it died.
 
   Trell looked up. Elders Halde, Ine, and Gell all stood before him. As one, they clapped politely.
 
   “The horses!” Byn shouted. “They’re alive!”
 
   Green light faded to night. The lamps of the wagon were visible now, casting just enough illumination for Trell to make out the low wall that surrounded Taven’s Hamlet. Their horses were snorting and pawing the ground.
 
   Trell had never been so grateful for simple night. He knew now he had killed the last gnarl in the raiding party — this was no fun for the Shifters without the gnarls as a threat. He could finally see enough ground to avoid tripping over his own feet.
 
   They hurried ahead as a group. As they reached the wagon, a storm of dirt and sand erupted all around it. Someone in the chain of hands screamed and Trell dared not swing his sword, blind to all but the dirt. He squinted his eyes and marched through the storm. It had to be a small one. He had to walk out of it.
 
   Kara screamed again, as did Byn, and Trell tried not to scream back as goosebumps rose on his flesh. They could be out there, dying. He couldn’t help them. Then, almost the moment Trell stepped from the storm, its dirt and sand fell.
 
   “Sera!” someone shouted. Byn.
 
   Trell found him at last, caught in the wagon’s light. Byn tore off his veil and charged up the nearby rise.
 
   “Sera!” Byn screamed again. “Where are you?” His shout was raw, hoarse, terrified.
 
   Trell’s heart pounded in his ears. Sera was missing, perhaps murdered. What about Kara? Where in the Six Seas was Kara?
 
   He stumbled over a warm body and cried out, but it was a horse body, not human. It was Spirit. Someone had sliced open the gelding’s stomach, and its entrails littered the bloodstained ground. Why kill the horse? What purpose could that possibly serve?
 
   “Trell!” Kara shouted.
 
   He lowered his sword and sagged in relief as Kara rushed from the night, eyes wide. She gripped his arms and he felt his stomach turn. She looked as pale as if her mother had just died.
 
   “They’re gone,” Kara whispered. “And I can’t find Sera or Aryn.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA WORKED WITH BYN to scribe Rannos as Trell circled the wagon, eyes on their surroundings. Searching for threats. Finally, they managed to ignite the glyph on Byn’s skin. Byn kept retching as Kara helped him up, but he wasn’t stopping. He would fight the carrow root because gnarls had taken the woman they both loved.
 
   “You all right?” Kara steadied him. It was like the night she had her triptych duel with Aryn, only reversed, and this time the people they cared about could die.
 
   “Yeah.” Byn coughed. “I’ve got him.”
 
   “What’s happened?” Trell walked over, open cloak billowing in the cold wind. The moon had returned, little more than a sliver, but it cast enough light to let them see again.
 
   “We managed to scribe Rannos.” Kara thumped Byn on the back and glanced at Trell. “Byn can track those gnarls.”
 
   “Won’t the carrow root make him sick?”
 
   “Not sick enough,” Byn growled. “Time to go.”
 
   He shook his head as if fighting off flies and stumbled forward. Kara tried not to think about Sera or Aryn, dead. Bloated corpses now food for crows.
 
   Jair joined them, face calm. He was handling this better than anyone. “Are we riding or hauling the wagon?” He didn’t ask if they were chasing their attackers.
 
   “We’re taking the wagon,” Kara said. “Someone might be injured. Trell and I will tie the horses to the rail and walk.” She glanced at Byn, already many paces distant. “I don’t think he’s waiting for us.”
 
   They got the horses hitched and the wagon moving in short order. Kara and Trell walked in front of it, with Jair driving and Byn ranging ahead. Kara felt like her boots were waterlogged. Sera could be dead or dying right now, and it was all her fault.
 
   “Listen.” Trell’s eyes constantly swept the path ahead and around them, hand resting on the grip of his sheathed sword. “You cannot blame yourself for what happened.”
 
   Kara frowned and stared at the tall grass. “I’m not.”
 
   “Of course you are. Your friends came on this journey to protect you, and now they’re in danger. They might even be dead, just like all those people back there.”
 
   “This is making me feel better?”
 
   “Nothing will make you feel better. It always feels like this. It twists your gut in knots, sickens you.”
 
   “Then why are we talking?”
 
   “Because you need to know what you are feeling is normal. There’s nothing wrong with you or the decisions you’ve made. You’re leading us, and you’re doing it well.”
 
   Kara kicked a clump of dirt. “I’m just trying not to get anyone killed.” Each word sounded bitter.
 
   “You would do anything to protect your friends. They would do anything to protect you.”
 
   “I’ll try and remember that if they all end up dead.”
 
   Trell took her shoulder, forcing her to stop. She turned and stared at him. He had a grip.
 
   “Don’t think like that.” Trell’s blue eyes held hers. “You can’t ever think like that.”
 
   The way he stared at her made her feel warm and worried all at once. Like he truly cared for her. “How do I stop?”
 
   “You remember the way you saved me. I’m alive today because of you. You saved me, and you’ll save them. It’s just who you are.”
 
   He meant it. He meant every word. Kara would have hugged him then, but Byn was almost out of sight. Instead, she squeezed Trell’s hand. Then she headed after Byn as Trell fell into step beside her.
 
   Trell’s faith in her didn’t make her feel better, but it kept her going. It would keep her going. She would not give up until she found her friends and made them safe.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   ARYN LOCKE WOKE with a splitting headache. The world spun, swayed, like he was in the hold of a ship caught in a massive summer storm. When he forced his eyes open, the headache only got worse. The world around him was a muddy blur.
 
   Aryn quested for the dream world, but the pain in his head put it out of reach. He soon discerned a faint light just beyond the blur around his head. Torchlight. At the smell of worn cloth he realized a rough woven sack had been bound over his head.
 
   Whatever carried him jostled him constantly, and Aryn knew it was not human from the sound of its massive feet crushing grass. His hands were bound, but he did not cry out. Why would he?
 
   He had years of practice in enduring pain, pinches and cuffs from his dear older brothers. Tears and cries had only spurred them on and Aryn had learned to endure pain with quiet, even a smile. He wondered where Tamen and Loras were now. He wondered if his brothers would care when they learned he was dead.
 
   Aryn breathed and kept himself still through every jostle from his captor, every shoulder jammed into his gut. He had to stay awake now. If his captors thought him sleeping, he might be able to escape when they stopped. At the least, he could get in one good swing.
 
   They moved downhill. Aryn could feel the change. As they walked one of their captors grunted, followed by a low moan. Aryn recognized it as human. He recognized it as Sera.
 
   He bit back a scream, his heart pounding. What did these monsters want with her? Had they hurt her? Would they?
 
   A history of quiet meetings came rushing back. He and Sera as children, playing with Sera’s kind old nanny. Aryn remembered Sera performing the tune she had composed for his tenth birthday on her recorder. He remembered long summers of swimming, playing, and laughing in their younger years. Happy times.
 
   These last few summers, he and Sera had barely seen each other at all outside of Solyr. Sera tutored him, but that was all they had time for, and Aryn had resented that while at Solyr. Byn monopolized her, and Aryn hated him for that.
 
   It was only now, being carried to his death, that Aryn acknowledged how foolish he had been. Sera had never been his. Even if he had won the post of royal apprentice she would never have left Byn, and why would she? What did he have to offer her?
 
   Aryn’s captor tossed him off. Air spun about him and then he hit hard ground, smelled grass. The landing knocked the breath out of him, but that pain was nothing against Sera’s loud cry as she landed beside him. He wanted to kick knees and smash heads.
 
   Someone ripped the sack from Aryn’s head before he could get his breath back. A cuff across his jaw set the moonless sky spinning before his eyes. When he could see again, he dangled in the arms of two massive gnarls.
 
   Oily brown fur covered their bodies and their arms and legs ended in long, sharp claws. A dog-like snout turned to him and bared long rows of stained teeth. Aryn winced.
 
   “Prey blinks,” the gnarl said with an exaggerated growl. “Shall we feed it to the mistress?”
 
   Aryn stared at the brown-furred beastman as it ripped another bag from Sera’s head. Her changed orange eyes were wide. He had come on this journey to protect her, and now was the time.
 
   He hoped it didn’t end up getting him killed.
 
   “Unhand me…” Aryn started, but his throat stung and he fell into a fit of coughing.
 
   The gnarls held him steady. Torches held by two other gnarls gave just enough light to reveal their black eyes. They stood in the middle of a small, flattened clearing in a sea of high grass. A sliver of moon hung in the now clear sky.
 
   “Unhand me.” Aryn summoned what he could of his mangled pride. “You hold in your arms Aryn Locke, third born of—”
 
   A beastman punched him in the gut. They released him. Aryn fell to all fours, gasping and spitting. Far from diplomatic.
 
   A boot heel dug into his back. It pushed him flat and then kicked him in the side. Grunting and shielding himself, Aryn rolled over and raised his hands. His ribs screamed with pain.
 
   “Be silent, butcher, and listen.” A young woman with straight red hair glared down at him. She was no beast.
 
   Her face was tan, slim, and marked by freckles. Almost boyish. Her narrow nose sat between two gray eyes. She wore a dark leather tunic under a jacket of fur-covered hides and rawhide pants tucked into brown boots. She glared at him like he had glared at Kara, the night she had beaten him in their triptych duel.
 
   “My name is Jyllith Malconen. I was born in Talos. I had a mother, three sisters. Your legionnaires slaughtered them when I was eight years old. I survived. You most likely won’t.”
 
   Talos was a town in Rain. Aryn remembered. One of many sacked and burned by unknown parties before the Rain Rebellion. Before he could remind Jyllith about that, she moved on to Sera.
 
   “And you?” Jyllith clenched Sera’s chin in one hand. “You’re smaller than I expected.” Jyllith forced Sera’s head left, then right, as if checking the teeth on a dog.
 
   “Wait.” Aryn rolled onto his stomach. “Mynt didn’t murder your family.” The Rain Rebellion finally made sense. Whoever slaughtered the people of Taven’s Hamlet had burned Talos as well, more than a decade ago. “You were tricked. Someone’s inciting war against us.”
 
   “Figured that out, did you?” Jyllith forced a chuckle. “Did you really think you could keep us under your boot forever?”
 
   “We didn’t—“
 
   “Mynt slaughtered thousands of my people as Tellvan stood by and watched. They denied all pleas for aid. Now we’re going to watch you both destroy each other.”
 
   “That’s why you murdered everyone in Taven’s Hamlet?” Aryn stared. “Because of a war ten years ago?” He dared sit up.
 
   Jyllith’s jaw twitched. “They brought that upon themselves. They supported the slaughter.” She did not sound entirely convinced.
 
    “You don’t believe that.” Aryn stepped closer. “Think it through. Whoever owns your allegiance destroyed Talos, not us. They tricked you like they’re trying to trick—”
 
   Something slammed into him, blowing him off his feet like a giant fist. A Hand of Breath as fast and masterful as he had ever seen. Aryn heard a bone snap when he landed and agony raced through his left arm. This time, he did scream.
 
   “That’s how it feels when you lie to me,” Jyllith said. “Do it again and something else will break.”
 
   “Stop!” Sera pulled against the gnarls that held her. “Stop hurting him! What do you want?”
 
   Jyllith turned on her. “You, Kara.”
 
   Aryn cradled his arm and sat up. “That’s not Kara.”
 
   Jyllith turned back, eyes narrowed. She stalked over, scribing a glyph. Fingers of Breath gripped Aryn’s feet and jerked him into the air, hanging him upside down.
 
   “Say that again.” Jyllith closed her eyes. Took the dream world.
 
   Sera shook her head. “Quiet!”
 
   Aryn blinked at the impact of her mindspeak. He felt his blood rushing to his head. He also ignored her.
 
   “This woman is not the one you seek. Her name is Sera Valence, daughter to Cyan’s chief magistrate, and you can ransom both of us for more money than you’ve ever seen.”
 
   “Truth,” Jyllith whispered. She opened her eyes and turned on the waiting gnarls. “You grabbed the wrong girl!”
 
   One of the gnarls that had held Aryn snorted. It stepped forward and crossed its arms across its massive chest. Its fur had a darker tint than its fellows, and a long scar crossed its wolfish face and one closed eye. A red jewel hung from its ear.
 
   “Beg pardon,” the chieftain growled, “but mistress said grab girl with bright orange eyes.”
 
   Jyllith’s leather gloves crackled, and Aryn was certain she would scream at them. She took deep breaths instead. He didn’t like that. Rational people were harder to manipulate.
 
   “I did.” She gripped the gnarl’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t ready for Taven’s Hamlet. I thought I was, but the reality was different.”
 
   The gnarl thumped her arm. Jyllith glanced at Sera and clenched her hands. “It’s my mistake. I’ll tell him.”
 
   Aryn’s ears perked up. Him? Jyllith was working for someone. The elder who had tainted their supplies? It was difficult to think with all the blood rushing to his head.
 
   Grunting, the big gnarl uncrossed its arms. “Try again?”
 
   “No. The carrow root will be through their systems by the time we find them again. Wait here. Guard them.”
 
   “Aryn, why did you tell her?” Sera felt betrayed. “She’ll go after Kara now.”
 
   “She’d do that anyway, but only after she murdered you.” Aryn, still hanging upside down in empty air, pressed ahead with Jyllith. “Ransom us. Send word to Postmaster Ganelle in Locke. Between my father and Sera’s family—”
 
   Air crushed his throat. Aryn choked, wheezing and gasping. Jyllith was suffocating him. He felt like the world had flipped over and he was going to fall into the sky. The wide, yawning sky.
 
   “Stop!” Sera screamed.
 
   “Say another word and I’ll crush your lungs.” Jyllith stalked over and grabbed Sera’s chin, tugging her forward. “Why do this? Why sacrifice yourself for Kara? Are you deluded or stupid?”
 
   “I’m innocent,” Sera said quietly. “We didn’t burn Talos. We didn’t hurt you. We were just children then, like you.”
 
   “No one is innocent.” Jyllith stepped away. “Your legionnaires showed me that when they kicked in my mother’s skull.”
 
   “Mistress!” the big gnarl growled. “Windwalkers.”
 
   Jyllith looked to the darkness, and Aryn craned his neck to find two more gnarls lumbering from the night. The torches held by their captors gave the fur of these new ones a light grayish tint, like the gnarls they had fought in Taven’s Hamlet. One carried a big sack.
 
   As the beastman threw down its burden a man tumbled out of the sack. Aryn did not know him, but he did know the tattered crest painted on his boiled leather armor. A yellow lion roaring before a clear blue sky. This was a Mynt soldier.
 
   “We caught him leaving Taven’s Hamlet, mistress.” Both of the gray-furred gnarls bowed.
 
   Jyllith stalked over. “Get him up.”
 
   The big gnarls forced the man to his feet. Aryn winced as he saw the man’s face. Blood covered it, two teeth were missing, and a bloody rip down his scalp had parted his short blond hair. His mouth made a line and his face was like a carved statue. Hard.
 
   “You.” Jyllith clenched the man’s chin between two fingers. “What were you looking for in Taven’s Hamlet?”
 
   He showed her missing teeth. “A date.”
 
   “You will tell me.” Jyllith scribed another glyph.
 
   Aryn dropped, landing on his working arm. He bit back a scream as his other arm sent a spear of pain through his body. Dots danced before his eyes and he fought the urge to vomit. He could not stop thinking. Not now.
 
   The feeling of being on solid ground, of being upright again, felt wonderful and disorienting at the same time, but his body had to adjust and he couldn’t lose focus of his goal. Saving Sera. He pushed himself up on one knee and watched Jyllith work.
 
   Her other captive grunted as Jyllith lifted him into the air, then twisted him upside down. She clenched his chin and closed her eyes. Aryn realized then she couldn’t lift two targets at once. Useful.
 
   The man spit, a mixture of blood and phlegm that splattered her cheek. She took no notice. Then, he started to scream.
 
   “Stop it!” Sera struggled with the gnarls. “You’re killing him!”
 
   The gathered gnarls seemed entranced by Jyllith’s torture of the Mynt soldier. They weren’t looking at him. Aryn stumbled toward one of the gnarls that held Sera, moving like the town drunk.
 
   As he wobbled, threatening to go down, the gnarl released Sera and bounded over to steady him. Aryn drove his shoulder into its gut as hard as he could. It felt like hitting solid rock.
 
   Pain shot through his other arm and down his spine. He fell and screamed. Sera thrashed and kicked off one gnarl into another, bucking and fighting. Aryn forced his head up and bared his teeth.
 
   He heard a loud pop. The world went utterly silent. Aryn realized then he could not breathe. There was no air any longer.
 
   He saw the gnarls gasping, silently. Sera was as well. Jyllith stood just outside the eerie silence, bloody fingers raised and glyphs floating in air. Just when Aryn’s vision began to vanish, Jyllith mussed her blood glyphs. Thunder deafened him.
 
   “Get up,” Jyllith ordered. Her voice sounded far away.
 
   Aryn breathed. It burned his lungs but felt amazing. By the time he could focus on the world around him, one of the gray-furred gnarls had him completely immobilized and another held Sera the same way. The brown-furred ones were growling on the ground.
 
   Jyllith glared at them all. “You are soldiers of Rain. You do not toy with captives, you immobilize them. You do not hunt for the tribe, you hunt for me. Understand?”
 
   “Mistress, forgive.” Both Rockeaters whined and held out their open paws. Even the chief cowered. They were afraid of her.
 
   Jyllith’s eyes met Aryn’s and for a moment, he saw something behind her hard gaze. Fear. It was the trace of wet at the corner of her eyes, the way one eye twitched almost imperceptibly. Who frightened her? The man who had told her to capture them?
 
   “Enough.” Jyllith looked away. “This scout has reported nothing. Boulderfist, with me. Stoneclaw, hold our captives until I return.”
 
   She walked away with the gnarl chieftain in tow, leaving Aryn and Sera alone with two Windwalkers and one Rockeater. Jyllith was off to report to her master, whoever that might be. Now was Aryn’s chance. He had to convince these beastmen to release them.
 
   No one had seen humans and gnarls together since the All Province War, when the gnarl tribes joined Metla Tassau to attack the Northern Alliance. Aryn had learned about that from his tutors in Locke. Despite his peril, the arrangement intrigued him.
 
   Had these gnarls now joined with rebels in Rain? His father would dearly like to know. Such information would increase the standing of Locke’s nobility with the crown, and Dupret might finally see Aryn had worth — if he survived to bring the news.
 
   Aryn searched his memories for what was written of gnarls. As they multiplied, they had come to worship the Five Who Had Made the World, just like humans. They had tribes: Rockeaters, Windwalkers, Firemakers, Watertakers, and Ruiners. Could he turn two tribes against each other?
 
   “Rockeater.” Aryn stood slowly, the arm he could still move raised. “You let her treat you like that? A human?”
 
   The brown gnarl bared yellowed teeth. “Prey squeaks.”
 
   “And Windwalkers,” Aryn said. “What of the stories I’ve heard of your great campaign against the Firemakers? Are you slaves now?”
 
   The gnarls all started wheezing, repeatedly, and it took a moment for Aryn to realize they were laughing. Aryn kept his face grim, but his heart sank. It ached like his broken arm.
 
   “We have not Hand of Breath,” the remaining Rockeater growled, “but we silence you.” It held its hand up and clicked sharp claws together. “Keep that tongue? Stop squeaking.”
 
   These beastmen were loyal to their mistress, and Aryn could not glyph. The morning’s carrow root still afflicted him. Yet he could not let Sera die. There had to be a way out of this he had missed, some alternative he had yet to consider. Something.
 
   Aryn remembered advice his father had once given Tamen. Listen and think. Learn your opponents’ vices and offer them when he is weakest. Dupret had never shared that with his youngest son.
 
   Aryn only then noticed the wounded Mynt soldier eying him. The man was awake. The Rockeater had not noticed, perhaps because the man’s face had so much blood and dirt on it.
 
   The soldier blinked his eyes once, then twice. Imperial code! Just like in Solyr’s histories.
 
   The blink was a count. Three rapid blinks meant something was going to happen. Aryn did not know what, but anything was better than letting Sera die tonight. He tensed his legs.
 
   On the soldier’s third blink, the man thumped his foot sideways on the earth. A blade tip snapped from his leather boot. He jammed that blade into the ankle of the Rockeater standing over him. The beastman howled. Aryn threw himself into the gnarl’s back as the soldier locked legs around its thick calf.
 
   This time, the gnarl went down, and the man’s boot tip flashed across the monster’s neck. Then he spun his legs up and around like a windmill, flipping to his feet. Quite the acrobat.
 
   The two Windwalkers holding Sera snarled. Sera cried and kicked one of them. She might as well have kicked a rock, but in another moment Aryn and the soldier were on their feet, staring down the two Windwalkers. One gnarl had its axe out, pressed against Sera’s throat.
 
   The soldier used the blade sticking from his boot to cut the rope on his wrists, then slid a real dagger from inside his boot. Aryn wondered how many daggers he had hidden on him. He eyed the gnarls and wished he had his quarterstaff. Or a really big rock.
 
   “Tarel Halen,” the man said, “scout to the Leader of Armies.” He kept his eyes on the gnarls and on Sera. “Can you glyph?”
 
   “Not right now.” Aryn tried to ignore the gnarl at his feet, gurgling and clutching its throat. “What do we do?”
 
   “Run.” 
 
   “I’m not leaving Sera.”
 
   “Go, you idiot!” Sera thrashed in the gnarl’s grip. “Don’t let them kill us both!” She twisted and kicked like an animal in a trap.
 
   Tarel thumped Aryn’s shoulder. “Two gnarls are too much for me. Mynt’s going to war if I don’t tell them what I saw in Taven’s Hamlet, and I have to put our province first.” He pressed his dagger into Aryn’s hand. “Good luck, kid.”
 
   With that, he ran.
 
   Aryn stared after him, mouth open. How could he just abandon them? Abandon Sera? Then a massive gust slammed into Tarel from the side, bowling him over. When the man landed, his legs bent wrong under him. Aryn heard bone snap and then Tarel, screaming.
 
   Jyllith rushed into their camp, stared at the dead Rockeater, and spit on the ground. Her narrowed eyes found his. “Well.”
 
   Aryn dropped the dagger and raised his hands. “We had to try. You’re going to kill us.”
 
   Jyllith glanced at Tarel, who was still trying to crawl away. Still fighting. She drew a glyph in the air. “I suppose you did.” Air swept out and gripped Tarel Halen, dragging him back as he grunted and swore. Her gnarls stared at him with bared teeth.
 
   “I’m not going to kill you.” Jyllith altered her glyph, pulling Tarel into the air by his broken legs. She hung him upside down like a cut of meat. “Let me show you what’s going to happen instead.”
 
   Jyllith raised one hand and sliced each finger with the nail on the other. She held her hand out, four fingers and a thumb bleeding. She advanced on Tarel’s floating body with her eyes closed.
 
   “Get away from me, you bitch!” Tarel shouted. 
 
   Jyllith opened her eyes. They were stark black. Her flat palm slapped into the center of Tarel’s chest and seared his flesh with a loud hiss.
 
   Tarel screamed again, thrashing against the air that held him. Jyllith pulled her hand free. A charred handprint with five points of open blood remained. Tarel sputtered and coughed.
 
   “The gnarl you murdered was named Stoneclaw,” Jyllith told them quietly. “He has a packmate and four pups waiting at home. Two years ago, he saved my life.”
 
   Tarel twisted and thrashed. Aryn realized why, and it made him tremble. A demon was inside Tarel now, shredding his body from the inside out. Jyllith was not just an Aerial. She was Demonkin!
 
   A mist rose around Tarel’s contorting body, dark and clinging. Bones snapped and twisted. Aryn watched the demon glyph Jyllith had seared into the man’s chest bubble and grow. It turned Tarel’s body inside out.
 
   Blood spewed from Tarel’s mouth. His lips burned away and the cries that burst from his throat were far from human. Black scales popped from beneath his skin and ate his flesh away.
 
   Sera shrieked as they watched deep red pools swallow Tarel’s eyes. When the contorting, screaming, and bursting finally ended, an apelike demon with a huge snout crouched on all fours before them. Discarded skin, blood, and bone surrounded its crouched form. 
 
   The demon corpse snorted. Steam rose from its nostrils as it sniffed at the air. Hardened black scales covered it from toes to claws, and its red eyes blazed. Drool dripped from rows of long, jagged teeth that could tear a gnarl in half.
 
   It was a davenger, a demonic tracker and hunter. A killer. Aryn had read stories about them from the darkest days of the All Province War. It was only when the combined forces of Mynt, Tellvan, and Rain began to drive the Metla Tassauns back that they unleashed their most potent weapons. Demons made from flesh.
 
   A Demonkin mage could bring a davenger into the world by scribing the demons’ possessive glyphs on a captive. When Tarel’s corpse glared at him with its red eyes, Aryn knew he was looking into the face of Davazet, the Ripper. A brutal demon that lived to kill.
 
   “I asked if we could spare you.” Jyllith turned on Sera with narrowed eyes. “The answer was no.” She raised her bloody hand. “I know it doesn’t help, but I am sorry.”
 
   Sera stared at Aryn with wide eyes. She crushed herself against the gnarls as they forced her forward, forced her toward Jyllith. Aryn’s heart leapt to his throat as Jyllith once again drew her four-fingered glyph. She was going to send Sera to the Underside.
 
   “Wait!” He stepped forward. “I’ll give you a harvenger!”
 
   Jyllith jerked as if he had struck her, her bloody hand dropping to her waist. “What?”
 
   Aryn had found her vice. “A harvenger.” He knew that because Jyllith had not crushed his lungs.
 
   “What are you doing?” Sera thought.
 
   “Ending this.” Aryn winced at the fear in her thoughts. “Trust me. Everything will be all right.”
 
   He knew Sera had no experience with demon glyphs, just like everyone else who trained at Solyr. Yet his father’s personal library in Locke had several forbidden and priceless books on the subject. During his summers away from Solyr, Aryn had studied them all.
 
   Demon glyphs had been forbidden since the end of the All Province War, a conflict that had erupted after demonic darkness swallowed Metla Tassau. Dupret’s forbidden tomes had done little but provide knowledge Aryn dared not use, until now.
 
   “I know what you just did, though I cannot do it myself.” Aryn’s memory of Balazel’s hate had his heart pounding fast. “I will join you in making a harvenger, a master of death, and in return you will set Sera free. You will not harm her.”
 
   Jyllith’s eyes rolled back in her head and she wavered as if in a trance. Conferring with whoever pulled her strings. Aryn suspected that wasn’t entirely her idea.
 
   Sera jerked in the Windwalker’s grip. “No. I won’t let you do this. I don’t know what you plan, but it’s wrong.”
 
   “Be brave,” he thought back. “And survive. Warn Kara.”
 
   Jyllith’s eyes opened. “How would you do it?”
 
   “I will scribe myself to Balazel.” Aryn fell to one knee, trying not to tremble. “Then you will shape his form.”
 
   Sera stared at him with her jaw clenched. Then she turned to Jyllith. “Don’t you dare do it. Don’t listen to him. He’s mad.”
 
   Jyllith glanced between the two of them, and for the first time she seemed truly lost. New sweat glistened on her brow as she stood stiff as a board. Did she know what she was doing, that by making Tarel Halen into a davenger she had bound herself to the Mavoureen forever? Did she know they would devour her soul?
 
   Jyllith looked away. She looked at the ground, and Aryn found his answer. Jyllith knew what waited for her in the next few weeks. The rack, the fire, the spikes. Her drawn face said it all. She knew, and she had scribed that glyph anyway.
 
   What could possess someone to do something like that?
 
   “Take it back,” Sera pleaded. “You must take it back.”
 
   “I can’t.” Aryn wished he had found the courage to kiss her just once. “This isn’t about us. It’s about our families, our friends. Someone has to stop this woman from taking us to war.”
 
   Jyllith’s eyes focused and narrowed. She had dealt with whatever bothered her. Aryn stared at her and waited for her to speak. When she didn’t, he spoke for her.
 
   “I’ll have your word and offer you mine.” 
 
   “Very well.” Jyllith frowned. “Give us our harvenger, and I swear on my mother’s soul we will set your woman free.”
 
   “No!” Sera’s shout made Aryn jump. “I refuse—”
 
   Jyllith painted a blood glyph with impressive speed. Sera went limp in the Windwalker’s arms. Aryn glared at them both.
 
   “What did you—”
 
   “She sleeps, Mynt, nothing more.” Jyllith looked to the Windwalker holding Sera. “Leave her here.”
 
   The two remaining gnarls inclined their heads, and even the red-eyed davenger managed a bow. A Windwalker carefully settled Sera’s limp body on the rocky ground, surprisingly gentle. It seemed even beastmen could be gentle when they wished to be.
 
   “Food and water,” Aryn rasped, throat suddenly dry. “She’ll need both.” Sera slept now. He was alone with the monsters. 
 
   “Do it,” Jyllith ordered.
 
   Her gnarl threw down both pack and canteen and stood up, backing away. It seemed sacrificing its pack was a small price to pay for keeping its skin. Jyllith’s patience was obviously frayed.
 
   Jyllith approached Aryn, eyes calm. “It’s time for us to leave now, if you plan to keep your word. If you truly want her to live.”
 
   Aryn managed a weak nod. Again he thought of going back on his claim, of offering her money, of prostrating himself before Jyllith and begging her mercy. Yet Sera slept peacefully now, as the davenger that had once been a man eyed her with open jaws. He had saved her life. Saved her soul. What else could he accomplish?
 
   “You have my word,” Aryn whispered. “You have your harvenger.”
 
   Jyllith glanced at Sera as her shoulders sagged. “You never told her you loved her, did you?” She looked back at Aryn. “Would you like to?”
 
   Aryn watched Sera’s chest rise and fall, memorized the way her long dark hair fell across her shoulders. “She already knows.”
 
   This felt like a dream, some horrible dream, but Aryn could not convince himself of that. He was going to go somewhere very dark, and he was going to hurt for a very long time. He couldn’t move.
 
   “Here.” Jyllith slid an arm beneath his shoulders and supported him. “Lean on me. One step at a time.”
 
   Aryn let her help him because he wanted Sera to live. They walked, together. “Why did you sacrifice yourself?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Scribe that glyph. Give your soul to the Mavoureen. You know what’s going to happen to you, don’t you?”
 
   Jyllith grimaced as the gnarls fell into step around them, as they walked away from Sera. “I do.”
 
   “Then why do it?”
 
   “To make sure no other family dies like mine.”
 
   Evidently, her oath didn’t include the people of Taven’s Hamlet. Aryn pondered reminding Jyllith that the Mynt hadn’t sacked Talos, but he knew she wouldn’t believe him. Whatever delusions had claimed her mind simply wouldn’t allow it.
 
   “Well,” Aryn said, as they moved up a shallow rise. “I suppose I’ll be seeing you soon, won’t I? In the Underside. In the fire pits.”
 
   She shuddered against him. “I suppose you will.”
 
   They stopped at the top of the rise. Aryn saw a shadow waiting below, a tall man in a long robe. He remembered the elder who had gripped his arms and glyphed hatred on his soul, back in Solyr.
 
   That man was staring at him now, and in a moment, he would toss Aryn into a world of darkness and pain.
 
   And Aryn was going to let him do it.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   STALKS CRUNCHED BENEATH Kara's boots as she pushed through the waist-high grass. Behind her Jair’s wagon rumbled over a ridge, leading the rest of their horses behind it. Byn led them on, hunched over with his arms out.
 
   His eyes were feral, and he kept his nose close to the ground. He tracked the gnarls that had taken the others by smell alone, though Kara could make out signs of their passage. A broken stalk here. A big muddy footprint there.
 
   Watching Byn move and hunt impressed her. Though he walked on two legs, he might as well have walked on all four. Sera’s absence was a knife in Kara’s gut. She should have scribed Sera’s eyes back to green herself, but there had been no time with the gnarls.
 
   They headed downhill until they emerged on open plains thick with sleeping wildflowers and shorter, scratchy grass. Kara’s heart sank. Open land stretched in all directions, and she saw no sign of the gnarls who had taken Sera. No sign at all.
 
   Kara searched the map inside her head and realized they had left the Azamoth Plains. They now moved into the largely unpopulated western edge of Mynt, the Valerun: a patchwork of rocky sprawls and open grassland. There were few settlements here that did not belong to outlaws. As they walked, a faint thought entered her mind.
 
   “Kara?”
 
   Kara gasped and halted. “Sera?”
 
   Byn turned and rushed back to her. “You hear her?”
 
   “Sera, I’m here,” Kara thought as loudly as she could manage. “Is Aryn there with you? Where are you?”
 
   “I’ll keep thinking,” Sera thought weakly. “Follow it.”
 
   Kara let Sera’s urgent thoughts guide her. “Byn. Go.”
 
   “I feel her.” Byn turned. “She’s close. Hurry!”
 
   He broke into a loping run. Kara ran to keep up and Trell ran right beside her. They rushed across the grassy plain and quickly outdistanced Jair’s wagon. He would catch up when he could.
 
   Kara’s breaths burned in her throat as her chest heaved with exertion. She realized the ground was sloping up. The sheer size of these open, grassy fields hid their slight peaks. That swell in the earth might be just enough to hide a gnarl. To hide Sera.
 
   As they sprinted across the flowering plain tall stalks of grass gave way to scrub brush and hard rock. Sera had to be close. She was alive, and that meant Aryn might be as well.
 
   “Kara,” Trell shouted as they ran. “Expect an ambush! They must know we’re coming!”
 
   “Sera?” Kara thought urgently. “Are you alone?”
 
   “They left me. I was asleep.” Sera’s mindspeak echoed oddly, a sign of exhaustion. “They took Aryn. They’re going to kill him!”
 
   By the time they found a cluster of granite peaks settled in a small, barren depression, Kara felt ready to drop. She caught herself on her knees, huffing and wheezing, and then rushed into the depression. She found Sera so quickly she almost stumbled over her in the dark. The gnarls had left her beside a jagged gray rock.
 
   Byn swept Sera’s limp form into his arms. “Are you hurt?”
 
   A shadow dropped into the depression with claws extended and red eyes wide. Kara caught a vague impression of long claws, black skin, and sharp yellow teeth, and then it leapt at them. Snarling.
 
   Trell caught the shadow on the tip of his sword, grunted as he fell backward, and forced it over himself by bringing his sword back and up. The shadow flipped over him and grunted as Trell’s boot slammed into its gut. It smashed into the ground headfirst.
 
   The monster before her was shaped like some sort of great ape, covered in dark black scales and snorting steam. Its huge forearms sported claws as long as her feet and its wide, open mouth showed long yellow teeth. This demon should not exist. It was forbidden.
 
   Sera screamed its name first. “Davenger!”
 
   Kara took the dream world and scribed a glyph of Osis, thinking to paralyze the demon, but the carrow root remained thick in her blood. Osis managed one weak strike and broke apart with a hiss. Nausea hit her like a thunderclap and tossed her to her knees.
 
   The demon charged again. Trell intercepted it before it could gore anyone, stabbing and spinning so fast that his blade seemed to be in four places at once. Kara had never seen a man move so fast. The davenger raised its arms and stumbled back at the flurry of blows, black scales crumbling to the earth. Its red eyes went wide.
 
   Byn growled and barreled forward. He swung his quarterstaff around like an oar and cracked it against the demon’s thick skull. The blow staggered the davenger as Kara unslung her staff and dropped into a low guard. Glyphs weren’t all she could do!
 
   The davenger skittered sideways, and one claw lashed out. Kara dove under it and went for the demon’s knees, but her swing went wide and then she slipped on a patch of scree. She went down hard as the demon loomed over her. Its claws came down like scythes.
 
   A burst of air slammed into the demon, knocking it back on its heels. Kara scrambled up to find Sera standing just behind her, fingers bleeding and hair disheveled. As she watched, Sera scribed another Hand of Breath with her eyes tightly closed. She had fought through the carrow root, somehow. She had always been so strong.
 
   They were together in this. A dyn. Kara let her training take over and let the dyn disc that united her, Byn, and Sera tell her what was needed and when. She could feel their thoughts. She knew when they would move and when they would strike.
 
   The davenger blocked Byn’s swing and then took Kara’s staff right in the teeth. It snapped at her, furious, as another blast of air hit it from behind. It tumbled onto Trell’s whirling sword and he got in a few good swings. Scales and blood splattered the rocks.
 
   Byn’s next strike came down so hard he almost broke his staff across the back of the demon’s head, and still the monster kept fighting. Only Hands of Heat could kill these things, and Kara was fresh out. How were they going to survive this?
 
   Wooden wheels rumbled as Jair’s wagon thundered into the divide, his thoughts urgent and clear. It might work. Byn dove away as Kara grabbed Trell, throwing both of them aside.
 
   Two large Solyr packhorses thundered over the davenger, trampling it into the rocks. The wagon’s thick wheels pummeled its body, bouncing the wagon as it smashed skin and crushed bone. Nothing could survive such a brutal impact.
 
   The mangled demon stumbled to its feet. One backward arm spun about and snapped into place. A divot in its skull popped out as new scales grew across the wound. It rolled its gruesome head around on its neck and snorted at them.
 
   Trell closed with his sword raised. “Demon. Look at me.”
 
   The davenger hissed at Trell as Byn and Sera circled it, waiting for their chance to strike. Kara stared at Trell and felt her jaw fall open. She recognized the empty look in his eyes, the same look that had been in his eyes in the Lorilan Forest. A dead man’s stare.
 
   “Trell?” Kara whispered. She took the dream world and found it, just as before — turgid green energy all around Trell’s dream form. Souls surrounded Trell. He breathed death.
 
   The demon launched itself at Trell faster than Kara could think. Scales crunched like leaves as Trell met its charge with Solyr steel, slicing clean through its chest and out the other side. He had just cleaved it in half, and Kara could not imagine how.
 
   The davenger’s legs kept running even as its torso slid away. Its scream sounded like a mill saw splitting a log, so loud it hurt her ears. Black blood splattered Trell, but he didn’t notice. His eyes were still empty, still staring at something none of them could see.
 
   The demon’s halves writhed as scales bubbled away. When the bubbling finished, two desiccated halves of a naked, twisted corpse were all that remained. Kara urked and fought it. She could not lose the meager food she had kept down. Food was precious now.
 
   That body couldn’t be Aryn. She prayed it wasn’t Aryn, but she really couldn’t tell. It had no real skin to speak of. She watched Trell as he lowered his blade and closed his eyes. He then opened them and gasped, staring at the corpse.
 
   “What just happened?” he asked quietly.
 
   “Kara!” Sera slammed into her. “We have to save Aryn!”
 
   “He’s not dead?” So she hadn’t failed him. Not yet.
 
   “No,” Sera said. “But he’ll soon be far worse.” 
 
   In one moment Sera filled their minds with everything that had transpired after a vicious gnarl pulled a sack off her head. The images and words that came with Sera’s vision — a flurry of detailed memories only those skilled in mindspeak could convey clearly to others — left Kara feeling faint.
 
   An unknown elder and his soldiers were burning towns in Rain and Tellvan, inciting war by disguising themselves as Mynt soldiers. If they started a war between Tellvan and Mynt, her province could be overwhelmed. Tarna could fall, and that wasn’t the worst of it.
 
   These people weren’t just murdering anyone they came across. They were slaughtering whole villages, scribing demon glyphs, sending souls to the Underside. Summoning the Mavoureen.
 
   Kara now remembered the woman who had tried to turn Sera into a davenger, a clear memory of a woman with hateful gray eyes and red hair. Jyllith. Never in Kara’s life had she wanted to kill someone. She wanted that now.
 
   “We have to go,” Sera said. “If we find him quickly—”
 
   A demon howl split the night, louder than thunder. It was the davenger’s sawmill howl magnified a hundred fold. It made the ground tremble and tore at Kara’s ears like sharpened fingers. The night sky tinted blood red.
 
   Kara dropped. She knew the others were screaming, the horses with them, but she couldn’t seem to care. She writhed upon hard stone. The sound was killing her. Soon, it ended.
 
   A terrible silence fell over the Valerun.
 
   “No,” Sera whispered. “No, Aryn! No!”
 
   Kara felt Aryn’s soul drop off her dyn disc, sliding away as his soul went somewhere else. Somewhere dark. All Kara could think about was what she would tell his family. Elder Halde. How could she explain this or justify it?
 
   Aryn wasn’t simply dead. His soul was in the Underside, and the Mavoureen had him now. They would tear his soul apart, a hundred times over, before they even began to torture him.
 
   Kara would live her life knowing she had let that happen to Aryn, but hers was a kind fate by comparison. A few dozen nightmares, a few decades of guilt. Her pain would end. Not Aryn’s. Not ever.
 
   She would not cry about it. She would not scream. There really wasn’t any point.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA SIGHTED HIGHRIDGE KEEP in early afternoon, built into the ridgeline that jutted off the outermost peaks of the Ranarok Mountains. Its hard stone walls were the same mottled gray as the rock from which they had been quarried. Behind the keep, the lightning-filled sky above the Unsettled Lands crackled ominously.
 
   Deadly storms of rainbow color plagued that sky, a curse summoned by Torn, High Protector, to ensure no human ever walked its lands again. That curse had slaughtered everyone remaining in Metla Tassau and forbidden anyone from returning. Walking into those lands today was a death sentence … for humans.
 
   Trell rode Chesa ahead while Byn’s horse, Pacer, followed a lead tied to the wagon. Kara had dozed fitfully in Charger’s saddle as they drove hard all day through rocky, rugged country, but she was awake now. The sight of the garrison filled her with adrenaline.
 
   “Kara!” Trell shouted from Chesa. “Do we approach?”
 
   “That’s where we’re headed!” Kara hurried Charger forward, closer to Trell’s mare. “The Sentinels will help us. I’m sure of it.” She didn’t mention the way Trell had halved a davenger with unglyphed magesteel. She didn’t know how to talk about that.
 
   “And we will be safe there?”
 
   “As safe as we will be anywhere. The Sentinels are charged with protecting our borders from the denizens of the Unsettled Lands, gnarls and worse.” Kara shuddered as she remembered that davenger lunging at her face. “Far worse.”
 
   She had contacted Elder Halde often during the night, on the echo stone. He had not responded, but that didn’t matter now. The map inside her head had served them well. They had made it to Highridge Keep alive.
 
   Some of them, anyway.
 
   Aryn’s death didn’t feel real. Every time Kara looked back she knew she would see him on his horse. He would grin at Sera, toss some veiled insult at Byn, wink at her and boil her blood.
 
   Yet he was never there. Dreams had plagued her each time she slept during the ride, and she had seen Aryn’s face in them. Laughing. Sneering. Screaming.
 
   If this is what it felt like to lose someone you didn’t like, a pain inside you that opened a hole in your stomach, the thought of losing Byn or Sera made it hard to breathe. How could she survive that?
 
   They rode through the ruins of Highridge Fortress, a massive garrison destroyed during the All Province War. The bones of the fortress stood even now, crumbling towers of black stone and fallen pieces of wall laid bare before the newer Highridge Keep. Kara and the wagon followed Trell through the wreckage. They had just emerged when he reined in Chesa and held out his arm.
 
   “Hold,” Trell said.
 
   Kara halted Charger, staring at Trell’s arm and then at the side of his head. Jair shouted and the wagon creaked to a stop. Its team, Stomper and Tack, pawed anxiously at the earth.
 
   “Trell?” Kara asked. “Problem?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” Trell frowned at her. “These Sentinels you mentioned. They are an elite military force?”
 
   “I’d say so, yes.”
 
   “And you are certain this garrison is active?”
 
   “If it isn’t, someone needs to update our maps.”
 
   “Then I am concerned. If these Sentinels are an elite unit, as you said, we should already have been intercepted by a scout. At least met with their perimeter.”
 
   A bleary-eyed Byn poked his head from the wagon, squinting at the midday light. Trell dropped his arm as Chesa snorted and stomped. Neither of them liked this.
 
   Kara stared at the distant fortress. “Are you certain? Do you know how Sentinels operate?”
 
   “I don’t,” Trell said, “but letting us approach unchallenged makes no sense. I expected someone to greet us in these ruins, ideally before we emerged. Any of these old towers is an ideal place to survey an approach, yet we’ve seen no one. Doesn’t that seem odd?”
 
   Byn hopped from the wagon and approached. “What’s going on?”
 
   Kara glanced at him. “We’re wondering why no one at Highridge Keep has come out to say hello.”
 
   “Ah.” Byn nodded. “I’ll have a look.” He closed his eyes and scribed Theotrix on his face in blood, granting himself the sight of a hawk. Byn opened his eyes and stared at the distant keep.
 
   “I don’t see anyone. There are banners flying, but no one on the walls, and the drawbridge is open.” Byn shook his head and blinked off the glyph. “Could they be out fighting a battle? On patrol?” He walked to the back of the wagon and unwound Pacer’s lead. 
 
   Trell shook his head. “No commander worth his salt would let us close unchallenged, nor leave his fortress open and empty. I’m sorry, Kara, but I believe this garrison has been abandoned.”
 
   Kara huffed. She didn’t believe it. She didn’t want to believe it, and that gave her pause. What if someone had gotten here ahead of them and killed an entire garrison of Sentinels? What if she was leading them into another trap?
 
   Sera emerged from the wagon, eyes still puffy from crying. Kara grimaced as she thought back on her immature feud with Aryn. How badly had it hurt Sera to be caught in the middle? One more anchor of guilt weighing her down beside so many others.
 
   Kara ground her teeth. Every decision she made turned out wrong. The Sentinels couldn’t all be dead, but they certainly weren’t here. Where could they go now? How could they survive?
 
   How many more of them were going to die?
 
   She remembered Halde’s talk of their world turning to the Underside. She already knew Demonkin were active in the Five Provinces. Had they raised some new horror to tear apart this keep?
 
   Kara pushed all that aside. A leader kept her head. She didn’t feel like a leader but she was one, now, whether she liked it or not. Her friends needed her, and she couldn’t let them down. She sidestepped Charger closer to Trell’s mare.
 
   “Sentinels don’t fall easily, Trell, but what we saw in Taven’s Hamlet — gnarls, Shifters, and mages all working together — it might be enough. There could be an entire army out here.”
 
   Trell nodded. “None of you can eat the food we brought from Solyr. Correct?”
 
   “Not without losing the ability to glyph. It won’t harm you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
 
   “I’m more worried about the timing. Now, when we are desperately low on supplies, we’re presented with an empty, open garrison that no doubt contains more than enough food to get us to Tarna. A clear path and an open drawbridge.
 
   Kara glared at the keep and huffed. So it was a trap. “Then we ride on. We hunt for food and forage for water.”
 
   “For five people, and horses? That will be difficult, and it will slow us down. Additionally, what if the garrison is not as empty as we suppose? What if there are survivors?”
 
   “What are you suggesting we do, Trell?”
 
   “We take a risk either way.” He took a breath. “However, we cannot move on without inspecting this keep.”
 
   “Fine.” Kara agreed even though the thought of entering Highridge Keep gave her chills. “Let’s get it over with.”
 
   “You will be staying here.”
 
   She blinked at him. “What?”
 
   “If this is a trap, it is meant for you. You can’t walk into it.”
 
   “And you can?” Kara did her best to keep the frustration from her tone, but it was difficult. Lack of sleep and guilt over Aryn weighed on her like barnacles on a hull.
 
   “Of all of us,” Trell said, “I have the best chance to defeat or escape anything waiting in that garrison. Or have you forgotten last night’s davenger?”
 
   Kara looked ahead. No, she hadn’t forgotten about last night. “You don’t even know how you did that.”
 
   “Nevertheless, we need those provisions. If there are survivors here, we cannot leave them to their fate. And we cannot have you enter that garrison without knowing what waits inside.”
 
   Kara wanted to hit Trell then, for a moment, and even the thought shamed her. She didn’t like the way he was treating her, like she was some helpless child than needed to be protected. Yet was he, really? Or was he simply calling out a tactical reality?
 
   Their hunter sought her. That was their reality now and it changed things, for everyone. Kara wondered if this is how rulers like Prince Beren felt on battlefields. Helpless. Useless. Forced to watch as soldiers died for them while they hid safely behind the lines. Because if they fell, every last sacrifice would mean nothing.
 
   Trell, Byn, Sera, Jair — all of them were risking their lives to protect her. Aryn had lost his. It didn’t matter that she could protect herself. Trell knew that. He was simply reminding her that if she entered Highridge Keep she would put them all at risk, and for what? To prove she wasn’t afraid? To mend an ego bruised by constantly being outmaneuvered by her hunter?
 
   “All right,” Kara said. Clenching her reins as she did so. “But you’re not going in alone.” She beckoned to Byn, even though everything inside her wanted to keep him safe. “We need provisions. They might be in that garrison. Can Rannos sniff them out?”
 
   Byn glanced at Sera as she watched them, arms crossed. She had just lost someone she cared about, and now Kara was sending another man she loved into danger. Sera nodded to them.
 
   “Yeah,” Byn said, rubbing the back of his head. “Rannos can sniff them out.”
 
   “Then take Trell and your horses. See if provisions or survivors remain in Highridge Keep, and be careful. If anything threatens, if you even think you might be in danger, ride to Highridge Pass.”
 
   Jair dropped from the wagon and settled on the ground, cross-legged. “While they search the garrison, I’ll look for any dead, Sentinels or otherwise. If people were killed here and their souls remain, I may be able to find out what happened.”
 
   “Do it,” Kara said, “and hurry.” She turned her eyes on Trell. “No unnecessary risks. Flee to Highridge Pass. Remember.”
 
   Byn climbed into Pacer’s saddle and he and Trell set off, riding at an easy but steady pace for Highridge Keep. Kara watched them go and bit her lip. She wanted to scream after them.
 
   “Hey,” Sera said quietly. She stood beside Kara’s horse now.
 
   Kara glanced down at her. “What?”
 
   “You’re doing great.” Sera squeezed her leg. “You’re doing what you have to, and I don’t blame you for anything.”
 
   “Sera—“
 
   “I said I don’t blame you,” Sera repeated, staring up at her. “Neither would Aryn. There’s only one woman to blame here, and if we see her again, we’ll stop her. For good.”
 
   Kara sighed heavily and watched Trell and Byn ride into Five knew what. “I just hope it’s that easy.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “WHAT DO YOU THINK HUNTS US, TRELL?” Byn asked, once they had ridden a good distance from the wagon. He missed Sera already, but couldn’t let that distract him.
 
   Trell shrugged. “A Tellvan battlemage. Kara said so herself."
 
   “I know what Kara said, and I know what Sera saw. But I want to know what you think, as a Tellvan soldier.”
 
   “You mean what I think about slaughtering civilians?”
 
   Byn sagged and stared ahead. “I’m sorry about what I said at Taven’s Hamlet. I shouldn’t have gone after you like I did.”
 
   “You don’t know me, Byn,” Trell said, after a moment of silence. “I don’t even know me. To be honest, when we first saw that Tellvan banner … I was afraid you might be right.”
 
   “Yeah, well, don’t be.” Byn frowned at him. “I’ve seen enough of you to know you wouldn’t do that. Just murder people like that. I can’t point to one particular thing you’ve done, or one particular thing you’ve said, but I just don’t think you’re the butchering type.”
 
   “I appreciate the confidence.”
 
   “But I don’t think this mage is Tellvan. It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “During the All Province War, the Tellvan were our strongest allies. Even after the High Protector disintegrated Metla Tassau they worked with us, traded with us.”
 
   “A looming threat can do much for peace,” Trell said. “So long as it looms. Stop here.”
 
   Byn listened, stopping Pacer by the open drawbridge. Trell dropped off Chesa and Byn did the same, seeing the logic. No need to risk the horses throwing a leg on muddy cobblestones or getting panicked by a demon. Better to leave them here, safe.
 
   A moat surrounded the garrision, brown, stagnant water. The dark chains linked to the bridge were well kept. No Sentinels showed themselves, and no one challenged them.
 
   Byn closed his eyes and brushed Pacer’s nose. He felt the nervousness in his horse. He stroked Pacer’s flanks and clucked his tongue, softly, until Pacer relaxed. He moved to Chesa and repeated his comforting routine.
 
   “What are you doing?” Trell asked.
 
   “Steadying their minds.” Byn brushed off his hands. “Pacer here is more nervous than Chesa, but even she is wary and tense. They don’t like this garrison. It feels wrong.”
 
   “You can tell all that with one touch on their nose?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be much of a Beastruler if I couldn’t.” Byn thumped Pacer’s side, and his gelding snorted. “Let’s go.”
 
   Trell’s hand touched the grip of his sword, a habit that seemed instinctive, and then he stepped onto the drawbridge. His boots thumped on solid wood, new and strong. Nothing creaked.
 
   Byn followed. “Anyway, Trell, it wasn’t just the threat of Metla Tassau that kept Tellvan with us. Even after the war, they fought hard against the Demonkin. They sent hundreds of mages and soldiers out hunting and many died, badly. They despise demon glyphs. They’d never use them, and would murder anyone who did.”
 
   Trell shrugged as they approached a high stone arch with an open porticullus. “Whoever hunts us may not be in their right mind. I doubt they are working at the behest of the Seven Sheiks.”
 
   “So why hunt Kara? What do they want with her?”
 
   “All we know is we must keep her from them, no matter the cost. The fate of Aryn Locke proves that more than ever.”
 
   “Yeah.” Byn felt like someone had kicked him in the gut. “Aryn didn’t deserve what happened to him.”
 
   Byn still didn’t know how to think about a man who would throw himself into eternal torture to save Sera’s life. It made him feel smaller, somehow, like he had failed Sera in some way he could never fix. Like he didn’t deserve her anymore.
 
   He had always planned to return to Boon and become a veterinarian after graduating Solyr. Sera would join him, marry him, and heal Boon's sick or injured. They would raise their children beside the sea, help Kara tend Ona, fish and sail— 
 
   “Byn?” Trell asked. “Anything?”
 
   Byn realized they now stood on mud and cobblestones. “Right.” They had entered the keep. This was why he was here, after all.
 
   Byn examined Highridge Keep’s inner courtyard. Light gray bricks formed massive walls, and the windows in the outer wall were as dark within as they had been without. Mournful wind whistled over the walls and its iron pikes. Nothing else stirred.
 
   Byn sliced his finger and scribed Rannos on his forehead. It felt like his nostrils grew three sizes. The smell of rotting flesh hit so hard it dropped him to his knees, choking and gagging.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Trell asked. A touch worried.
 
   “Sorry.” Byn tried not to cough. The smell was coming from the main door of the inner keep, from behind it. Bodies rotting away.
 
   Byn unscribed Rannos. He couldn’t think with the stench. When he finished, he stood and took a deep breath.
 
   “I think I know what happened to the Sentinels.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A SHARP INTAKE OF BREATH caught Kara’s attention, forcing her eyes from Highridge Keep. Jair stood, eyes wide and a clear, deep blue. Kara gasped as she remembered what that meant.
 
   The soul determined the color of one’s eyes. Her own soul had changed when she made her first glyph, turning her eyes orange, but a Soulmage’s eye color changed to that of whatever soul inhabited their body. The soul now inside Jair had blue eyes.
 
   “You shouldn’t have come here.” The voice that came from Jair’s throat was low, female, and not his. “They turned our own Sentinels against us.”
 
   “That’s incredible,” Sera said. “You found a Sentinel spirit?”
 
   Kara dropped off her horse and approached Jair. Soulmages could speak with spirits, true, but they could also call upon them when needed, taking the spirit’s mind and skills as their own. With a strong enough spirit inside them, a Soulmage could become a skilled swordsman or a talented singer or anyone else dead.
 
   “Who are you?” Kara asked. “Tell me your name.” From what she remembered, it was best to be direct with the dead.
 
   Jair swallowed, eyes flitting side to side. “I’m … Lyra.”
 
   “I’m Kara Tanner, and I lead this dyn. We’ve come from the Magic Academy of Solyr, and we need your help. What happened here? How did this garrison fall?”
 
   “They weren’t gnarls.” Jair’s fists clenched as his blue eyes flitted side to side. “We thought they were a rogue tribe, and we met them in the field. They were better fighters than we had ever seen. We killed them and they killed us.”
 
   “A gnarl tribe was here? How many?”
 
   “They weren’t gnarls,” Lyra repeated. “Don’t you see? They were our own patrol. Sentinels. We saw a lie and murdered them.”
 
   Kara cursed low. “Shifters.” They had cloaked the returning Sentinels in illusion, making them appear as gnarls. Each side had been certain the other was the enemy.
 
   Jair fell to one knee, blue eyes wide. “When we were done … when we had finished killing each other … the lies went away. They showed us our dead. I put my sword through my own father. Garen Kost. I watched him die and now I can’t find him.”
 
   Kara saw no evidence of any battle. “But, Lyra … the battle took place out here, didn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then … where are the bodies?”
 
   Lyra gave no answer.
 
   “Drown me, Lyra, where are all the bodies?”
 
   Sera gripped Jair’s shoulder and pushed down. “That’s enough. Push her out. Her fear is toxic, and your heart is beating faster than a rabbit’s. She’s hurting you.”
 
   Jair ripped Sera’s arm off his shoulder and backed away, hands raised. “No, please. I don’t want to go with you. Please!”
 
   The earth rumbled beneath Kara’s boots and she stumbled, catching herself against Charger’s firm side. Stomper and Tack, the packhorses pulling Jair’s wagon, bobbed their heads and stomped their feet. Jair trembled and shook his head, violently.
 
   “What’s happening?” Sera shouted. “An earthquake?”
 
   It couldn’t be an earthquake. Earthquakes didn’t happen out here. Kara had only read about one in the Ranarok, and that had been summoned by Torn. Was this her hunter? Was he powerful enough to shake the ground? Was he going to attack them again?
 
   A saw mill howl rose above the rumble of the earth, and a chill took Kara’s bones. Lyra’s final, desperate plea made sense. The harvenger had found them.
 
   “Up in the wagon, now!” Kara shouted.
 
   A skeleton hand burst from the earth and grabbed Sera’s ankle. Sera shrieked as it pulled her down. More hands snatched at her clothes, her arms, her hair. Charger whinnied and stomped.
 
   Kara split the skin of her index finger with her sharpened thumbnail and glyphed a single Finger of Heat. She tossed it into the arm bones and blew them apart. “Get up! Get out of there!”
 
   Kara blasted another hand that went for Sera’s legs, and another after that. Sera tore off the hands snatching at her cloak, shrieking and flailing. She clambered into the back of the wagon.
 
   “Jair!” Kara shouted. “Move!”
 
   Jair didn’t. His eyes were dark once more but remained wide, unfocused. Kara grabbed him and dragged him, boot heels sliding on dirt, toward the wagon. A skeletal hand clutched her foot.
 
   Kara stomped it and screamed. Whole skeletons were now wriggling free of the hard packed earth, bones animated through will she did not understand. The dead were rising, and she must remember why.
 
   Jair moaned and broke away from her, finding his feet. He sprinted to the wagon. He clambered up the side like a startled cat and snapped the reins. The wagon team took off at once.
 
   Kara scrambled into Charger’s saddle. Wheels rumbled as the wagon rolled, and Kara spurred Charger after it. Trell and Byn must have heard the howl and would be leaving Highridge Keep, riding to meet them at the pass. She had to trust them to do that. She had to protect those with her now — Sera. Jair. The horses.
 
   Jair was whipping the wagon team so hard Kara feared the reins might snap. She supposed it was better than letting the harvenger eat them, but she was surprised at his ferocity. Both horses snorted and flinched at the unexpected assault.
 
   Highridge Pass moved to their left. Jair was driving the wagon away from it. As Kara’s eyes swept the distant rise, she finally picked out a stark black form against the blue sky.
 
   It stood with arms outstretched. It looked massive. It had once been Aryn Locke, and now Jair was driving the wagon right for it.
 
   “Jair!” Kara tapped her heels on Charger’s flanks. “Stop!”
 
   Jair, the wagon, and Sera picked up speed, barreling up the ridge. Charger caught up and rode beside them. Did Jair hope to run that harvenger down like the davenger? What was he thinking?
 
   “Stop!” Kara shouted. “Stop the wagon!” The clamor of frothing horses and rumbling wagon wheels all but drowned her out.
 
   The side door of the wagon slammed open with a loud crack. Sera pulled herself into view. Her black hair whipped wildly about her face as she clutched the doorframe.
 
   “What are you doing?” Kara shouted.
 
   Sera leapt and grabbed the luggage bar atop the wagon. Her torasel cloak flapped as she pulled herself up, legs flailing. She fell on the top in a heap and scribed one bloody glyph on the air.
 
   Jair slumped on the driver’s rise, reins going limp in his hands. He was not driving them any longer, but the horses didn’t stop.
 
   “He’s sleeping, Kara!” Sera thought across their dyn disc. “But if I move, he’ll wake up!”
 
   Kara tried a simple Beastruler summons, hoping to reach Stomper or Tack, but she mis-scribed the glyph and cursed herself for not practicing more. Solyr geldings like Charger were bred and altered to share their rider’s intent, to sense a mage’s needs, but the horses that pulled the wagon did not share that trait.
 
   Charger could listen. Her gelding understood her. She slid her hand along rough horsehair, trying to think clearly of what she intended. Charger’s head bobbed.
 
   Kara crouched in the saddle, gripping the thick pommel. Each fall of Charger’s hooves threatened to toss her to the ground and smash her head into the earth, but the horse stayed with her. If she didn’t do this right, she wouldn’t have time to regret it.
 
   Kara leapt. Her world slowed, moving air and earth sluggishly around her. The world sped up again as her hands found the thick leather straps that tied Tack to the wagon’s harness. She gripped them with a drowning sailor’s strength.
 
   Each beat of Tack’s hooves slammed her gut. One bad bump would drop her beneath the wheels. She pulled herself up, gasping, and then she rode Tack. Backward.
 
   She wasn’t dead. Her heart pounded and her vision swam, but she wasn’t dead! Kara set herself and hurled her body toward the driver’s rise. She caught it — barely — and dragged herself into the seat. She tugged hard on the reins.
 
   The now weary team gladly slowed. Jair slumped against her side as Sera climbed forward. The harvenger sprinted for them now, thundering down the slope on massive legs.
 
   Jair opened his dark eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “That demon captured Lyra’s spirit. It dragged us away.”
 
   Turning wagon and horses was no simple task, and by the time Kara had done it, the harvenger was gaining on them. Fast. It stood twice as tall as Aryn, and almost half that height consisted of its grossly outsized head.
 
   The demon’s flesh was writhing black, wriggling like a nest of vipers in a puddle of oil. Its eyes were the size of Kara’s head, burning with fiendish red light, and its teeth could cut a horse in half. Yet its face was more horrifying than anything else.
 
   Beneath the red eyes, the huge teeth, and the writhing skin, the demon’s distorted and impossibly huge facial features formed a grotesque parody of Aryn Locke’s.
 
   Kara spared a glance at Charger and found the horse keeping pace. She tried not to think about Aryn and what the demons had done to him. It was obscene. A wagon could not outrun a harvenger.
 
   “We’re abandoning the wagon!” Kara shouted. “Climb out on the horses!”
 
   “I’m ready!” Sera gripped her arm. “I’ll ride Tack. Jair, take Stomper. The one on the left!”
 
   “Go!” Kara knew Sera wouldn’t agree to her plan and dared not elaborate. “I’ll use glyphs to cut them from the wagon!”
 
   “That demon won’t take me again!” Jair shouted. “Promise!”
 
   Kara scribed two glyphs and tied them to the packhorses. Jair leapt from the driver’s rise and landed on Stomper’s back. He nearly slid off before throwing his arms around the horse’s neck.
 
   “Okay!” Sera yelled. “I’m jumping!” She leapt and landed, riding bareback on Tack with surprising grace. Kara had forgotten that Sera could ride. She was a noble, after all.
 
   Charger drew close, snorting a warning. Kara looked to the harvenger and found it almost on top of them. It waved to her as it ran, mouth hanging open like a happy dog. Enjoying the chase.
 
   Kara threw herself across the air before she could think better of it. Charger darted sideways and she landed right on top of him. She slid into the saddle and thanked her clever horse.
 
   She scribed a Finger of Heat and burned the ropes that linked Stomper and Tack to the wagon. Then she ignited the beast glyphs she had scribed earlier. The horses shrieked and redoubled their pace, eyes going wide. They thought wolves were chasing them and in their minds, Rannos was. They galloped for Highridge Pass.
 
   Sera shouted something as Kara turned Charger away, but Kara ignored it. This wasn’t Sera’s call. Kara refused to lose anyone else, not like she had lost Aryn. She would not lose anyone ever again.
 
   The now horseless wagon tipped and tumbled end over end. The harvenger barreled through it and smashed it apart, like a Hand of Heat blowing through a tree. Sera and Jair had no hope of turning their panicked horses away from Highridge Pass.
 
   Kara bared her teeth as she led the harvenger away from the pass, from her friends, from safety. The great demon spread both arms and howled as she twisted to face it. Charger kept their distance, but only just. She knew her brave horse was flagging and she had to end this, soon.
 
   Kara scribed two Fingers of Heat. She would avenge Aryn with the fire he loved. She sent two fireballs into the harvenger’s face.
 
   They didn’t even slow it down.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   BYN MERIS DIDN’T THINK when the inner door burst open, and men in red and black armor stumbled out. He reacted. He roared and smashed the butt of his quarterstaff into the lead attacker’s chest. The blow knocked the Sentinel into the air, the now dead Sentinel. Byn knew it was dead because nothing living screamed like that, like a dying bird.
 
   Another dead Sentinel stabbed at Trell. He simply spun past the blade and took its head off with one swipe of his broadsword. The head kept screaming as it rolled away. Then the dead had them surrounded, milling on all sides like a pack of dogs.
 
   Each man or woman had been a Sentinel, and now they swayed like grass in a stiff breeze. Their flesh was peeling off to reveal bone and congealed blood underneath. Their bodies had been savaged — a cracked skull here, an open wound there. Their mouths hung open, some missing teeth, and drool oozed down their chins.
 
   They all charged in at once.
 
   Byn spun his quarterstaff into two more dead men, hard enough to knock them head over heels. Spinning around and ending in a low guard, he put his back to Trell’s as the two of them swung, ducked, stabbed, and survived.
 
   Fortunately, dead men didn’t move as fast as living ones. Byn’s staff training at Solyr kept him alive, his palms aching with each impact of his quarterstaff. Each breath was loud in his ears, but no blade struck him. No dead teeth bit his flesh.
 
   When all the dead were down, some still shrieking, Trell hopped over the bodies and beckoned Byn after. “Time to leave.” He sounded far too calm for the situation, but that was who Trell was.
 
   As they charged the open archway more dead climbed onto the drawbridge from below, pulling together in a line that raised swords and spears. These did not attack. They simply held the bridge as the dead they had just defeated started getting up. Byn huffed, angry. How could they kill something that was already dead?”
 
   “Ideas?” Trell asked, sword raised.
 
   “Watch my back.” Byn ripped his shirt open and scribed a complex glyph on his chest, giving his soul to Kermodo. He hunkered down and charged the gate as the strength of the great bear filled his body and strengthened his limbs. “Follow me!” He had to get back to Sera.
 
   Byn smacked aside the first Sentinels to block him with one swipe of his quarterstaff. Olden’s shell blocked the hacking swords of five more just before Byn trampled them. The only thing that kept him from biting down on the nearest dead soldier was the thought of how bad it would taste, and then the drawbridge was clear again.
 
   Horses shrieked ahead, and Byn saw the danger. Pacer and Chesa waited for them, brave and loyal, and dead Sentinels menaced them from every side. Pacer trampled one soldier as Chesa spun and kicked, crushing the chest of another.
 
   They were hopelessly outmatched. Even dead men and their lumbering swings would make short work of the poor horses. Byn charged the bridge at a pace Trell could not match, snorting loud.
 
   He hit the clustered dead in a rush of fury, stomping, spinning, and ducking as he spun his staff. Many dead bodies went flying off the drawbridge and another nearly took off his head. He sent it flying with a single powerful kick.
 
   Trell caught up just then, hacking through two of the dead with efficient, graceful strikes. Every strike severed heads or severed hands. Eight more dead fell, and then the horses were safe.
 
   More dead Sentinels stumbled from the garrison. Byn shrugged off Kermodo, an effort like clawing through ice, slung his staff across his back, and turned to Pacer. Like Trell had said, it was time to go.
 
   A Hand of Breath hit him so hard it knocked him off the drawbridge. He splashed deep into the moat and then stagnant water was everywhere, filling his nose and blinding his eyes.
 
   He fought to swim, to breathe — he had always been a strong swimmer — but then he felt cold, dead hands gripping his arms, his legs, his chest. The dead had him now. They were dragging him down into the deep.
 
   It took all his will not to scream.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “BYN!” TRELL SHOUTED OVER the edge of the drawbridge as he stared at the ripples rushing across the brown moat. He could not remember if he had ever learned to swim, but Byn was not coming up. He supposed it was time to find out.
 
   Just before he leapt Byn stumbled onto shore, choking and coughing. His torasel cloak was gone, leaving only his tattered Solyr uniform. His brown hair was plastered to his face and he was coughing muddy water, but he was alive. Good news.
 
   Trell grabbed the leads of both horses and rushed off the drawbridge, then abandoned them at the edge of the muddy slope of the moat. He slid down and reached Byn just as Byn pushed up. Trell threw Byn’s arm over his shoulder. “What happened?”
 
   Byn coughed as they struggled up the slope. “Battlemage.”
 
   “That battlemage is here?”
 
   “Has to be. Dead men don’t scribe Hands of Breath.”
 
   Trell turned his eyes to the garrison as more dead Sentinels stumbled out, heading for them. “We have to ride. Can you?”
 
   “No choice,” Byn said, coughing. They reached the horses and Byn climbed into the saddle as Trell did the same. They rode, pursued by the cries of the dead.
 
   “Where’s Kara?” Trell shouted, once they were away.
 
   “I don’t know!” Byn shouted back. Then he pointed. “Look!”
 
   Stomper and Tack galloped toward them in a cloud of dust, snorting with eyes wide. Trell saw Sera and Jair riding them, but there was no wagon. No Charger. No Kara. Where was she?
 
   “Sera!” Trell shouted, as he and Byn hurried Pacer and Chesa into line with the other horses. “Where’s Kara?”
 
   “Fighting the harvenger!” Sera’s still orange eyes were wide. “We have to get back to her! The horses won’t stop!”
 
   “Keep going! I’ll find her!”
 
   “You’ll what?”
 
   Trell turned Chesa from the group even as Sera shouted after him. He didn’t look back. He hoped she had the sense not to follow.
 
   Chesa galloped bravely across dusty plains, weaving through or trampling roaming corpses. The dead were little but bones and tattered cloth. How could they move without tendon and flesh? Chesa leapt over one dead Sentinel, smashing its skull with a hoof, and then a black form came into view. The harvenger.
 
   Trell shouted a challenge. He did not see Kara anywhere, and that had his heart pounding as hard as Chesa’s hooves. Where was she? Was she alive? A searing flame blasted from one of the crumbling towers.
 
   Kara had taken the high ground! She was casting Hands of Heat down on her opponent even as it battered its massive fists against the tower. Trying to bring the whole thing down.
 
   Trell felt sharp chills rushing through his arms and legs. With it came pinpricks of pain and stiff muscles. The sight of Kara in danger roused a power unlike anything he had ever felt, cold and fluid.
 
   That power swept through him like a wave, washing through his veins, frothing in his chest, gushing into his hands and feet. It drowned him, and left him more alive than he had ever felt.
 
   “Save her, Trell.”
 
   Blue eyes opened inside his mind as a soft female voice spoke there. Was she real? Was she some hallucination? It didn’t matter. What mattered is she would give him the strength to help Kara.
 
   He readed his Solyr broadsword for a sideways cut, taking a firm grip with both hands. Hitting things at high speed was dangerous. Chesa snorted and galloped as they charged the great black harvenger as one mind and one body.
 
   “Al elite sancadynis tyl adres!” An ancient oath tumbled from Trell’s lips as the harvenger turned, mouth agape. Just before they collided, Trell imagined Aryn staring from behind those red eyes.
 
   Chesa screamed as a great fist caught Trell in the center of his chest, knocking him from the saddle. Trell flipped as he dropped and landed on his feet, hitting so hard the impact tossed cracks in all directions. He dashed forward and spun like a leaf swirling in a river, sword slashing and tearing at the harvenger.
 
   Trell fought without thought, without fear or worry, with speed that was not human. He became a rushing river crashing down upon the demon. He bobbed and ducked, dodging massive fists while his blade rent scales and sliced flesh.
 
   The harvenger snorted, falling back. Trell stabbed and struck repeatedly at whatever surfaces he could reach. Scales crunched and fell in gouts of noxious dust, but no blows penetrated.
 
   “Back!” the woman in his mind shouted. “Enough!”
 
   Trell ducked a swinging fist and sprinted away, getting clear of the demon just long enough to survey the damage he had inflicted. He expected a gruesome sight, a bloodied demon struggling to stand. What he found was far worse.
 
   Crushed scales were already reforming on the harvenger’s flesh. Its oversized red eyes narrowed as its grin widened. It burped up a masticated horse head and a shower of blood.
 
   That was Charger’s head. This demon had devoured Kara’s brave horse. What kind of monster would eat an entire horse?
 
   “We are not strong enough yet to kill this demon.” The voice in Trell’s head spoke again. “Find Kara and go.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “Trell!” Kara shouted.
 
   He spun to see her riding at him, on Chesa.
 
   “Come!” She threw out a hand as Chesa thundered toward him.
 
   Trell sheathed his broadsword just in time to snatch Kara’s hand. An invisible hand collided with his back and bottom, flipping him up and around. He spun along the arc of Kara’s stiff arm and then landed, throwing his arms around her waist.
 
   “What were you thinking?” Kara leaned forward on Chesa as they barely outdistanced a swinging harvenger fist. “Did you think to bring that great corpse down by yourself?”
 
   “Did you?” Trell was still amazed Kara had managed to toss him up behind her. Her glyph — a Hand of Breath? — had swept him up as easily as he might sweep up a sand beetle.
 
   Trell dared glance back. The harvenger bounded after them, sword teeth bared in an eager grin. The immense strides of its long legs kept pace with Chesa’s gallop, but only just.
 
   Trell looked ahead. He could see the gap of Highridge Pass between two steep rises, still a good ways off. Too far to trust they would reach it before Chesa flagged or the harvenger got a second wind. He needed to deal with the demon, but how?
 
   “Keep going!” Trell said. “I sent the others ahead of us! They must be through the pass by now!”
 
   Trell thought back on the fluid power he had felt while he fought the harvenger. What type of soldier was he? Why were all his memories gone? How could he do any of this?
 
   The harvenger howled as dead pulled together before them. Kara scattered them with a jet of flame. Trell drew his blade and jabbed at any who tried for Chesa’s sides.
 
   He heard snorting and shrieking. He looked back to see the harvenger crashing through the fallen dead, bowling them over and stumbling as it ran. Trell’s palms ached liked he had spent the day slamming them into a tree. His sword was getting heavy.
 
   “I don’t know what to do here!” Kara shouted. “I’ve tried Heat, Life, Osis, even the Forever Prisoner. Nothing works!”
 
   They were finally galloping up the gentle rise leading to the mouth of Highridge Pass, but Chesa wheezed and frothed. Struggling. Trell prayed they wouldn’t ruin her. The split yawned open ahead, like the sideways mouth of a great giant.
 
   “An avalanche!” Trell shouted. “Drop these walls on top of it!”
 
   “I can’t bring down that much stone!”
 
   “But your dyn could! Use mindspeak! Tell them what to do!”
 
   “Take these!” Kara passed Chesa’s reins back to him. Trell had barely taken them before Kara’s warm back slammed into him. She traced bloody glyphs on the wrist pad attached to her left arm.
 
   Trell grimaced as Kara slid left along his chest. He clenched one arm around her waist, locking her in the saddle in front of him, and balanced his sword in the other. The sound of the harvenger’s hooves grew closer. It was gaining. Just a few paces more!
 
   An armored skeleton stumbled into their path. Trell jabbed it in the face as Chesa snorted, slowed. Slowed some more.
 
   Kara finished another bloody glyph, creating a chain of five that filled the space on her wrist pad. It made no more sense to Trell than the first four. The harvenger snorted and Trell felt the heat of its breath. So close.
 
   He twisted in his saddle, but could not bring his sword to bear without letting Kara fall. He could almost reach out and touch the harvenger now. He could poke it in the teeth.
 
   Kara screamed. The earth trembled, and the shaking threw poor Chesa off stride. Trell clung to Kara with one arm and Chesa with his legs, barely keeping the saddle. Barely keeping them alive.
 
   “You are safe now.” The strange voice spoke again from inside Trell’s head. “Kara has done her part, and Land has done his.”
 
   Trell looked back as the earth ceased to tremble. A wall of rubble and dirt had thundered down to bury the open mouth of the pass. Dust still rose from freshly piled rock. That rock had buried the grinning, red-eyed harvenger.
 
   Trell slumped in the saddle. He struggled to keep his eyes open and failed. His world went dark as he felt his weight shift sideways. His sword tumbled from his grip.
 
   “We must sleep,” the voice inside him said. “We did too much, but our power will increase each time you call on me. Rest.”
 
   Trell was vaguely aware of the world spinning, a loud thump and the taste of dirt in his mouth. Someone called his name. Then sleep claimed him, wet and warm and safe.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   TRELL WAKED TO FIND THE SKY dark and smattered with clouds. He heard water trickling through rocks, nearby, and the sound comforted him. He pushed out a cough and thumped his own chest. He felt like there was still water in his lungs, which was strange, because he felt the warmth of a fire by his side.
 
   Boots crunched gravel, approaching fast. He heard a thump and then Kara leaned over him, eyes wide. Her glittering sun medallion dangled toward his nose.
 
   “Thank the Five! Can you hear me? Are you well?”
 
   “I’m fine.” Trell fought back a cough. “We’re safe?”
 
   Kara dropped her head to his chest and breathed. Trell marveled at the way that simple contact tingled through his body. Finally, Kara raised her head. Her wide, real smile warmed him in a way a fire never could.
 
   “We’re safe.” Kara blew back a clump of brown hair. “I thought the harvenger had struck you while you fought, that its poison had taken you, yet Sera assured me there was no poison. You were just asleep.”
 
   “I slept.” Trell thought about the blue eyes he had seen inside his mind. “All afternoon?”
 
   Kara helped him sit, and didn’t let him go after she did that. She didn’t need to hold him up, but her arms felt good around him. That bothered Trell, and he was not sure why.
 
   “You slept that whole night and the whole next day. We’re almost out of Highridge Pass with scarcely a scrap of food between all of us.” She pointed into the dark. “We just found this stream. It was barely enough to water the horses and fill our canteens.”
 
   Trell coughed again, tasting salt in his mouth. Strange. He searched the firelight and found Sera curled up in a bedroll, with Jair sleeping nearby. Two other bedrolls were empty.
 
   Trell found three horses hobbled at the edge of the campfire, Stomper, Tack, and Chesa. He felt a surge of affection he didn’t expect as he stared at his sleeping mare.
 
   “Wait,” Trell said. “Where’s Pacer?” Where was Byn?
 
   Kara sighed. “We lost him. Pacer, I mean. Dead attacked them at Highridge Pass, and Pacer gave his life to get them through. Byn watched those dead tear his horse apart, and it tore him up inside. He’s distraught, can’t even use mindspeak.”
 
   “But he’s alive.”
 
   “For now.”
 
   Trell stared at his brave mare. He wondered if Chesa missed the others, Spirit and Charger and Pacer. He wondered if Chesa knew they were all dead.
 
   “We’re lucky we still have horses at all,” Kara said. “I’d set them free if I thought they’d survive. After what I let that demon do to Charger, I feel like I should never ride a horse again.”
 
   Trell gripped her hand and gave it a squeeze. Her eyes widened and she smiled at him, a flush coming to her cheeks. He looked away as he felt a flush on his own, and released her hand.
 
   “Anyway.” Kara leaned close. “Are you thirsty? We got water down your throat, but not much.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Trell said, and as he stood he realized he was. He felt neither hungry nor thirsty. “You should know we encountered the battlemage at Highridge Keep. He was waiting there. He knocked Byn right into the moat and we never saw him.”
 
   “Byn told me. You were right about him setting a trap.”
 
   “Do we know where he is now?”
 
   “Worried about a sneak attack?” Kara poked him and walked past, toward the fire. “Don’t be. Even a mage concealed by an astral glyph shows in the dream world, and I’ve been dropping in and out all night. We’re safe for now. He won’t surprise us again.”
 
   Trell nodded, walking around the fire to find another open bedroll. This one had his Solyr broadsword beside it, no doubt retrieved by Kara, and Trell smiled as he strapped the sheathe across his back. He felt naked without a sword.
 
   “What about the harvenger?” Trell’s eyes passed over steep gray walls covered in yellow and brown lichen. “Is it dead?”
 
   “I doubt it. Even an avalanche won’t do much more than piss one of those things off.” Kara settled herself beside the fire. “When it comes for us, we’ll need to run again.”
 
   Trell walked back to her. “When do we break camp?”
 
   “With daybreak.” Kara rested her head in her hands. “I’ve been driving everyone so hard. We’ve been moving for more than a day with no food and little water. Byn caught a few rabbits, earlier tonight, but even that wasn’t much.”
 
   “You’re doing fine.” Trell settled himself beside her. “You’re keeping us together. You’re leading us well.”
 
   “It doesn’t feel like it.”
 
   “Kara, we just faced a harvenger and lived to talk about it. All of us. It’s buried and we’re not. That’s a good sign.”
 
   Kara looked up. “You always make things simple. You make me feel better, like we’ll somehow survive. How do you do that?”
 
   Trell looked away and stood. “I should take my watch.”
 
   “Belay that. There’s no way you’d sense that harvenger before it chewed you up. I’m watching our backs.”
 
   “All right.” Trell glanced up the pass. “I’ll go relieve Byn.”
 
   Kara hopped up and stepped in his way, pushing her hands hard against his chest. “You certainly will,” she said. “After we’ve talked.”
 
   Her hands were warm and she stood close, much closer than he found comfortable. “We need to talk?”
 
   Kara stepped back. “Too much has happened I just don’t understand. We’re going to sort it out, now, so I can stop worrying about it.” She pointed one finger down. “Now sit.”
 
   Trell sat and watched as Kara did the same. Right next to him. He resisted the urge to scoot away and he knew she saw that. Her mouth twisted as she huffed.
 
   “What’s going on with you? Sometimes, you hover so close it’s suffocating. Other times, you act like I’m going to bite off your head.” She leaned close. “What do you want from me?”
 
   “I don’t want anything.” Trell blinked at her, tried to understand what he felt. “I just…”
 
   He couldn’t finish. With her hair fallen across her face and the firelight upon it, Kara looked beautiful, strong and vulnerable at the same time. Yet that wasn’t what took his words away. It was the memory of water flowing through his limbs, wide blue eyes staring from inside his head. A voice that made him feel safe and calm.
 
   “I just need to protect you,” Trell said. It really was that simple.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Hmmph.” Kara brushed back her hair. “You shouted a battle cry when you first came to me at that tower. Al elite sancadynis tyl adres. Do you remember what it means?”
 
   “No. Are you certain I yelled that?”
 
   “What you shouted means ‘The will of the Five is my Life’ as spoken in the ancient language. It’s a battle cry no soldier has used since the days of the All Province War, almost seventy years ago.”
 
   “I don’t know the ancient language.”
 
   “I know you don’t, and that’s not all. What worries me worse is that Mynt, Tellvan, and Rain never used your battle cry. You used the battle cry of Metla Tassau, of soldiers who thought they were fighting, and killing, in the name of the Five. Under Queen Tayla, those soldiers almost destroyed our world.”
 
   “But … I’m Tellvan. Do Tellvan soldiers shout that?”
 
   “A Tellvan would fall upon his own blade before uttering that cry today, and this comes back to your missing memories. We have to consider every possibility, no matter how strange.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Forces manipulating you in ways you may not fully understand. You have no memory from before you woke in Solyr, but I know things I didn’t tell you. I’m going to tell you everything now, like I should have done the moment you woke up.”
 
   It took Kara only moments to describe how they had first met beneath the Thinking Trees, followed by their brutal fight with the maddened graybacks. Trell listened to her tale of his walking with a broken leg and fighting wolves despite injuries that should have killed him. When Kara finished, Trell looked to the stream.
 
   “I have no memory,” he said, “of any of that. But given the speed and strength I felt when I fought that harvenger, I’m certain it was magic. I’ve kept things from you as well.”
 
   “Oh really?”
 
   “I see blue eyes when I fight.”
 
   “Blue eyes?”
 
   “At the edge of my vision. As if they’re watching me. There’s a voice, too, that tells me what I need to do.”
 
   “That’s not terrifying at all.”
 
   “While I was sleeping, I was deep inside a lake. There was a woman all in white. She has the blue eyes I see and we both breathed water. I felt like I was safe with her.”
 
   Kara squeezed his arm and made him look at her. When he did, she sat straight and smiled. Pleased with herself.
 
   “What?” Trell asked. “Do you know who that woman is?”
 
   “I think I do. I think the woman you saw was Life.”
 
   “Life. As in—“
 
   “One of the Five Who Made the World. You saw a goddess.”
 
   Trell wanted to deny Kara. He wanted to tell her she was wrong, but something inside him told him she was absolutely right. “Why would I have visions of Life? What interest does she have in me?”
 
   “You’re her champion, Trell. I’m sure of it.”
 
   “All right.” Trell considered her words. “So I am.” The concept felt right in his mind. “How is that possible?”
 
   “It’s a lot to explain, but I’ll try. What we’re seeing now, Demonkin, davengers and harvengers tearing our world apart … it’s a nightmare we’ve all experienced before. The All Province War. The history of that war is why I think you have the spirit of Life inside you, and I hope I can explain why.”
 
   Trell knew something of the All Province War. Mynt, Tellvan, and Rain had united against Metla Tassau after it crushed the fifth province of Rillan. Yet how could he remember that when he had forgotten so much else? More signs his memory had been altered.
 
   “What do you know of our schools of magic?” Kara asked.
 
   “Nothing but what you’ve told me.”
 
   “Then I’m going to start a ways back. Stop me if something doesn’t make sense.”
 
   Trell nodded.
 
   “At the start of everything, there was Order. She made the Five and the Five made our world, among many others. Our world was easy to make. We were hard. We were the greatest challenge the Five faced, but Order had taught them what they needed to create us.
 
   From Life, we gained the water that creates and sustains us, and from Heat, we gained the warmth that fills us. Breath imbued us with her spirit, and as long as she’s inside us she keeps us alive. Land made all that supports us and feeds us, giving us the animals and plants we use to feed our children and build our homes.
 
   Finally, Ruin waits at the end of it all. When we can sustain ourselves no longer, he frees us from our mortal forms and sends us to his mistress, Order. To the Heavens.”
 
   “I think I knew all that,” Trell said quietly.
 
   Kara almost laughed. “I know, it’s ancient, but you’re the one without a memory, remember?”
 
   “I remember.” There was a joke in that.
 
   “Not all of Order’s children were pleased by what the Five had made. They hated life in all its forms and made their own realm, the Underside, where only spirit remains. We call them demons, but they’re far more complex than that. Some are tricksters, like the Shifters, and others are beings on par with the Five. Regardless, there’s a name for all of them. Mavoureen.”
 
   Trell shuddered when Kara spoke that name. Just the sound of it made him feel cold. “So these demons want to destroy us?”
 
   “Eat us, more like. Eat our souls. We’re little candies wrapped in fleshy packages. They want to strip off our skin and gnaw our juicy centers.” Kara shuddered. “Drown me, I’m morbid tonight.”
 
   “Yes, well, it’s been that kind of week.”
 
   “Anyway,” Kara said, “that’s the ancient conflict. The Five made us and protect us. They also left us a way to protect ourselves. The ancient language. Few today speak it, but long ago some very smart people built the glyphs we learn at our magic schools on top of it.”
 
   “On top of the ancient language?”
 
   “Like a foundation.” Kara drew a single blood glyph on the air, and Trell marveled both at the floating blood and the way her finger healed over. She snapped her fingers and the glyph vanished.
 
   “What I just drew is simple, but the design itself is complex. I don’t know why all the lines are formed the way they are, and I don’t need to know. Someone else figured that out through years of study. They also tested it, finding the ways it could go wrong. They don’t teach us how to use the ancient language directly. There’s too much we could screw up.” She pointed to her orange eyes.
 
   “What does any of that have to do with Life being inside me?”
 
   “I’m getting there. Each time I scribe the Hand of Life, it draws our world closer to her. She lends us her power to maintain a connection with this world, with us, because her presence here would literally tear our world apart.”
 
   “So she protects us by lending us her power, rather than intervening directly?”
 
   “That’s pretty much it. The Mavoureen are different. They didn’t make this world, so they can influence it directly, even invade if they wish. That’s their goal. They want our world and all its souls, and they found a very clever way to get us. Demon glyphs.”
 
   Trell frowned as he thought back to his conversation with Aryn, before he died. “When we spoke, Aryn said the glyph that mage used in Solyr … Balazel … that was a demon glyph.”
 
   “That’s right. You know how using the Hand of Life draws our world closer to her? It’s the same with demon glyphs. They offer incredible power, and in return they latch onto the scriber’s soul and get their hooks into our world. Turn it toward the Underside. The more closely we’re aligned, the easier it is for the demons to invade.”
 
   “And drawing on the Five’s power turns it back?”
 
   “Precisely. No one knew our world was turning toward the Underside until the All Province War was almost over. It didn’t matter who won, because so long as both sides kept scribing demon glyphs, the Mavoureen would eventually have us all.”
 
   “But Torn stopped all that.”
 
   “He did, but not by himself. No one outside the magic schools really knows what happened to end the All Province War. That’s what I’m going to tell you now, and you can’t repeat it in front of anyone outside a magic school. Can you promise me that?”
 
   “You have my word.”
 
   “Good. The war ended because the Five Who Had Made the World came here and stopped it.”
 
   Trell thought about that. “But … you just said the Five couldn’t enter our world. That they would destroy it.”
 
   “That’s right. To get around that problem, each of the Five took what we call champions, manifesting themselves inside human hosts. They contacted Torn. With Torn’s help, the champions of the Five crushed the Demonkin presence and turned our world away from the Underside. Back toward Order.”
 
   “So Life chose me as she chose another long ago. I’m her vessel? Her pawn?”
 
   “You’re Life’s Champion,” Kara corrected him, “and that’s far more than a pawn. You’re like her emissary, or perhaps her knight, if you want to think of it that way. You wield her power because she can’t, not without harming the world she made.”
 
   “All right,” Trell said. “I believe you.” Given what he remembered of his fight with the harvenger, he could not believe anything else.
 
   “Good, but there’s something else. Something that explains what happened to you in the Layn.”
 
   “Why I lost my memory?”
 
   “That may be part of it, but that’s not all. The Five can’t just take any human they like. The champion has to cross over, first. Step from our world to theirs. The only way any of the Five can manifest inside a person is if that person first dies.”
 
   Trell remembered the feel of the Layn’s cold water crushing him. He remembered it in his lungs, remembered choking, dying. He shuddered as Kara took his hand.
 
   “That’s right,” she said. “You didn’t survive your journey down the Layn. You drowned in that river, and when you did, Life made you her champion. She brought you back.”
 
   Trell considered Kara’s words. Nothing about them seemed wrong. If anything, she was making more sense than anyone had since he had first waked in Solyr’s infirmary.
 
   “I know it sounds like lunacy,” Kara said, “but it’s no crazier than some Demonkin bitch bringing harvengers and davengers into our world. Everything I’ve seen on this journey … roaming demons, villagers being slaughtered, our world turning toward the Underside … it points to another All Province War. If the Five hold true to history, they may already be here trying to stop it.”
 
   “No,” Trell said. “That’s not why Life took me.”
 
   “I’m certain I’m right. If Life made you her champion, which is the only way I can see you cutting a davenger in half and taking on a harvenger, the holes in your memory came about because of what happened to you in the Layn. What Life did to you.”
 
   “You’re not wrong about that,” Trell assured her. “I am Life’s Champion. What you’re wrong about is Life’s purpose here.”
 
   “Her purpose?”
 
   “In the All Province War, the Five manifested to save the world, but I feel no compulsion to do that. Everything inside me, every impulse from Life, is focused on one goal. Protecting you.”
 
   Kara’s brow furrowed. “This isn’t a joke.”
 
   “I’m not joking. That’s what I felt when I fought that harvenger, when that mage attacked you at Solyr. Life brought me back to protect you. That’s the reason I’m alive.”
 
   “Well.” Kara ran both hands through her brown hair. “That’s one way to take the wind out of my sails.”
 
   Trell felt sane again. He might not know who he had been, before he died, but he knew why he still lived. To protect Kara. Having a clear purpose made him feel whole.
 
   “Why would the Five have any stake in protecting me?” Kara dropped her hands. “I’m just a poor sailor’s girl from Boon.”
 
   “Then why would Jyllith or her elder want to abduct you?”
 
   “Maybe they needed a hostage. The royal apprentice would make a damn good one.”
 
   “Yet they came after you before the elders announced their choice. Remember? When those graybacks attacked us in the woods, no one knew the elders had nominated you yet.”
 
   “I’m just not that important.”
 
   “I think you are. I think you’re the key to all of this. If Life made me her champion to protect you, I arrived just in time to stop that first attack. That means the Five want you safe and these people … Jyllith and her master … they want something else.”
 
   Kara sighed. “I guess that makes sense. Given all I’ve dropped on you tonight, it’s only fair for you to give a little back.”
 
   “I don’t mean to frighten you.”
 
   “You’re not. I guess you’ll just have to keep them from getting me, won’t you?” Kara settled her other hand atop his and leaned close. She smiled wide, and he felt that tingle again.
 
   Trell remembered her brown hair falling across one eye. He remembered her head against his chest. He could not stop looking at her, and he didn’t know if that was an emotion of his own or one forced on him by Life. Another aspect of his compulsion.
 
   “You’ve done nothing but protect me since we met,” Kara said, “and my friends would be dead many times over if you had not ridden with us. So I’ll just say it, Trell. I care about you. A lot.”
 
   Trell measured his pounding heart. Held her hand and stared. Then footfalls sounded on rock and Kara’s hands jerked from his own. They turned to find Byn lumbering from the darkness.
 
   “Watch over,” he wheezed. “Earn your keep.” He threw out his bedroll and collapsed, snoring softly.
 
   Trell looked back to find Kara still smiling at him. He smiled back. Considering what she had just told him, he would need at least a night to wrap his mind around any of it.
 
   “I’ll wake them all at sunrise, provided nothing intrudes beforehand.” Trell stood and brushed the grip of his sword. “You will rest in Chesa’s saddle, tomorrow, while I watch.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “I mean it. No more heroics.”
 
   “I’ll promise if you will.” She stood and crossed her arms.
 
   Trell tore his eyes from hers and walked to the edge of the firelight. Once there, he settled into a ready, comfortable crouch. For the first time since Solyr, his world made sense.
 
   He was Life’s Champion. He felt ill-prepared for that revelation, but it paled in comparison to this recent revelation from Kara. She cared about him. A lot.
 
   Trell thought of the shadow he had seen on the Crystal Flats, the woman who had reached for him from the storm. She was the reason he doubted his feelings for Kara, felt guilt. He was certain of it.
 
   He was also certain that woman was dead.
 
   Such thoughts could wait for a brighter night than this. They made his chest ache. Trell focused on the night beyond the fire.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   KARA SETTLED HERSELF on the most uncomfortable rock she could find and stared into the dark pass. The discomfort kept her awake. Just a sliver of moon had returned, but it gave better light than what they had the night Jyllith murdered Aryn. She tried not to think about where he was now — trapped in the Underside with the demons. They tortured souls for eons.
 
   Thin vines wound in and out of the pass’s striated walls, choking them. Insects chirped above. Every so often the clatter of pebbles marked a tiny predator searching for food. Kara felt certain the harvenger’s red eyes would come at her any moment.
 
   She wondered if she had gone too far with Trell. Even so, she was tired of doing things in half measures, keeping things from those who trusted her. She had called to Elder Halde several times already tonight, using the echo stone, but she had not received a response. Whoever tainted their food with carrow root must have shattered the stone’s twin. At the least, Halde must know it was broken.
 
   When they left Solyr, Kara had been certain that she was up to this journey. She would lead her friends to Tarna and nothing could stop them. Now many things had, and one had killed a person she had promised to protect. How many more would join Aryn?
 
   Kara hated the thought of people dying for her. She had already considered leaving a dozen times, drawing their hunter away from her friends as she had done when she faced the harvenger, but she knew that was foolish.
 
   If Jyllith, her elder, and their gnarls could not find Kara, they would find those she loved. Jyllith would kill them out of spite. Besides, Sera had promised never to speak to Kara again if she repeated that trick with the packhorses.
 
   Feet crunched on rock. Kara rose, spun, and unslung her quarterstaff. Jair raised his hands, eyes bloodshot from the road.
 
   “I didn’t mean to startle you.” Sleep had mussed his short dark hair, and his face looked drawn. Then again, it often did.
 
   “Drown me, Jair.” Kara lowered her staff. “What happened? Is everything all right?”
 
   “Of course. I just … I needed to get some air.”
 
   Kara strapped her staff across her back and grimaced. She had asked Jair to come with her, and now he was in terrible danger. Her fault. She settled on her rock and motioned him closer.
 
   “I'm glad you’re here. I could use the company.”
 
   Jair settled beside her. He did not seem bothered by the rocky ground. He stared down the pass and breathed.
 
   Kara struggled for what she could say. Thank you for volunteering to protect me? I hope you don't get eaten by demons? “How are you doing? With everything?”
 
   “I’ve seen people die before,” Jair said quietly. “I watched my mother die, when I was little.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn't know.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry. I was very young when she passed, and it was a peaceful death. She closed her eyes and simply didn’t open them again. Her death is one of the reasons I became a Soulmage. I had so many questions to ask her, and I never got the chance.”
 
   Kara had never thought about using soul glyphs to talk to a dead relative, but she had never lost anyone so close to her. “Have you ever spoken with her?”
 
   “Not yet.” Jair offered a small smile. “Honestly, that’s the reason I agreed to come with you after graduation. I wanted to go to Tarna to meet Anylus. He’s one of the best Soulmages in the Five Provinces. I’ve been unable to contact my mother, and no one at Solyr can tell me why. I hope Anylus will know something they don’t."
 
   Kara squeezed his arm. “I hope you find her. I never wanted you in danger like this, especially over me.”
 
   “This is what it is. We will reach Tarna, so long as we don’t lose hope and keep our heads.”
 
   “You really believe that?”
 
   “I have too. I’m not ready to die just yet.”
 
   Kara almost smiled. “Me neither.”
 
   “Anyway,” Jair continued, “I think the worst is behind us. Three more days and we’ll be in Tarna. You’ll be safe, and we can finally—"
 
   A muffled voice interrupted from inside the leather pouch. The one that held the echo stone. Elder Halde, at last! Kara fumbled the pouch open and dropped the glowing stone into her palm.
 
   “Kara?” Halde asked, his voice as clear as if he stood beside her. “Can you hear me?”
 
   “I'm here, Halde!” she all but shouted. She looked to Jair, who smiled. Halde’s voice encouraged him as well.
 
   “Good.” Halde sounded relieved. “How long before you reach Tarna?”
 
   “Maybe three days.” Kara restrained herself from assaulting him with questions. Why hadn’t he contacted her? Who had opened the stores of carrow root? Yet she let Halde ask whatever questions he wanted, first. He was her elder.
 
   “Where are you now?” Halde asked.
 
   “We’re…” Kara glanced behind her. “I’d say a half day’s ride from the northern mouth of Highridge Pass. We made camp. We lost our wagon and some horses, so it’s been slow going. Everyone is exhausted. Aryn is … he’s dead, Halde.”
 
   “I understand. We are not far from where you are now. Return to your camp and do not leave. Wait for us.”
 
   "We will.” Kara felt hope for the first time in days. Her father was coming. “What about the answer glyphs? Is Solyr safe?”
 
   “I’ll see you soon,” Halde said. The crystal stopped glowing.
 
   Kara looked to Jair. "Back to camp. Get everyone ready."
 
   "This is good news." Jair turned and jogged off at a rapid pace.
 
   Kara tucked the stone away and sat, watching the pass behind them for the harvenger. Nothing moved. The pass was silent save for the mournful wind. How long had Halde been following them? Who now protected her mother, back in Solyr?
 
   Kara sighed and risked a glance behind her. Nothing. When she looked forward again, a ghost stood right in front of her.
 
   Kara hopped up and gasped, unslinging her quarterstaff. The ghost had light blue eyes and white hair like ivy. She pointed up.
 
   Kara backpedaled and kept her staff between them. The apparition wore a white Bloodmender's robe. Another Sentinel?
 
   The spectral woman pointed above Kara again, pointed at the high wall of the pass. Her eyes were wide and wild. Kara looked up. Something dropped on her from the wall of the pass.
 
   Kara swung her staff with a fierce cry and caught the shadow on its chin. It tumbled away and rolled, quickly coming to its feet. When it did that, Kara realized who it was. “Byn!”
 
   Byn sidestepped like a crab as he circled her, using all four limbs. Kara scribed a Hand of Breath and readied it as she kept her quarterstaff raised. She took the dream world and searched for a red glyph in his head, but his orange dream form looked clear.
 
   “Byn?” Kara opened her eyes. “It’s me. Kara.”
 
   “I know.” Byn grinned at her. “I just want to give you a hug.” He leapt at her again.
 
   Kara sidestepped Byn’s leap and slammed the end of her quarterstaff into his back. Like this was a triptych duel. Byn rolled and came up, spinning around and backhanding her staff away.
 
   Kara cursed and ducked under another strike. She slammed Byn’s ankle with the tip of her boot. She knocked his feet out from under him, hurdled his fallen body, and rushed for her staff.
 
   Why would Byn attack her? Had Shifters disguised her as Jyllith? Had she fallen asleep? Was this some nightmare?
 
   “Little Kara and her little stick.” Byn circled, his whole head twisted sideways. “How does it feel to see your friends hunted, Kara? How does it feel to watch us all die?”
 
   Kara kept her grip low with the forward tip of her staff slanted up. Until she figured out what had possessed him, she had to make sure neither of them got hurt. The best way to do that would be to keep her distance. Make him keep his.
 
   Byn bared teeth that grew sharp, changing as she watched. His tan flesh paled, melting off him like mud. Beneath that sloughing flesh was demon skin as dark as night, scaled and rough.
 
   Kara stared as Byn’s fingers fused and changed, the individual fingers on each hand growing into sharp, black claws. Horns burst from Byn’s forehead. Kara screamed, and he screamed right back.
 
   She had seen monsters like this before, but never in person. She had seen them in a book. Illustrations from the All Province War.
 
   “Malkavet!” Kara’s knees trembled as she stood in the cold wind.
 
   Jyllith had glyphed Malkavet on Byn. The demons had stolen his soul, and she had to get it back. Kara kept her Hand of Breath ready and then scribed two Hands of Heat. She ignited nothing.
 
   The demon that now possessed Byn chuckled and straightened, bones snapping in its distended spine. Its balance looked ungainly on its hind legs, bent backwards like those of a flightless bird. It was taller than she was, and each claw was as long as one of her feet.
 
   “You know my name.” Malkavet’s voice was smooth and alluring. “Will you scream it for me? I love it when my women scream.”
 
   “I’m not screaming anything.” Kara’s heart raced, but she couldn’t let the demon see that. “Leave Byn. Now!”
 
   “No. You must melt us. Melt away every last trace of your darling Byn.” Malkavet made Byn’s body creep toward her on all fours.
 
   Kara ignited her Hand of Breath, slamming a massive gust into Byn’s possessed body. It knocked him into the side of the pass with enough force to smash his head against the rock. He just laughed.
 
   His possessed body pushed off the wall and came for her with claws outstretched. Time slowed as Kara scribed a Hand of Life and splashed a freezing spot across the rock. Malkavet leapt over it, but Kara’s next Hand of Breath hit him when he did.
 
   That impact knocked him to the ground, hard, yet he landed and rolled to his feet like an acrobat. He came at her again. Kara slammed her quarterstaff into his face.
 
   The impact rattled her staff and took Byn down. Kara winced and stepped back, praying she hadn’t done more than stun him. Her palms felt swollen and their fight had only just begun.
 
   Kara scribed another glyph and ignited it, gasping as that glyph sucked more blood into the void. Olden’s Shell manifested just as Malkavet launched itself at her again. This time the demon slammed into her shield and crumpled when it hit.
 
   “Fight it!” Kara shouted, backing away. “Push the demon out!”
 
   Byn shook his head like a confused bear, snorting, and backed off. Kara watched him as goosebumps rose across her skin. She could not keep burning blood like this. She needed it.
 
   “Melt us,” Malkavet hissed. “Turn us to cinders, little Kara, or I’ll snatch your soul away. You’ll join me in the Underside!”
 
   Another shadow sprinted into view from further up the pass. This shadow had a Solyr broadsword and wild eyes. It was Trell. He launched himself at Byn’s possessed body.
 
   A thin sheet of ice covered his blade. It sliced Byn’s arm clean off. The demon wrenched away with a piercing mill saw shriek, fresh black blood spraying across the rock.
 
   “Stop!” Kara screamed. He was killing Byn!
 
   Trell ducked a claw swipe and then drove his ice-covered sword right into Byn’s chest. The demon inside Byn thrashed before his body burst like a popping grape. Blood, ice, and bone exploded in all directions at once. The man she had loved like a brother became nothing more than a black stain on the rocks.
 
   Kara dropped and gagged, dry heaving. Byn’s death had left a miasma not unlike the massed corpses of Taven’s Hamlet. Trell tried to help her up, but Kara batted his hand away.
 
   “I could have saved him,” she whispered. Trying not to hate him.
 
   “That wasn’t Byn.” Trell flicked his sword, dislodging gunk. “It was someone else they captured along the way. Some poor soul.”
 
   Kara dared believe. “You’re certain?”
 
   “I just figured it out. At Highridge Keep, your hunter knocked Byn into a moat. I thought he climbed out, but I think it was someone else. That doppelganger. They must have captured Byn and sent that demon in his place, used the water to cover the switch.”
 
   “Then that means—”
 
   “Byn is alive. We just don’t know where.”
 
   Kara stood and dusted herself off, wincing as her bare hand slid across something wet and sticky. She tried not to think about what that might be. “How do we know that? What if they killed him?”
 
   “You still feel him on your dyn disc, don’t you?”
 
   Kara breathed out. “Yes.”
 
   “Then he’s alive. They kept him alive so you would feel him, and therefore not suspect anything. We’ll find him.” Trell took her hand. “We must go back to camp now.”
 
   “Wait.” Kara remembered her earlier conversation over the echo stone. “The stone came alive just a moment ago. I talked with Halde! He and the Solyr Guard are coming to find us!”
 
   Trell did not look back as they walked, hand in hand. “Are you certain?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “That echo stone has not worked for days, yes?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Do you remember when we were attacked in Taven’s Hamlet? It was right after you used the stone. You used it again on our way to Highridge Keep. We were attacked both times.”
 
   “No.” Kara felt a chill. “Elder Halde would never betray us.”
 
   “What if what you’re talking to isn’t Elder Halde?”
 
   Even as Trell said that, it made insidious sense. Elder Halde had not said a word about Aryn’s death, asked her how it happened or how she was dealing with it. He had not mentioned her mother. He had asked only where she was and then ordered her not to move.
 
   “Drown me, Trell. I told him everything. I’ve betrayed us all.”
 
   “You can’t think like that. You couldn’t have known and we can’t be sure. Regardless, with Byn missing, we can’t wait for Halde. If your hunters did capture him, they will know their doppelganger failed, soon. When that happens, Byn loses his value to them.”
 
   “You mean they murder him.”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “Not happening.” Kara focused on her goals, her friends. “We won’t let it and we’re done running. It’s time to hunt our hunters.”
 
   Trell nodded. “I think that’s a good plan.”
 
   Kara glanced back down the length of the pass as they walked, half expecting to see someone or something dogging their steps. She saw no sign of the spirit who had warned her about Malkavet. Had it been Life? No. Life was a maiden. That spirit had been a crone.
 
   Whoever the spirit was, it had saved her life by warning her of Malkavet’s attack. Someone, somewhere, still watched over her. She whispered a thank you to the dark.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BYN MERIS WAS TIRED of scrambling up narrow mountain paths. After escaping the dead of Highridge Keep’s moat with the help of Porus the Seal, he had hiked all the way to Highridge Pass to find the entrance gone, covered in rock and debris. Someone had dropped an avalanche, and Byn was pretty sure it was Kara.
 
   He had taken a game trail into the Ranarok mountains, thinking to find the open pass and rejoin his friends by another route, but then he had smelled gnarls on the wind and run without a care for anything. He couldn’t let them capture him! By the time he was free of pursuit he was deep in the Ranarok and thoroughly, horribly lost.
 
   Byn had wandered for more than a day now with no real food. His stomach grumbled and twisted like a writhing snake. On the upside, his hunters hadn’t found him yet, so he still had that.
 
   The mountains of the Ranarok surrounded him. Pine and snow-covered slopes cut into each other in an undulating mass as far as he could see. He followed a narrow game trail overlooking a chasm filled with a shallow, clear stream. One of dozens he had traveled.
 
   The thin tree trunks around him sported spindly branches with slim leaves that rustled in the chill wind. The distant snow-covered peaks were identical to those he had seen this morning, and it seemed like he hadn’t made progress at all. He was so hungry.
 
   He had scrounged up a few roots, sampled a mushroom or two, but none of it sated him. The Ranarok’s water also left a coppery taste in his mouth. Starving was not the way he wanted to die.
 
   His memory of his last meal at Solyr taunted him. Crisp golden bread. Succulent honeyed ham. Apple slices and fresh red wine. He could almost taste it, and his empty stomach plagued his chest with stabbing pains. He missed Sera and he missed home.
 
   The fight in the moat had taken everything he needed now, including his warm torasel cloak and his quarterstaff. Yesterday night had been cold but this day was already colder, and he knew he would have to light a fire tonight. It was a risk, but freezing to death wouldn’t help anyone.
 
   Worse yet, the Ranarok was a maze. Byn’s legs ached and his feet swelled inside his thick warm boots. Clouds had moved in this morning and turned the day as dark as dusk. He had tried hunting, using Rannos as his guide, but nothing lived up here a wolf could hunt. He couldn’t live on bugs and mushrooms.
 
   “Sera.” Byn tried mindspeak again for what seemed like the hundredth time. “Can you hear me? Can anyone hear me?”
 
   He could feel Kara, Sera, and Jair at their dyn disc’s remaining points, but they were too far away for mindspeak. They could be fifty paces distant or ten leagues away, and it would all feel the same to him. It made him want to scream.
 
   Sera could tell distance within a few hundred paces and think even further, but Byn had never mastered the intricacies of such communication beyond that required by his studies at Solyr. All that mattered is they were alive. He would find his own way back.
 
   Uneven ground betrayed him. Byn barely avoided twisting his ankle and cursed loud enough to startle anything nearby. As he lurched forward, he scented something on the wind. More gnarls.
 
   Their fur smelled like imported perfume, or some type of lantern grease. He debated only a moment before turning toward the smell. He was too tired to outrun them, and if they weren’t hunting him, they might lead him back to Highridge Pass. It was risk that, or wander the wilds for another day.
 
   As he climbed higher Byn found an increasingly comfortable view of the surrounding terrain, jagged clefts and distant peaks. When he pulled himself over the cliff summit, he held back a triumphant shout. Highridge Pass sprawled just below, less than a hundred paces down the opposite side of this rise. Finally!
 
   Stunted black trees huddled among tall shoots of grass that twisted in the wind. This portion of the pass, a wide break between mountains, was flat, hard packed stone, big enough to allow a carriage to pass. The gnarls he smelled waited below.
 
   Byn felt Rannos snarl. Gnarls were a perversion of wolf and man, and Rannos despised them like nothing else. This must be the same tribe that worked for Jyllith, the same that had tried to feed Sera to Davazet. Byn wanted to rush down the rise and tear them apart.
 
   He didn’t. He pressed himself low on the summit and watched, counted. Six gnarls were in sight, and more could be hiding around the distant curve in the pass.
 
   Byn scribed Theotrix’s glyph on his forehead. Rannos offered impressive hearing, but even the great wolf couldn’t offer the sight he needed now. He had to learn what these gnarls planned. Were they still hunting him, or were they out here looking for Kara?
 
   Two gnarls had fur of deep brown while others had fur of a lighter gray. Rockeaters and Windwalkers. The brown gnarls were pacing while the gray ones sat, raised ears flicking. All wore the expressions of a lonely mutt who had come upon a much bigger dog.
 
   Byn eased forward, trying for a better vantage. He was cautious not to dislodge any rocks. A lone figure strode from the turn in the pass. Byn focused with Theotrix and found a young red-haired woman in fine, artfully cut leathers. He wanted to rip her head off.
 
   “We move,” Jyllith said.
 
   Rannos made her words audible and Byn was grateful for that, even if it sounded like they came through muffled cloth. Jyllith remained too far away to hear or see him. He listened close.
 
   “Kara has destroyed the doppelganger, but the elder assured me she is still in Highridge Pass. She hopes to find Byn, the real Byn, and won’t leave until she does.”
 
   A brown gnarl spoke up. “Hunt boy?”
 
   Byn smiled. If the gnarl was asking about that, it meant they weren’t hunting him. That was very, very good.
 
   “The boy means nothing. We’re after Kara. The elder’s on his way, and I don’t fancy another failure this close to the end.”
 
   Byn carefully crept over the rise, staying low. He would let the gnarls move on, slip in behind them, and follow them to Kara. The perfect plan. Jyllith’s gaze snapped up.
 
   Byn froze against the rocks. Jyllith was too far away to make him out, yet she stared right at him. Was she a Beastruler too? How many glyphs did this madwoman know?
 
   “It seems the boy is hunting us,” Jyllith said quietly. “Now he’s going to die.”
 
   A flash of movement caught Byn’s eyes. Theotrix found the dark outline of a davenger on the opposite ridge, eyes wide and red. It charged down, dashed in front of Jyllith, and clawed its way up. Toward him. The steep, uneven terrain barely slowed it down.
 
   Byn scrambled down the rise, cursing and slipping and windmilling his arms. Too slow. Pebbles clattered as the davenger charged after him. Byn spun to find it coming down fast. He drew on Kermodo as the davenger dropped with a mill saw shriek.
 
   Byn slammed a clenched fist into the descending davenger, channeling all of Kermodo’s strength into the blow. He felt something pinch his arm just as he hit it, saw red blood spray across the muddy ground. The davenger went crashing down the slope.
 
   The rolling demon bounced off rocks, splintered trees, and splattered black blood. It flipped off a high rock and slammed into a high ridge wall. The impact echoed through the pass like a board snapping in half. Finally, the demon tumbled out of sight.
 
   Byn heard himself laughing, whooping, as his lungs and his muscles screamed in pain. Still alive. Then he felt the sticky wet covering his arm and stared with wide eyes.
 
   The davenger had left several bloody gashes all the way through his bicep. He could see bone, torn muscle, and his own blood, pumping out in rhythmic spurts. Dizziness hit him in a wave.
 
   Byn focused on his training and scribed the only healing glyph Sera had ever managed to teach him: Osis. He could halt the majority of his blood loss by forcing Osis to constrict itself around his arm, Solyr’s version of a tourniquet. He had time. Jyllith and her gnarls couldn’t scale that rise as fast as the davenger had.
 
   Byn descended the rise at a slow but respectable pace until something scrambled into view from the chasm. The davenger. Byn’s heart sank and he almost surrendered, almost dropped to his knees and waited to die. He was so tired. So hungry. So alone.
 
   He remembered Sera. He remembered Kara, his need to warn her, and pushed up. He wasn’t dead yet!
 
   The davenger drove its claws right into rock to gain purchase on the steep slope. It twisted its head around like an owl, taunting him with an upside down smile. It scrambled toward him, drool flying from its open mouth like a feral dog.
 
   So Byn drew on Rannos and ran for his life.
 
   They sprinted together along narrow game trails running between a maze of treacherous cliffs, kicking aside pebbles and slipping in mud. Thin trees whisked by as branches slapped Byn’s face. He could hear raspy demon breaths growing closer.
 
   Byn sprinted on until Rannos sensed all was not right in the pass ahead. All smells terminated less than fifty paces ahead, and his footsteps echoed oddly. Byn took the dream world and gasped.
 
   Ahead was a pit filled with towering needles of rock, mage made and not natural. Engineered stone. An impossible trap.
 
   During the All Province War, Torn had set many traps for Metla Tassaun soldiers in the mountains. Enough soldiers had fallen victim that both sides had soon taken to calling his insidious traps “Torn’s Teeth”. Not all had been removed after the war.
 
   At the last possible moment Byn halted and spun, baring his teeth. The davenger stopped just behind him, baring its teeth back. Nothing stood between them but rocks matted with lichen.
 
   “You want my blood?” Byn pounded his good arm against his chest. “Here I am! Let’s finish this!”
 
   He channeled Olden’s Shell and backed a step, heel finding cold air. The High Protector had always made terrifyingly clever traps, but if the demon realized what Byn had…
 
   The davenger lunged. Byn fell on his face and visualized Olden’s Shell. Gripped it hard. He felt and heard the demon corpse slam into the shell. It shrieked as it bounced off, sliding in midair. It shrieked as it fell through the insubstantial ground behind him.
 
   Byn fell flat, sucking in the earthy smell of rock and mud. He breathed and blinked. Eventually, he summoned enough strength to push up and crawl to the edge of the pit.
 
   The davenger writhed just below. Impaled. Black blood bubbled over its yellowed teeth as it thrashed its limbs. A towering chisel of rock jutted almost six hands from its ruined chest.
 
   Similar spiky protrusions lay in wait all around the first, but Byn saw no ground in the chasm. Only fog. He felt new awe as he stared at work as frightening as it was beautiful.
 
   The rocky spikes were huge, perfectly shaped and needle sharp. Byn had never seen any Earther work like this, on this scale and with this precision. Torn had been the only battlemage in all Five Provinces who could construct such an impressive trap.
 
   Byn collapsed at the edge of the pit. He was safe. The High Protector, the Savior of the Northern Alliance and the Five Provinces, had reached beyond his death to help a child of Mynt one last time. Now all he had to do was find Kara.
 
   As soon as he could walk again.
 
   The davenger went still as its blackened scales crumbled to leave ruined pink flesh. When that ended, a dead woman with dark eyes and frazzled brown hair stared at the gray sky. An empty shell.
 
   Byn knew her soul was still trapped in the Underside, still being tortured there. That was an eternity she could not escape and did not deserve. Demon glyphs were evil, and those who scribed them even more so. People like Jyllith.
 
   Thinking about Jyllith and how much he hated her roused the last of Byn’s strength. He had to warn Kara! He pushed up but his ruined arm betrayed him, dropped him onto bloody dirt. Byn realized blood was everywhere. Was this all his?
 
   Byn shuddered, now freezing. He managed to roll onto his back. He stared at low hanging clouds and recognized his fatal mistake. In scribing Olden’s Shell, he had lost all grip on Osis.
 
   “Sera. Please.” There was no answering thought, no comforting touch on his mind. He was going to die here, alone in this pass, and he would never see his family or home again. He thought of his parents, his brothers, and hoped they wouldn’t grieve too long.
 
   A shadow loomed over him. Death in human form. It wore a long brown cloak, and its thick hood hid all features of its face. Byn had always imagined the specter of death was a tale told to frighten children, a legend, yet here Death stood. Staring at him.
 
   “Please,” Byn begged. “I don’t want to die.”
 
   Death was the soul glyph of the first Soulmage to walk the Five Provinces. It guided souls to Order and Ruin. Droplets splattered Byn’s cheeks and he realized it had started to rain. His lids grew heavy as Death knelt over him.
 
   “I love you, Sera,” Byn thought, one last time.
 
   Then he died.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   THE THOUGHT WAS FAINT, its words more so.
 
   “I love you, Sera.”
 
   Then Byn dropped off their dyn disc. Then a peal of thunder rumbled over Highridge Pass. Kara was the first to gasp at what this meant, but Sera was the first to scream.
 
   Trell put his hand over Sera’s mouth and held her firmly. Sera trembled in his arms, shaking violently, her tiny sobs muffled and wrenching. Kara felt like she was drowning.
 
   Her dyn was decimated. These past four days had taxed them greatly, and each time Sera had given the horses another few hours of strength or eased her friends’ exhaustion, she had lost even more of her own blood. It was a wonder Sera could still walk at all, and with Byn’s loss now added to Aryn’s…
 
   Kara dropped to her knees. Chilling rain beat down on her neck and hair. Her stomach clenched and her chest heaved. She blinked at tears that would not come.
 
   Snatches of Boon memories taunted her. Byn hanging from a tree limb just above, daring her to climb. Byn howling as waves lifted their tiny schooner, and Kara steered it into the choppy sea. She remembered Byn growling, laughing, as they wrestled in his mother’s backyard. Amazed at how much fun mud could be.
 
   Kara saw Byn’s ruddy face blistering and peeling like the dead Sentinels. She would never hug him again, never tell him what a jerk he was or fall victim to one of his childish pranks. The boy she had grown up with — the man she had loved like her own brother — was dead. Byn was dead, and nothing could make that right.
 
   Kara pushed up. She forced herself to stop trembling. This was on her. She couldn’t give up, ever, no matter how much she hurt. If she did that, Aryn and Byn would have died for nothing.
 
   “Jair. You and Sera must head on to Tarna. Warn our king.”
 
   Sera fell against Jair, sobbing quietly. Jair watched them and held Sera. His eyes were narrow but not wet. He likely knew enough of the afterlife to believe Byn was in a better place.
 
   “We’re not leaving,” Jair said. "We’re going to help you finish this. If we all stay calm, together we can—” 
 
   “I’m not losing anyone else!”
 
   “Kara?” Trell touched her shoulder. “This isn’t your fault.”
 
   She wrecked herself into his warm arms because she needed that strength, his strength, for just a moment. The rain felt cold and she couldn’t breathe. She managed a few weak sobs and allowed nothing else. She pushed away and stared into Trell’s eyes.
 
   He watched her without judgment, focusing on her like she was the most important thing in his world. Perhaps she was, and it did not matter if that was the influence of the Five or him alone. He would fight when she fought, die when she died, and he would never leave her no matter what happened. It was something, at least.
 
   Kara squeezed Trell and turned to her friends. “This isn’t an argument. I lead this dyn, and you’ll follow my orders as you would an elder’s. Warn Tarna about the fake attacks. We’ll finish Jyllith.”
 
   “No!” Sera broke from Jair’s grip with force that sent Jair stumbling. “This madwoman killed Byn, Aryn, countless innocents.” Her lips were curled, her eyes narrow. “I’m not letting her murder anyone else. Especially not you!"
 
   “I know you loved them. I know it hurts. But I need you to warn Tarna. If you stay, you'll only be—”
 
   “In the way? No. I’m done letting others die for me.”
 
   “You aren’t a killer. You haven’t the heart—”
 
   “Heart has nothing to do with it!” Sera marched to the nearest Sentinel corpse, paces up the pass. A gnarl had killed him.
 
   She slashed her fingers open with her thumbnail, one by one, as she knelt before the rotting body. She pressed all four bleeding fingers to the corpse’s still chest. She twisted her hand, just once.
 
   Kara only then saw what Sera had done. “Stop!”
 
   Sera’s bloody fingers seared a glyph on the corpse’s chest. Sera’s head jerked up, her eyes rolling back in her head. This was a Shifter illusion. A horrible prank. It couldn’t be real.
 
   The glyph Sera had seared into the corpse hissed. The corpse twitched and rose as scales burst from its long-decayed flesh. Those scales rippled and covered its leathery skin. Moments later, an ape-like demon crouched where a corpse had once been.
 
   Sera had just scribed a demon glyph. Byn’s loss had been almost more than Kara could bear, but to see this grim sight piled on top of it — it was a dream. It was a nightmare. It was real.
 
   Sera was now Demonkin.
 
   “How could you?” Kara trembled in the cold rain. “Everything the elders taught us, everything the Tassau treaties decreed, everything we swore to honor at Solyr—”
 
   “That doesn’t matter anymore! I won’t let Jyllith murder any more people, destroy any more lives. This is how we stop her and if you can’t handle it, stay out of my way!”
 
   The battered davenger stood, baring its yellowed teeth. Its scales were imperfect, cratered and weakened by its considerable decay, but it would serve its purpose. It would serve Sera until the Mavoureen devoured her soul.
 
   Mages possessed by the demons were incredibly powerful, and even a Solyr adept would have trouble taking one down. After Torn closed the gates at Terras, hundreds of mages died hunting down the remaining Demonkin. The only realistic way to stop the Demonkin was to murder them before they were possessed.
 
   “I know I have to die,” Sera said quietly. “But not yet. First, we’re going to use this demon to stop Jyllith.” She glared at her davenger. “A harvenger waits nearby. Find it. Now.”
 
   The davenger loped off, sniffing the air with its obscene nostrils. Sera went after it and Kara dashed after them, Trell and Jair beside her. What else could she do? Sera had sacrificed herself for all of them, and denying that would only make that sacrifice meaningless.
 
   Sacrifice. That was her life now, the life into which she had pulled those she loved. This was the cost of her journey to Tarna. Aryn. Byn. Sera. She was the reason they were dead, or soon to be.
 
   She wondered how she could possibly live with that.
 
   The davenger led them into a narrow break in the surrounding rock, a claustrophobic split that led off road into the wild part of the Ranarok mountains. When it found a path they could not follow it scurried back and took a different tack, snorting and huffing like a feral dog. Thunder rumbled and rain poured, soaking Kara even through her thick torasel cloak.
 
   As Kara followed Sera’s davenger, the tiny part of her that was not numb knew she would never have found this path without the davenger to guide her. If the harvenger escaped, with Jyllith, she would feed many more people to the Mavoureen.
 
   Sera had not sacrificed herself simply to save Kara. She had sacrificed herself to save villages like Taven’s Hamlet, children like Ranna and Cho. One way or the other, Jyllith had to be stopped.
 
   Pass and undergrowth merged into a gray, wet blur until the davenger paused below an overhang of brown rock. The cave conjured an image of a gaping skull, and Kara shivered. They would need to build a fire after this was done, warm themselves, but not inside that cave. There was something very wrong inside that cave.
 
   Kara could sense the evil inside, a stagnant feeling of death and decay that pressed upon her shoulders. It was like what she had felt from the Thinking Trees — a palpable aura of menace — only this was stronger, thicker. Stalactites and stalagmites were visible in the dusky light, but the cave went in further than she could see.
 
   The davenger bounded right into the cave, almost prancing, then twisted its head backward like some sort of freakish owl. “There.” Its speech was hoarse and dry, like an old man speaking between bouts of a terrible cough. “There is—”
 
   A massive black fist whipped from the darkness and bashed the demon corpse into the stalactites. The davenger howled as the fist impaled it on sharp spears of rock. Sera screamed, clutched her head, and dropped to her knees.
 
   The harvenger. Kara took the dream world and scribed, fast and calm, drawing on Solyr training. Those glyphs sucked the blood from her body, sweeping every bit of cold from her bones.
 
   First came the Hand of Life, a great wave that froze the harvenger’s legs. Next the Hand of Heat, searing the harvenger’s torso with flames hotter than any made by man. Ice crackled below as heat boiled above, one from each of Kara’s outstretched hands. Her blood floated before her in glyph form, glowing bright.
 
   She maintained her glyphs as the maelstrom of fire consumed drop after drop of her own blood. She was killing herself and it would not take long, but this demon could not survive. If it defeated them here, hundreds more would die.
 
   Kara’s eyes blurred and her heart pounded as wave after wave of ice hampered the harvenger’s steps. Its scales popped, cooking off one by one. The harvenger waved its fists and battered the cave walls, angry and not at all afraid. Then foreign blood flowed alongside hers, bolstering Kara’s power just before she collapsed.
 
   Sera gripped her shoulders, and Jair gripped Sera’s. They channeled their blood through her. It was only three-fifths of the power of a full dyn, but it was far more than she had before.
 
   She no longer needed to freeze the harvenger’s legs. Kara pushed the harvenger back with flame alone. She scribed the Body of Heat for the first time in her life and buried it inside the harvenger. The three of them would melt it from the inside out.
 
   Searing air rushed from the cave like heat from a kiln. Kara even fancied she felt Heat inside her, chortling at the destruction one of the Five could wreak through human hands. He would savor this.
 
    “Look out!” Trell slammed into all three of them, knocking them into a shallow dip.
 
   For a moment, Kara lost everything — her pain, her consciousness, her will. Then it all came screaming back.
 
   Blasts of jagged rock whistled by on either side of Kara, continuing the destruction that Heat’s potent flames had begun. Trees splintered as the tiny missiles pitted the mountain and the harvenger. The demon collapsed.
 
   The separation from her dyn and blood magic shocked her. Kara could scarcely move, scarcely think. Those had been sharp missiles of rock, propelled by air. Only an Aerial could make such an attack. Jyllith had come to her demon’s aid, and she did not plan to kill Kara today. Jyllith had come to murder her friends.
 
   Kara was suffocating. Her limbs felt heavy, her world a blur of brown and gray. Her body trembled, from cold or blood loss or both, and she knew then she was not getting up. She had poured all her blood into defeating the harvenger, and now she would die.
 
   The harvenger barreled from the cave, coming for Kara with fire still clinging to its scorched flesh. It would trample her and that would be the end of it, the end of her pain and grief and this nightmare journey. She was almost glad. She almost wanted that.
 
   Trell leapt into the harvenger’s path, sword free of its sheath. He shouted and stabbed, ducking under the harvenger’s feeble swipes and jabbing away at its blistered side. Each cut went deep.
 
   The harvenger screamed and shrank from Trell’s stinging sword, stumbling away. Kara saw then that she and her dyn had burned every last scale from its body. The naked harvenger fled down the hill just as two more red-eyed davengers came bounding up.
 
   The davengers took no notice of the flaming harvenger, rushing past it without even a bow, and that insult was their last mistake. Even blinded, bloodied, and burning, the demon king Balazel could not allow such disrespect to go unpunished. It reversed course.
 
   The harvenger caught the first davenger and splattered it all over the ground with a blow from one massive fist. It caught the other by one leg and spun it about like a child’s toy. Bones snapped and scales crunched. The harvenger tossed that davenger into the night.
 
   Kara stared as the harvenger stumbled into the woods, a living torch tearing spindly trees apart. She could not chase it, but without its scales it would be easy prey. She wondered if some part of Aryn still hated these demons as much as he hated her.
 
   Jair stepped between her and another storm of rock, smashing it all away. The Adynshak had come to his aid, five sword-wielding specters tearing a path through the oncoming storm. The Adynshak rarely took physical form. Jair had more power than anyone knew.
 
   Sera hugged Kara close and whispered in her ear. “Kill her for me. Kill her for Byn.” Then she transfused all the blood she could.
 
   Kara screamed. It felt like her veins were splitting inside her body. Sera’s face turned pale, then stark white. Finally the burn inside Kara faded, replaced with a dull ache. New energy. Sera’s blood was Kara’s now, and she felt drunk and dizzy.
 
   Moving blood in such quantity required thinning it, and no mage could thicken blood that was thinned in such a manner. She and Sera might both die when Sera’s flash heal faded, but that left them plenty of time to stop Jyllith. To stop the monster that had hurt Aryn, and Byn, and the people of Taven’s Hamlet.
 
   Sera’s eyes fluttered shut. Kara caught her and set her down, staring at the long streak of white that now split her dark hair. What had that flash heal cost her? Was she even still alive?
 
   Kara stood and took the dream world. She focused on the slender orange silhouette in the distance. Jyllith stood on the other side of the rise, separated from Kara by a large divide that was even now filling with gnarls. If Sera was dead, it was a kinder fate than the Underside.
 
   Kara scribed her first glyph. Jyllith’s next storm of rock and wind blasted past her without effect as Kara’s Hand of Breath scattered it like leaves. The blast knocked her into a crouch and she wondered then if she could do this, defeat a trained Aerial and Demonkin.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be like this!” Jyllith shouted from the far side of the divide. “Surrender! Come willingly, and your friends can—”
 
   Kara tossed a Hand of Land clean over the divide, a spear of solid rock. Jyllith dived away just before it skewered her, but Kara’s attack did shut her up. Good.
 
   “You’d kill them all the moment I surrendered!” Kara shouted back. “I’m ending you!”
 
   The gnarls in the divide surged toward the rise leading to Kara and her friends. The Adynshak moved at Jair’s bidding, sweeping down the rise to meet the gnarls. Trell joined them, and Kara knew those gnarls would never reach her. They would all die.
 
   Kara threw back her cloak and sliced each index finger anew. She finally stood across from the person who had harried and hunted her since they left Solyr. She would make Sera’s sacrifice worth something, avenge Aryn, avenge Byn.
 
   It was time for Jyllith to die.
 
   Kara scribed two Hands of Life, merging rain into a massive wave that swept toward her opponent. Jyllith sliced it in two with a knife blade of air and Kara burned that knife with an arc of crackling flame. Kara stepped aside as more daggers of rock flew past. She tossed a Finger of Heat that almost burned off Jyllith’s face.
 
   Steel rang below as Kara scribed and ignited a few more Hands of Life, simple feints to take Jyllith’s measure. Just like a triptych duel. Jair, the Adynshak, and Trell were driving the gnarls back. Life’s green power cloaked Trell once more.
 
   Kara scribed and ignited the soul glyph of the Spurned Lover. It ripped from the cliff wall beside Jyllith and shrieked, but the sound barely phased Jyllith. She knew the lover was harmless, and would not fall for such a transparent trick. She was also wrong.
 
   Jyllith sidestepped Kara’s next Hand of Heat with ease — exactly what Kara intended. That took Jyllith into quicksand created by mixing a Finger of Life with Digger the Mole. It trapped her.
 
   Jyllith used a Hand of Breath to blast herself to safety, flipping in mid-fall as she scribed another protective Hand of Breath between herself and Kara. Kara scribed an idea glyph directly on Jyllith.
 
   The previously quiescent Spurned Lover tore into Jyllith with nails as long as swords. Maddened by Kara’s idea glyph, the Lover was now convinced Jyllith was the unfaithful oaf who had clubbed her in her sleep and left her to starve in their family well. A story only available to those who perused Solyr’s massive library.
 
   Jyllith screamed and stumbled as sword nails ripped at her flesh, fighting the Lover as best she could. The mad specter drew blood and tore hair. Its ruined eyes were solid black, and its muddy black hair clutched at Jyllith like a great body of snakes.
 
   Jyllith finally managed a glyph, blasting the Lover into oblivion with a clap from two Hands of Breath, but the conflict had given Kara all the time she needed to scribe her last glyphs. Rain thickened and swelled, collapsing into four solid waves that closed on Jyllith from all sides. She could not stop them all.
 
   Jyllith tossed herself straight at a wave, wrapping herself in a tight cocoon of air, but it still hit her hard enough to knock her flat. She really was a skilled Aerial, perhaps the best Kara had ever seen, but that wouldn’t save her. Nothing could.
 
   Yet Kara hesitated. She didn’t finish it. She wasn’t ready to become a murderer yet.
 
   Kara scribed the Forever Prisoner on Jyllith’s prone form and marched down the slope. Her limbs felt like they were floating as goosebumps covered her skin. She felt Sera’s blood fading.
 
   “That’s it,” Kara shouted. “You lose!”
 
   The Adynshak faded as she neared Trell’s position, leaving a mess of slaughtered gnarls. Only the chieftain remained. Trell disarmed it as she walked, slicing its axe in half. The chieftain bared brown teeth and spread its arms.
 
   “Good,” it rasped. “Very good.”
 
   Trell ran it through. He pulled his sword free as the gnarl fell, and then beheaded it with a single stroke. Mercy offered to a fellow warrior who had fought bravely and well.
 
   Kara stalked past the dead gnarl and Trell fell in at her side, wiping blood from his blade with his sleeve. His eyes were calm, and there was not a scratch on him. They clambered together up the opposite rise. When they topped it, Jyllith was shivering.
 
   The Forever Prisoner had her mind now, and its memories of centuries of solitary confinement would drive any unprepared soul mad. Mages did not use it lightly. Many considered it inhumane.
 
   Kara heard rocks clatter and glanced down the rise. Jair and Sera were clambering up now, together. They had stopped this madwoman at last. No more innocents would die at Jyllith’s hands.
 
   Kara pushed the Forever Prisoner’s dark and clinging aura down just enough to free Jyllith’s head. Trell waited beside Kara, sword ready. He would run Jyllith through if she scribed anything.
 
   Jyllith’s gray eyes focused, glared, but no Hands of Breath slapped at her or Trell. The Forever Prisoner had her locked down. Kara knelt beside her as Jyllith struggled to speak.
 
   “You think you’ve won, don’t you?”
 
   “I have. I did. You’re still alive because I’m too soft for my own good. I had nothing to do with your family’s murder, so what’s behind all this? What do you want from me?”
 
   “Tell your Soulmage to ask the dead of Talos. Ask my mother, if she’ll even talk to the people who ripped her children apart.”
 
   “You murdered Sentinels at Highridge Keep. You slaughtered everyone at Taven’s Hamlet. You have an army. We know that. Tell us where you plan to strike next, and I’ll make your death quick.”
 
   “Yes. Why not? I’ll simply betray the people who swore their lives to avenging everyone I ever loved.”
 
   Kara shivered and grimaced. “Don’t test me.”
 
   “I already have. You can’t break me. We’re done talking.”
 
   Kara wanted to strangle her, but she could barely keep her eyes open. Sera’s flash heal was fading, and with it Kara’s life. Both of them had burned far too much blood. How could she make Jyllith talk before they both lost consciousness? Before they both died?
 
   This woman had made Aryn into a harvenger, kidnapped Byn and murdered him. She had sent innocent souls to the Underside. She was Demonkin. By the laws of the Five Provinces she should be executed a dozen times over, yet Kara didn’t know how to do that. She still didn’t know how to take a person’s life.
 
   Jair came huffing up the rise with Sera in tow. Kara took a firm grip on Jyllith’s red hair and yanked her head up. “Talk!”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Tell me where your army is!” Kara ignited a Hand of Heat and moved it toward Jyllith’s face. “Or I’ll make you burn.”
 
   Jyllith just laughed, coughing as she did it. “The more you glyph, the faster you die. Do your worst.”
 
   “She knows you’re bluffing,” Sera thought. “I’m not.”
 
   “No.” Kara couldn’t think of Sera that way. “We can’t.” This was Sera, the most generous woman she had ever met. Her best friend.
 
   “I’m already dead to you and Solyr. I’m already Demonkin. If it saves lives, saves families, what is one more forbidden glyph?”
 
   Kara knew Sera was right. Jyllith’s army could be out there right now, marching toward another helpless town. Killing people. Killing children. Their morals did not matter. What mattered was saving the hundreds of people Jyllith’s army would soon slaughter.
 
   “Make her talk.” Kara stood. “Whatever it takes.”
 
   She walked away and hugged herself. She couldn’t look at Jyllith any longer. She couldn’t think about her as human. If she was human, it would be more difficult to torture her.
 
   “Jair,” Sera whispered. “Put me down beside her.”
 
   Pretending this wasn’t happening was wrong. Kara turned back and forced herself to watch. Jair supported Sera as Sera closed her eyes. Her bloody fingers traced faint glyphs on Jyllith’s leather vest.
 
   “Do you know the names of the men you murdered?”
 
   “I know they loved you enough to die for you. I hope you made it worth it, you vapid who—”
 
   Sera ignited her glyphs. Jyllith went stiff, back arching as her limbs bent straight. She made no sound. Until she started coughing up her own blood. 
 
   Though Sera was a Bloodmender, and one of the most talented Kara had ever known, it was possible for healing to cause great pain. Bones could be twisted as easily as they were mended, and blood could be heated as easily as cooled. Healing could hurt.
 
   Kara dropped to her knees at Sera’s side. She had ordered this horror and she would watch it. Her penance.
 
   “Tell me where your army will strike next,” Kara said. “Or the pain is going to get much worse.”
 
   Even as she said it Kara imagined her mother writhing in her bed, writhing as ants ate her from the inside out. That’s what they were doing to Jyllith, and Kara felt tears welling in her eyes.
 
   “Kara.” Sera grabbed Kara’s weak palm. “Jyllith has pure blood.” She sounded relieved. Almost … excited.
 
   “What? She’s a Bloodmender?”
 
   “She could be.” Sera mussed her glyphs and Jyllith slammed flat with a raw huff. She was breathing fast, but she had not screamed. Somehow, through all that agony, she had managed not to scream.
 
   “If we take her blood,” Sera said, “we’ll live.”
 
   “No.” Kara tugged at her hand. “We can’t.” This was wrong.
 
   “We have to.” The blood came. It flowed into Kara and locked her stiff, forcing her eyes wide. Saving her life.
 
   Pure blood could be transfused with no ill effects. That’s how Bloodmenders like Sera used their blood to heal others, but it didn’t have to be their own. Talented Bloodmenders could draw blood from one body and force it into another, whether that person wanted it or not. That’s what Sera was doing. Draining Jyllith like a well.
 
   Kara had been ready to die. She had almost welcomed it until she remembered her mother, wasting away in Solyr. If she had to trade the life of one evil, heartless woman to save her mother ... she could do that. She could kill to save her mother’s life.
 
   Sera’s bloody fingers scribed more glyphs. The scribing and screaming dragged on until Kara knew Jyllith had suffered enough. She ripped her hand from Sera’s. She had enough blood to live now, but could she? Knowing what she’d done?
 
   Jyllith whimpered, thrashed, screamed. Why were they doing this? Sera wasn’t even asking questions now. She was just hurting Jyllith to hurt her. To make her scream.
 
   “Stop!” Kara grabbed Sera’s hand.
 
   Sera took great gasps of air, eyes darting between Kara and Jyllith. Like she was waking up. Like she was ashamed. Jyllith was covered in her own blood, and her eyes were pools of it.
 
   “That’s it?” Jyllith rasped.
 
   How could she still talk? “Listen—“ 
 
   “No. You listen. You think you’ve hurt me? My davenger spent half a night tearing your Byn apart, piece by bloody piece.”
 
   Sera shrieked, tracing glyphs faster than Kara could see. Jyllith howled. Kara heard Jyllith’s bones cracking open inside her body, and that disgusting sound forced her to action at last.
 
   “Stop!” Kara grabbed Sera’s hands. “Enough!”
 
   Jyllith collapsed. This woman had done horrible things and those she’d sent to the Underside were enduring tortures far worse than this — yet it was not Kara’s job to punish her. That was for Order and Ruin.
 
   A better soldier would have tortured Jyllith until she begged to tell all she knew, and a better mage would have ripped such secrets straight out of her head. Kara was neither of those. Her hatred for Jyllith had made her something far worse.
 
   “We’re done,” Kara said quietly.
 
   Sera shook in Kara’s arms. “She murdered Byn. She fed Aryn to the demons.” Sera’s still orange eyes were wide and wet, but Kara didn’t know if she wanted a reason to stop or a reason to kill.
 
   “She did.” Kara hugged Sera tight. “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   Beside them, Jyllith choked. Stopped choking. Stopped breathing. Her body thrashed and went still. Jyllith was dead.
 
   They had avenged Aryn, avenged Byn, and it was nothing like Kara had thought it would be. She felt empty. Cold.
 
   Sera glared at Kara, glared at Jyllith, then burst into tears. She sobbed against Kara’s shoulder, and Kara held her. She couldn’t stop seeing Jyllith’s blood-filled eyes.
 
   “I wanted to hurt her,” Sera whispered. “I wanted to make her scream.”
 
   “It’s over.” Kara stroked her hair.
 
   “Is it?” Sera pulled back. “Kara ... this isn’t me. What I felt when I hurt her, what I did to that woman … it’s not me.”
 
   “I know it isn’t.”
 
   “You don’t understand. Ever since I scribed Davazet’s glyph, I feel different. Like I’m dreaming, like this isn’t real. I’m not thinking how I used to.” She glanced at Jyllith. “I don’t even feel guilty about killing her. Why don’t I feel guilty?”
 
   Trell knelt on Jyllith’s other side. “What about her army?” If he had an opinion on their recent atrocity, he kept it to himself.
 
   “She’s dead, Trell.” Just saying that made Kara cold. “We killed her. All we can do now is find King Haven and warn him.”
 
   Sera pulled away. “I can’t—“
 
   “You’re not dying.” Kara grabbed her hands and squeezed hard. “I won’t allow it. We’ll fix this.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “There has to be a way. We’re going to find it.”
 
   Trell reached over Jyllith and gripped Kara’s shoulder. “Then you must rest. Both of you. I’ll take this woman away and bury her while you make camp. Tomorrow, when you are both well, we will walk out of Highridge Pass, find help, and save all of Mynt.”
 
   Trell made things simple. Kara treasured that, even on a night as horrible as this. She wished it made things better, but nothing could. What she had done tonight could never be undone.
 
   That was when Kara realized Jair was nowhere to be seen. Where had he run off too? Was he so disgusted by this that he had left?
 
   “Yes,” Sera said. “We can bury her. She was a thrice-cursed inhuman bitch, but we can do at least that much.”
 
   A male scream ripped through the air. Kara tried to rise but fell forward instead, collapsing in a heap. Sera gripped her and stared into the night. Trell crouched and drew his broadsword.
 
   “Jair,” Sera whispered. “Five take me. I can’t feel Jair.”
 
   Unsteady feet shuffled toward them, and Kara saw Jair stumbling closer. Why couldn’t she feel him on their dyn disc?
 
   Jair stopped a few paces distant, head still down. Trell rose with his sword ready. “Jair? What’s going on?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Kara.” Jair raised his head. “You’re going to save the world.” His eyes were milky white, like the eyes of a beached corpse.
 
   Trell gasped as the earth opened beneath him. Buried him alive. Sera shrieked as invisible hands ripped her from Kara’s arms. Then quicksand mixed itself beneath Kara and buried her up to her neck.
 
   “Trell!” Kara shouted. “Sera!” She couldn’t find them anywhere. She had to find her friends and save them.
 
   Towering figures in red plate armor strode from the darkness all around her. Foot-long spikes jutted from their shoulder plates. A figure in red robes led them, an elder. Jyllith’s elder.
 
   Jair backed into the dark forms as the robed elder approached. Kara could not lose, not now. Not so close to the end!
 
   “Kara Tanner.” The elder spoke in a voice she recognized, even though she could not place it. “Or should I say, Kara Honuron?”
 
   Who was he? How did she know him? Why couldn’t she remember who he was?
 
   “This struggle is over. No one else has to die. I’ll explain everything soon.” The elder raised one bloody finger and scribed sleep glyphs that latched onto her soul. “You’re safe now.”
 
   Kara very much doubted that.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   HE CLAWED AT THE DIRT. It slipped between his fingers as air roared in his ears. Coughing tore his body apart.
 
   He lived for one purpose — to drag himself across rock. He could not see. Why couldn’t he see? Something had hurt him — that much he remembered — but he recalled very little else. Just fire and pain.
 
   His eyes tingled as specks of red danced before him, as he pushed his left arm up. Contracted his fingers. Pulled. Breathed. Pushed his right arm up. Pulled. Breathed.
 
   “Stop,” someone told him. “Rest.”
 
   He did that. He rested. He flipped onto what he thought was his back and stared at the red specks. It was becoming easier to live, but this was not necessarily good. He didn’t know if he wanted to live. Not if he was going to live in the agony he remembered.
 
   A memory came then. A tall woman with piercing orange eyes. Her gaze bored into him as flames charred his skin and broiled his flesh. She seared the skin right off his bones.
 
   That one image was all he could remember from the time before the crawling. His eyes burned as he ground his rough, scratchy fists into them. He heard mill saws shrieking beyond his head.
 
   “Enough,” the voice said again, faint and female. “Be still and breathe. The worst of it is over, for now.”
 
   He forced his hands from his eyes and tried to open them. Nothing happened. There was nothing to open.
 
   “Can you understand me?” the voice asked.
 
   He only shifted in response. When he did so, gentle Fingers of Breath lifted him from the rough earth. Their touch felt cool, and he whimpered at that kindness. It made him want to curl up and die.
 
   Something inside him railed at his weakness. He had always been weak, for as long as he could remember. Long ago a name had given him great pride: Aryn. He focused on that. On Aryn Locke.
 
   A man who by all rights should still be very dead.
 
   “You will never again be what you were before,” the soft female voice told him. “Yet you are Heat’s Champion. You must help me.”
 
   Aryn wanted to laugh, but his throat no longer worked. Help her? He couldn’t even walk.
 
   He took the dream world since he had no other way to see. It revealed high jagged walls of brown lines, the walls of Highridge Pass, and one twisted aura of green. A spirit. A woman long dead.
 
   Yet how could a spirit glyph? How could she soothe him with tendrils of air? Something else was going on here, something he did not understand and had never encountered.
 
   “Who…” The word tore at his throat. “What are you?”
 
   “Will you help me, Aryn?” The spirit woman had his name now, yet he did not have hers. That bothered him. “Will you accept Heat’s charge and serve our world as he intended?”
 
   Her dream form grew brighter as Aryn continued to stare. He was alive, but unsure what that meant. Some of what had come before was returning now. A flash of phantom pain bloomed in his chest.
 
   Balazel. Balazel had taken him, roasting him alive in fire. Driving stakes into his flesh. Balazel had tortured him, and Aryn could not think of anything else. They called Balazel the Prince of Pain.
 
   Aryn twitched and jerked as the spirit layered more tendrils of air over his skin. He had been hurting for a very long time and no longer knew how to do anything else. He wheezed, whimpered, cried.
 
   “Enough.” The spirit knelt beside him and painted more glyphs, resting her hands on his head. “Be still.”
 
   White flashed. Aryn felt fingers digging through his head and wanted to scream. One by one, his memories of fire and pain faded.
 
   They didn’t vanish — they were seared deeply into his mind — but they were washed out, now. Like horror stories he had heard. Like things that had happened to someone else.
 
   Soon enough, the feel of fingers ended. The white faded. Aryn took the dream world as his trembling eased. He had been in the Underside. He remembered that. He remembered very little else.
 
   “Aryn.” The spirit knelt beside him. “What do you remember?”
 
   Aryn found his voice. “I burned.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Somewhere.”
 
   “I had not imagined the damage went so deep. It would have been better if Kara had burned you to ash, forced Heat to choose another, but better is not always an option we have.”
 
   “Why can’t I see?”
 
   “You have crawled from the mouth of a demon. Heat pulled you from the Underside. You are the second champion of the Five to live again, and you owe your life and allegiance to them. To me.”
 
   Aryn remembered Jyllith staring into his eyes, snickering gnarls clustered all around them. He remembered the robed elder watching as Aryn carved a blood glyph on his own chest, hand shaking.
 
   “If I serve you, will I get to kill the man who did this to me?”
 
   The spirit leaned close. “What has hatred earned you thus far?”
 
   Aryn wanted the tendrils of air off his body. It happened in a moment. He stood and air could not touch him. How? The green dream form drifted back.
 
   “Heat’s strength grows inside you even now.” She sounded a touch worried. “Can you feel his power?”
 
   Aryn ran his hands over his bare chest, seared flesh over seared flesh. He felt the puckers, the scars, the blisters. Wet pus. His skin felt like seared meat, and it couldn’t look much better.
 
   Once, before Balazel, he had been a man with raven hair that was equal to that of the finest noble in Tarna. He had a face and body that made women swoon when he but turned his eyes their way. Now he was a walking mass of charred and blistered flesh.
 
   At least his head was a normal size once more. His shape was human, even if nothing else was. Human enough to walk off a cliff. He had never asked to live again, especially not like this.
 
   “Thank you for helping me.” He strode away, blistered feet tender and sore. “I’m leaving now.
 
   The spirit drifted after him. “I cannot let you end yourself. You attended Solyr, so you must know the story of the Five, of Torn, of the end of the All Province War. You are Heat’s Champion, and you know what that means. You have a responsibility to our world.”
 
   Aryn raised his hand and fire burst to life in his open palm. He stared at the flame, turned it and stoked it. It hovered in his hand, light as a feather and hot as a sun. He had not scribed any glyph.
 
   Aryn shuddered and dropped his hand. Traces of scattered memory threatened to paralyze him, murky images of Balazel’s thick hands dragging him into a pit. Aryn suffered flashes of pokers stabbing him, heated blades flaying his skin, one terrifying image after another. All of it felt disconnected and wrong.
 
   “You did something,” Aryn said. “You changed my memories.”
 
   “I made you sane. I suppressed the worst of the torture you experienced, and I can do more if you serve me. I can make you forget it all, everything that happened to you in the Underside. But only if you help me stop the man who did this to you.”
 
   “You can erase memories. Like Trell’s?”
 
   The spirit didn’t answer, but it didn’t have to. Aryn knew now who this was. This spirit, or mage, or creature — it could change memories, even erase them. It had done this to Trell, and that was the reason Trell could not remember who he was.
 
   Was that why this spirit was stalking him? Had Trell refused its cries for aid, for unquestioned allegiance to the Five, like Aryn was now? Would this spirit erase his mind if he balked?
 
   “Aryn,” the spirit said, “I will not take any memories you do not wish me to take, and besides, I could not even if I wanted to. What little power I could muster is already spent.”
 
   “Why should I help anyone?”
 
   “Because you know the horrors Heat pulled you from as well as I. Do you truly want the souls of our world to suffer as you did? Or will you help me save them?”
 
   “I don’t even know what you are!”
 
   “You know I want to help. You know you won’t find any truth if you walk away from me, and if you wish my name, I will give it. I am Melyssa Honuron.”
 
   Aryn stared. Melyssa Honuron was Torn's wife, one of the only survivors of his expedition to Terras. That expedition had stopped the Mavoureen and saved the world.
 
   Talking to spirits was Jair’s domain, not his. How could he know if this was truth? Aryn realized it didn’t matter. His life had already been erased. He had no brothers left, no friends. All that remained was this charred shell, alone and pathetic.
 
   “So you want me to save the world? You think I’m a hero?”
 
   “I want you to fight for your world and your friends. I want you to save Kara Honuron, my great-granddaughter.”
 
   “Kara? Honuron?” It finally made sense. Kara’s incredible proficiency with glyphs. The strength of her blood. Aryn had been measuring himself against the most powerful line of mages in all the Five Provinces.
 
   It almost made him feel better about losing to her.
 
   “We must save her, Aryn. And we have to save the woman you love. We must save Sera.”
 
   Aryn almost cried out. How could he have forgotten Sera? He loved her. He had to find her, protect her from meeting his fate. That was why he had thrown himself into the Underside in the first place.
 
   “Even now the forces that hope to end this world hold Sera, along with Kara and your other friends. Jair and Trell. They will all die if you don’t help me. Are you ready now?”
 
   “How will you help them when you’re already dead?”
 
   “I live still. The one who has been hunting you ... the Champion of the Mavoureen ... stole my body more than a week ago, when we fought outside Solyr. He did not kill me because he feared that if he did, the Five would take me as a champion. I would destroy him.”
 
   “Then how are you here?”
 
   “I’ve learned to project my soul beyond my body for short periods. It’s a trick Torn taught me, decades ago. I can draw upon my body’s blood, to a degree, and scribe just as I could in my physical form, but the effort is taxing. Each glyph costs me tenfold.”
 
   Aryn could not imagine spending blood as casually as this woman did. He did not know if he could survive it, but Melyssa Honuron — she was a legend. The greatest Bloodmender in Mynt’s history.
 
   And her husband had been everything short of a god.
 
   “My body is with him now,” Melyssa said. “The man who did this to you. He doesn’t know I can project, but it did me little good until I found you. I can lead you to him. We can kill him together.”
 
   Aryn opened his hands and roiling flames sprang into being. Whatever he was now, he was far more powerful than he had been before he died. He might even be powerful enough to save Sera.
 
   “Aryn?” Melyssa asked.
 
   “Lead me to them.” Aryn turned his dream world gaze to the pass ahead. “As for saving the world, well…” He extinguished his flames. “Let’s take this one step at a time, shall we?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “BOY.”
 
   The voice came from far away, and Byn listened. It was not dangerous, and took no more effort than floating in a salty sea.
 
   “I know you hear me. There’s no holding off the poison’s will any longer. You have a davenger’s curse in you. Demon blood. You can help me push it out or you can die.”
 
   Byn pondered that. “I thought I was already dead.”
 
   “Maybe for a bit. You’re back now, but sinking, and faster than you think. Is that what you want?”
 
   “I didn’t know I had a choice.”
 
   “We all have a choice. So few grasp it when they can.”
 
   “It hurts to move. It’s peaceful here.”
 
   “If peace is what you crave, I can allow you to cross. Living will not be easy for you.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Even if we drive this poison out, you will never be the man you were before. I found a strong, able-bodied lad by Torn’s Teeth. One who’d seen years plowing a field or rowing a ship. You’ll never regain your strength. You’ll be lucky to walk again.”
 
   “You think I should cross?”
 
   “If I could decide that for you, my regrets about life would be that much simpler. It’s your choice. Is there nothing in this world that binds you? No friends to return to, no lover to mourn your death?”
 
   Those words stirred something within Byn he had not felt before. He remembered the sensation of a soft hand stroking his cheek, warm lips brushing his own. If he stayed forever buried in this earth, he would never feel her warm touch again.
 
   “I’m coming back. What must I do?”
 
   “Climb out of that cocoon. Climb toward my voice.”
 
   Leaving the cocoon was easy enough, and Byn found himself wriggling through damp earth as easily as an earthworm. The effort it took to move increased as he climbed, however, and soon the damp earth hardened around him. Rocks poked his sides.
 
   “That’s good.” Old Voice remained far above. “Life’s coming back to you. You must think about life, those you love, those who care for you. Things you did and things you will do. Not the pain.” 
 
   Byn remembered the apple trees in his grandfather’s orchard in Hyle as they blossomed in spring. He remembered the way the setting sun tinted the ocean a brilliant orange. He remembered a beautiful young woman with dark hair and green eyes.
 
   “Sera.” He would crawl through a vein of magma to get to her. “I’ll find you. I love you!”
 
   “That’s it! Come back to her! Faster!”
 
   Byn struggled upward. The weight pressing down upon him made him feel as if the whole of the earth pushed against his shoulders. The rocks around him stabbed hard.
 
   “Demon blood,” Old Voice said. “Push it out.”
 
   Byn slowed. It was growing more difficult to focus on pleasant memories. “It hurts.” 
 
   “Davenger blood always does. It’ll get worse. Fight it.”
 
   Byn struggled, fought, pleaded, and cried, but it did not seem to be enough. Would it be so bad to return to sleep?
 
   Sera’s face flashed in his mind, but he had not put it there. This image had come from someone else. Somewhere else.
 
   “So you’ll abandon her, boy?”
 
   “No.” Byn struggled to climb. “I want to live.”
 
   “You care nothing for her?”
 
   “I’m trying!”
 
   “Just as well. She’s a comely lass. If you’ll not claim her, I’ll give her the comfort you can’t provide.”
 
   “No.” The earth stabbed Byn every time he moved.
 
   “Why not? You’re a dying boy clinging to a ruined old body. I think she needs a man with some real strength—”
 
   “No!” Byn tore through the earth as each spike of pain stoked his anger. “You stay away from her. You stay—”
 
   “Does she like sweets? Jewelry? If you knew how easily a grieving woman falls into another’s arms—”
 
   “Don’t you touch her!”
 
   “Back in your hole, boy!”
 
   “No!” The poison seared Byn’s skin as the dark soil burst open, as points glittered above. “I’ll kill you!”
 
   Death knelt over him, cloaked and hooded as before. Byn forced one arm up until his fingers touched the cowl. Death was laughing at him. Laughing at his pain.
 
   “You look like a babe crying for his mother’s teat.” Death touched his fingers and Byn’s hand dropped like an anchor. So heavy. His limbs had never felt so heavy.
 
   Death stood and crossed his arms. He was a frighteningly tall figure, far more human than Byn expected. More real.
 
   “Quit gawking at me and relax. We have all the poison out of you, at last. Took some damn fine scribing and every trick I know, but you’ll live.”
 
   “Don’t touch her. Don’t you dare.”
 
   “It’s over, boy, done. Calm your murderous thoughts. As the Five bind me, I have no designs on your lady Sera. If you weren’t so jealous, you’d already be dead.”
 
   Byn’s skin felt raw, dry, like he had been burned and pierced in a thousand places. “You tricked me.”
 
   “Aye.” The man chuckled. “No easy feat.”
 
   Byn pushed aside his anger. This man's loud and earnest chuckle resembled his father's after a good practical joke, and he couldn’t dismiss that. It conjured happy memories of Boon.
 
   “I’d have crossed if not for your trickery,” Byn said. That was a hard thing to admit. “I owe you my life. Thank you.”
 
   “We do what we can. You’re Byn, correct? I’m Xander.”
 
   Byn didn’t like the fact that the man refused to give his last name, but it wasn’t a sinister act. Xander had saved his life. Was he a traveling elder? Or was he in the employ of King Haven?
 
   “Now,” Xander said. “Tell me what you’re doing here.”
 
   Byn dared not think about that too long. “I’m traveling.”
 
   “I figured that much out. Yet Boon is a long way away. Is that where your Sera waits for you? Does she know you’re out here tangling with davengers?”
 
   “It wasn’t like I had a choice.” Byn didn’t like these questions. He didn’t like where they might lead. He did not know this man.
 
   “Yes, well.” Xander knelt beside him. “Demon or no, you bested it. It’s a rare man who can say he faced a davenger and lived. How exactly did you drop that monster onto Torn’s Teeth?”
 
   Byn sucked in his breath. What if Xander was working with Jyllith? What if he was Jyllith’s elder, and he was only pretending to be a friend so he could find out where Kara was?
 
   What if Xander planned to send him to the Underside?
 
   “Quiet, eh?” Xander straightened. “Well, I’d not expect you to give up all your tricks to so odd a host. I can’t let you die, not after all my hard work, but I’ve errands in this pass. So what are we to do?”
 
   Byn tested his arms. Still heavy. “Errands?”
 
   “I don’t brook davengers so far into my mountains. Scares off all the good game. The one you faced isn’t all that prowls Highridge Pass. I’d prefer to be stalking them, not nursing you, so where do we send you?”
 
   “Tarna.” If this was the mage who sought Kara, he already knew that much. “Though I’ve made a fine mess of that trip.”
 
   “Aye, there is that. Tarna is at least three day’s ride. You’ve a constitution that’ll kick poison quicker than most, but I doubt you’ve got it in you to even mount a horse. Not that we have one.”
 
   “I’ll do fine,” Byn said. “I’ve beasts of my own to call on.”
 
   Byn knew even then he was lying to himself. Every muscle in his body felt shredded. His world swam about him as if an ocean tossed him, yet he felt nothing of its comforting cool.
 
   “I’m sure.” Xander grabbed Byn’s limp hand and shook it. “You don’t need me at all. You’ll stand up and walk right out of this pass.”
 
   “Show me your face.” Byn knew he had to take this risk. “If you’re going to insult me, you could at least look me in the eye.”
 
   “I thought you fancied women, boy.”
 
   “Shove off. What kind of a man hides his face in a cowl? I want to see the man who saved my life.”
 
   “Smitten, are you? Well, take a good look.”
 
   Xander pulled back his cowl to reveal the hard, tanned face of a man who had seen many years outside. Dark eyes peered out around a nose that was almost too big for his face. A thick salt-and-pepper beard was trimmed neatly around his lips. His hair was brown, pulled back from his forehead, and streaked with gray.
 
   He was unremarkable in every way. He was a man Byn could encounter on any road anywhere in Mynt, and he did not look dangerous, but then again ... no good killer ever did.
 
   “Satisfied?”
 
   Byn nodded.
 
   “Good.” Xander pulled his hood back up, and Byn wondered why. “It’s late, and seeing as you’re not moving tonight, I suppose I’ll simply have to see you don’t end up some wolf’s snack.”
 
   Xander raised his hands and slit one finger. Byn felt great power behind the blood glyphs Xander scribed, power like that he felt before a storm rolled across the sea. How many glyphs did this man know? Did he know demon glyphs?
 
   “You’ll be safe now. Just sleep.” Xander ignited his glyphs and Byn felt a tingle wash over his body. “To all passing eyes you’re just a big dumb rock. Seems appropriate, doesn’t it?”
 
   Byn was too exhausted to complain. He needed sleep and if Xander was his enemy, nothing Byn could do would stop him. He quested for Sera, for his dyn disc, and found nothing. He had slipped off, and that worried him. Did they think him dead? Did Sera think him dead?
 
   “Sera!” Byn thought. “I’m here, honey! I’m alive! Think to me!”
 
   Nothing. Nothing but cold, fast growing colder.
 
   Xander layered a thick blanket over Byn’s still form. Where had he gotten that? His strange savior was full of surprises, and that was the part that worried Byn the most.
 
   “Rest,” Xander said. “That poison’s still left plenty of muck in your blood. I’ll be back for you at first light.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Far too many demon glyphs were scribed tonight. I’d like to have a talk with the people behind that. I’d like to set them straight.”
 
   Byn almost warned this man about Jyllith and her davengers. He held his tongue. Xander seemed capable, and talking was hard.
 
   “Sera, please.” The thought of how he would feel, certain she was dead, made him colder than the wind. “Wait for me. Live for me.”
 
   He waited for her response as long as he could. Then he fell asleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   “KARA.”
 
   It was her name. Someone had said it. Kara shifted on rock that was cold and hard. Her eyelids felt weighted.
 
   “Kara. It’s Trell. Please open your eyes.”
 
   Kara tried. Channeling as much blood as she had channeled was the worst mages could do to themselves. How was she still alive?
 
   She remembered Jyllith’s bones cracking open. She remembered blood, so much blood, and it made her want to curl up and wretch. She and Sera had tortured a woman to death.
 
   “Kara, please.” Trell’s voice broke. “If you don’t open your eyes, he’s going to kill Sera.”
 
   That got Kara’s eyes open. She gasped, throat dry. Sera hung upside down paces away, suspended in a Hand of Breath. Her gray-streaked hair just brushed the rocky ground. Jair stood behind Sera, his eyes white and empty, one bloody finger raised.
 
   “Very good, Trell,” another voice said.
 
   A man in red robes strode from a vanguard of soldiers whose plated, spiked armor was the same color as dried blood. Those soldiers were massive, all muscle, but they were not natural or alive. They were formed of armored plate and the mashed, reanimated bodies of the dead. They were revenants.
 
   Jair turned Sera over. He eased her to the ground, careful not to drop her. Sera drew her knees up to her chest and glared.
 
   Kara looked at Jair and felt her stomach roil. His eyes were white still, milky and empty. Someone had wiped him away, possessed him so utterly nothing remained. He was gone now, like Aryn.
 
   Distant mountain peaks surrounded them, topped by snow that glittered in the moonlight. They were in a small camp with three plain red tents and a single campfire, in the middle of a dead bowl of earth. A few leafless trees eked out a meager existence at the edge of the bowl, skeletal fingers reaching for light.
 
   Kara’s wrists were bound to her feet behind her back, bending her into a crescent moon like that which glittered in the sky above. The bitter taste of orange peels filled her mouth. Carrow root. She would not be igniting any glyphs any time soon.
 
   “Melyssa chose a strong man as Life’s Champion.” The red robed man stepped closer, cowl turned on Trell. “I only wish she’d chosen one I’d be more eager to kill.”
 
   This man’s robes were elder robes, Solyr robes, and Kara wondered if he had stolen them. It was the only thing that made sense. The only question was ... who had he killed for them?
 
   Kara couldn’t think about that now. She had to save those who remained. Trell. Sera. They were still in Highridge Pass. She was days from Tarna, but the Martial Steppes were less than a day away. She could find help there, local militia or even Mynt legionnaires.
 
   Kara craned her neck, searched with her eyes, and found Trell nearby, on his back. Thick metal manacles locked his wrists and ankles inside a circle of power seared into the earth.
 
   Jyllith’s broken corpse was beside him, manacled inside an identical circle. The circles were formed of powerful demon glyphs that were anathema to the Five. Life could not help them here. 
 
   “You’re a monster, whoever you are.” Trell pushed his head up and stared. “I’m going to kill you the moment I’m free.”
 
   The elder uncrossed his robed arms. “You have lost all memory of who you were. Would you like to know how?”
 
   “Did you take us just to gloat?”
 
   “She did it.” The elder pointed. Kara followed the line of his arm and found a pale woman in white robes hanging in the darkness. Shadows held her. Swirling blobs of black.
 
   Kara held back a scream. They were defilers — servants of the Mavoureen. Tendrils of swirling smoke stretched from their centers, dark as oil and just as thick. Those tendrils had merged into a chokehold around the unconscious woman’s neck and waist.
 
   Defilers could paralyze anyone, including a mage. They could hold a person indefinitely, keep them unthinking and unseeing. Trapped in their own minds. It seemed their world had turned further to the Underside than even Elder Halde had known.
 
   “Her name is Melyssa Honuron,” the robed man said. “She fought me the same day you and Kara first met, and she fought well. Her meddling prevented me from taking you both.”
 
   Kara recognized the woman now, remembered a very dark night in Highridge Pass. This was the woman who had come to warn her of Malkavet’s attack, the specter with the blue eyes who had pointed above her. Melyssa had found some way to move outside her body, and if their captor didn’t know she could do that...
 
   “What are those?” Trell asked. “What are you doing to her?”
 
   “No worse than she has done to you. She took your memories, Trell. This woman erased your family, all you’d ever known. She burned your memories to ash so you would serve her and Life.”
 
   “And what memories did she burn?”
 
   “Your childhood. Your parents. Your village. It was called Carn. You lived there in the Tellvan desert with your wife. Her name was Marabella. She cried your name as Mynt soldiers cut her throat.”
 
   “You’re lying,” Trell whispered.
 
   “They burned Carn to the ground. They killed everyone you’d ever loved, including your parents. That’s why you volunteered for the assault on Layn Garrison. That’s why you fought Prince Beren.”
 
   “No Mynt burned my village.” Trell pulled at his restraints. “It was you. Your revenants. Just like in Taven’s Hamlet.”
 
   The elder crossed his arms.
 
   “We know all about your attempt to start a war. We’ve already ensured it will never happen.” Trell yanked at his restraints. “You’re the one who murdered my wife, and I’m going to murder you.”
 
   Kara believed this elder. Melyssa had taken Trell’s memories to ensure he would serve them, and the ruthlessness in that disturbed her. Yet what would Kara have done, facing a champion of Life who wanted to slaughter every Mynt he found? 
 
   “That’s not your only path,” the robed man said. “There is more at stake here than one soul, one village. I fight for the survival of our entire world. I fight for Torn. Follow me ... follow us ... and you will find the redemption you crave.”
 
   “You think what you’re doing will redeem you? Killing children?”
 
   “I’ve done nothing that was not necessary.”
 
   “Sacking villages seems rather unnecessary.”
 
   “Melyssa robbed you. She stole a brave Tellvan swordking and erased everything he was. You will never remember your wife or your family. The life you knew is as dead as they are, now.”
 
   Trell settled his head on the rock. “Your fault.”
 
   “A reality of war.” The robed man sighed. “I cannot let you stop me. Some day soon, I hope you’ll understand why.”
 
   It was the man’s heavy sigh that finally clicked inside Kara’s mind. This man had spoken at morning assembly. He had taught her of the dream world. Someone was going to need to correct the monolith in Solyr’s memorial garden.
 
   “Excuse me,” Kara rasped. “But why in the Six Seas aren’t you dead?”
 
   “Hello, Kara.” Cantrall pulled back his hood. “It is good to see you again.”
 
   Cantrall’s features were so similar to Elder Halde’s that it chilled Kara’s blood. He even trimmed his small beard the same way. Trell stared at him with wide eyes.
 
   “It’s not him,” Kara assured her friends. “It’s Cantrall, Halde’s twin brother.”
 
   Cantrall frowned at her. “The man you remember is long dead. I am a shadow, but a shadow serves the light. I am a servant of Torn, and I will ensure his mistake does not doom us all.”
 
   Kara only then noticed that several davengers had come upon them as they spoke. They crouched just beyond the torchlight, more innocents sacrificed to Davazet. It made her sick.
 
   “The High Protector died a long time ago, Cantrall, and he certainly has nothing to do with you.”
 
   “This would have been easier had we captured you in the Lorilan Forest. I could have explained everything. No one needed to die.”
 
   “Explain now.” Kara pulled at the rope. She had to stall him until she got free. Then she would grab him and snap his neck.
 
   “Almost seventy years ago, Torn sealed the gate to the Underside because he was convinced the Mavoureen would devour our world. Only then did he discover his mistake.”
 
   “Sera,” Kara thought as Cantrall droned on. “Are you there?”
 
   They both had carrow root inside them, and Kara couldn’t glyph it out of her own body — but she could glyph it out of Sera’s. Sera could save them. She could kill Cantrall.
 
   “I’m here,” Sera thought. “What do we do?”
 
   “Have they treated you with carrow root?”
 
   “Yes. But you’re stronger than me. I’ll pull the root from your body and then you’ll kill him.”
 
   “Doing that might kill you!”
 
   “That will solve this Demonkin mess, won’t it?”
 
   There was no time for grief, no luxury for sorrow. Cantrall was going to destroy everything. “Love you.”
 
   “Love you, too.” Sera scribed one last glyph.
 
   “Mindspeak!” Jair’s Hand of Breath knocked Sera to the side, mussing her glyph. He traced a sleep glyph on empty air and then Sera stopped moving. Her breathing remained even and calm.
 
   Kara strained at the rope so hard it bloodied her wrists. She huffed and grunted and snarled. Nothing worked.
 
   Cantrall gripped Jair’s shoulder. “I tried to convince them, as I promised you I would. You must see now it is not possible. You must stand with me, no matter what.”
 
   Jair’s empty eyes did not blink. “I’m with you, respected elder. We will save this world. I gave you my word.”
 
   Cantrall walked over to where Kara was bound. He knelt beside her and touched her arm with his cold fingers. Cold as a corpse. “I need your help to do something very important.”
 
   “Never.” She shrank from his dead hand.
 
   “I know I can’t convince you with words alone.” Cantrall rose. “Now I will show you what will happen to those you love if you refuse to help me save our world.”
 
   He planned to torture Trell and Sera. “Don’t you touch them!”
 
   “I could hurt many to gain your cooperation, but I hate inflicting pain when none is warranted. Don’t make me.” He rose and turned to one of the closed red tents behind him. “Bring her here!”
 
   One of the massive, armored revenants guarding the camp stomped into the tent. A weak cry arose before it emerged with a slim woman in both arms. She had short gray hair and wore a bloodstained woolen dress. She screamed curses that rivaled the dockmen of Boon.
 
   Their eyes locked. She stopped cursing. Kara’s heart stopped.
 
   “Mom? Mom!”
 
   “Will you save her?” Cantrall asked. “Or will you watch her die?”
 
   “Let her go!” Kara pushed forward, wriggling like a worm. How could Cantrall have captured Ona? Where was Elder Halde?
 
   “Kara!” Ona shouted. “Give him nothing.”
 
   “Lift her with air,” Cantrall ordered Jair. “Hang her upside down. We’ll start with her feet.”
 
   Jair scribed several bloody glyphs. Ona gasped as air took her. She flailed as she rose but soon hung upside down, pushing at the earth with her fingertips.
 
   Jair stared at Kara’s mother with his white, unblinking eyes. “What do you want me to do next?”
 
   “Hold her. Wait.” Cantrall pinched the bridge of his nose and then opened his eyes. Halde’s gesture. “Kara, you know I’ve tried to abduct you many times. What you don’t yet know is why.”
 
   A single revenant clanked forward and gripped Ona’s raised calf in one armored hand. It suspended its massive blade above her foot with the other. Kara stared at it. She willed it to step away.
 
   “You are the first of Torn’s line to be born with the same blood that he had,” Cantrall said. “Your blood is equal to his in every way.”
 
   Kara’s eyes snapped to Cantrall’s. However mad he had become, he could not think she was descended from Torn. She was just a fishwife’s daughter from Boon. Could she use his delusions?
 
   “Torn waits, even now, in the Underside. Trapped there. If you work with your great-grandfather, you can scribe the glyphs that will open the Terras gates. You can correct his mistake.”
 
   “You’re stark raving mad.”
 
   “You will help me do this, Kara. Or my soldiers will skin your mother alive.” Cantrall raised one hand. “Begin!”
 
   “Mom!” Kara almost bit through her own tongue as her chin slammed into rock. She watched the revenant slice into Ona’s tender heel and writhed. “Stop! Stop that!”
 
   Ona’s lips pressed together as blood flowed like water from the revenant’s sword. It stained Ona’s dress, rolled across her face, dripped to the earth. A strip of flesh peeled off Ona’s foot and tears burst from her eyes. Yet still, fighting, Ona did not scream.
 
   “Jair! Stop!” Trell thrashed against his restraints, metal slamming rock. “Think about what you’re doing!”
 
   “That’s good,” Cantrall said. “After her foot, her calf.”
 
   Then the revenant cut another strip. Then Ona did scream, screaming like the ants were eating her, and Kara saw red. Cantrall’s foot was so close. She could bite right through it and stop this.
 
   “All you must do is help me.” Cantrall looked to his revenant. “After her heel, peel her calf. One strip at a time.”
 
   Kara lunged. She bit at Cantrall’s sandal. Cantrall’s Hand of Breath ripped her into the air.
 
   His real hand grasped her neck and squeezed with cold fingers. He smelled like fish left rotting weeks in the sun. What held her was no more alive than the revenants. It was a puppet of the Mavoureen.
 
   “You need to know all that our world has sacrificed for you.” Cantrall released her neck and pressed his palm to her forehead, fingers bleeding black. “Let me show you.”
 
   Images filled her mind, forced there by Cantrall. Horrible images, atrocities that made her scream. Slaughter and blood.
 
   Kara watched as davengers devoured people. She watched as revenants hacked through the people of Taven’s Hamlet. She watched Sentinels drive their swords through each other, and after those horrific visions faded, she finally saw Elder Halde.
 
   She saw him burning alive.
 
   Columns of blue phantom fire roared across his body. Kara smelled the smoke, smelled the cooking flesh. She watched as it blackened, curled, and slid off his popping bones like soggy meat.
 
   The images vanished and left her mind raw. This was worse than it had been with the Thinking Trees. This was worse than any agony she had ever known … except her mother’s screams.
 
   Cantrall dropped her. “The price I’ve paid to save our world.”
 
   “You killed him.” Kara sobbed.
 
   “My own brother? Yes. I did.”
 
   “And those people in Taven’s Hamlet. What did they do?”
 
   “We sacrifice a few to save so many. You know the myths about the Mavoureen. Once we opened the gates at Terras, the provinces would unite against us. Thousands would die resisting our saviors and hundreds of villages would burn, not one. Unless we first divided the provinces, your foolish resistance would delay the Mavoureen and doom our world.”
 
   “Why are you helping them? Why?”
 
   “Many demons lurk beyond our world. Demons far worse than the Mavoureen. They hunger for our souls, and nothing here can stand against them. Not our armies. Not our magic academies. Not even the Five. The Mavoureen are the only force that can save us, and Torn locked them away from our world.”
 
   “Stop,” Kara pleaded. “Stop hurting her. Please!” Yet Ona’s raw screams weren’t stopping, nor was the wet sound of ripping flesh.
 
   “Swear your loyalty to me. Help me open the gates of Terras and no one you love will ever need hurt again.”
 
   Kara wanted to break her bonds, scribe her glyphs, yet she couldn’t. Cantrall had beaten her. Her vision of Halde’s death had driven her to tears, and her mother’s screams kept her there.
 
   Cantrall must have murdered Halde moments after supper. He had laced her dyn’s food with carrow root. He had listened to her pleas on Halde’s echo crystal, tracking her as she begged for help. He had abducted her mother, and now he was skinning Ona alive.
 
   Kara had always believed there was no obstacle she could not overcome, no fight she could not win if she tried hard enough. Yet she couldn’t watch this man skin her mother alive. That was one fight she could never win.
 
   Ona’s screaming ended and Kara could breathe again. For a moment. Cantrall turned to his revenant and frowned.
 
   “She passed out. I’ll wake her, and then we’ll start again.”
 
   “Cantrall.” Kara pressed her forehead against his boot. “I’ll help you. I swear. Just don’t hurt her again.”
 
   Kara did not have the strength to watch revenants skin her mother. She did not have the strength to listen to Ona’s tortured screams. Yet she knew her own death could still save a great many people, including Sera and Trell.
 
   “Will you?” Cantrall smiled at her. “Help me?”
 
   “Yes.” Kara blinked back tears. “Just let her go.”
 
   “You were previously so opposed. You told me I was mad. How do I know I can trust you?”
 
   Kara stared up at him. “Possess me.”
 
   Most Soulmages could only allow dead spirits of others to possess them. The most powerful, however, could project their own spirits into the bodies of other people. If a person allowed it, a Soulmage could possess their body and take complete control.
 
   “I agree to your terms,” Cantrall said. “Open your body to me, and I will free everyone you love. We will save our world together.”
 
   “No!” Trell shouted. “Don’t do it! Kara!”
 
   Kara knew what she was doing. Her mother’s screams still rang in her ears. “I’m yours.”
 
   She was not Kara Honuron, not Torn’s descendent. She knew that as she knew the sun rose at dawn. Even so, Cantrall’s mistake would save everyone she loved. He would kill her when he realized he was wrong, but her mother would be far away.
 
   Cantrall gripped Kara in his cold, dead hands. His eyes glowed blue. She felt his spirit clawing at hers, trying to get inside, and she let him. Her world turned inside out.
 
   She saw her own terrified face through his dead eyes.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TRELL WATCHED, tearing at his manacles, as Cantrall trembled and collapsed. Kara collapsed with him. Then Kara stood up. Then Cantrall’s body fell apart, hissing and melting away. When it ended, all Trell could make out was black goo and charred bones.
 
   Kara spun on a revenant. “Bandage Ona’s foot. Stop the bleeding. Jair, do all you know to ease her pain.” She looked at Trell, lips tight, and Trell saw then her eyes were plain and brown. “They’ve all suffered so much.”
 
   Panic gripped Trell as he pulled at his manacles, thumped his head against the rock. “Fight him! Push him out!”
 
   Kara glanced at Cantrall’s robes and sighed. “It’s over now. She’s not here.” Kara — no, this was not Kara, not any longer — walked toward him. Settled at his side.
 
   “I’ll bring her back to you,” Kara/Cantrall said. “I promise. When this is over, when we’ve opened the gates, I’ll bring her back and you’ll be together. You love her, don’t you? It’s good that you can love again. You both deserve to be happy.”
 
   Trell strained to rise. “Let her go.”
 
   “Soon,” Kara/Cantrall said. It chilled Trell’s blood to hear Kara’s voice and not her words. “I swear on my own soul.”
 
   Kara’s possessed body stood and looked to the revenants. “Your purpose now is to protect these people. Do not let them escape, but do not harm them. Keep them safe. When I return we’ll speak again.”
 
   “Elder?” Jair walked over. “What do we do now?”
 
   Kara’s body gripped his shoulder. “We’re heading to Terras. We’re going to open the gates and save them. Save everyone.”
 
   Jair smiled, a smile painted on a walking corpse. Then Jair turned, stiffened, threw himself into Kara’s body. “Down!”
 
   Trell jerked as a ball of fire burst from the dark night, crackling with heat and power. It shrieked through the revenants next to Cantrall and turned them to ash. More fireballs shrieked from the darkness as the revenants turned, charging as one unit. They did not stand a chance. Flames landed, blowing them into the air.
 
   Long gouts of flame seared the black things holding Melyssa. They made a horrific sound as they burned — a sound like a child, shrieking as something horrible happened to them — and then Melyssa’s freed arms snapped out. She opened her eyes. One nail on each hand sliced her fingers as air coalesced around her hands.
 
   Trell stared as visible cyclones blasted toward Sera. They pulled her high into the air. They snapped her head backward.
 
   The moment Sera died her body spun, feet pointing down. She dropped, hovered, head still twisted backward. She landed, gripped her own head, and twisted it around to face the proper way again. Her eyes were dark now, inky and black, and it felt like they were staring right into Trell’s soul.
 
   A davenger leapt from the night, shrieking as it fell toward Sera with claws outstretched. Her arm snapped up and nothing burst from her hand. It ripped into the davenger and the demon simply disappeared. Wiped from existence.
 
   “Life,” the deep voice inside Sera demanded. “Destroy them.”
 
   Sera's other hand rose, and the glyphs chaining Trell vanished. Trell came up full of energy as familiar blue eyes surfaced once more in his thoughts, staring from inside his mind.
 
   Trell screamed as power flowed through his body, power like water breaking through a dam and crushing everything in its path. It flowed into every muscle he had. He spun and punched the nearest revenant so hard he sent it flying into the air.
 
   Jagged ice crackled as it sprouted from his skin, covering him from head to toe. A revenant’s blade hit him and sheared off, scraping but not penetrating ice, and then Trell grabbed its massive fist. Grabbed its sword. He ripped that sword away and swung it hard, ice overtaking the blade as he cut the revenant in half.
 
   Trell was Life’s Champion. He knew what that meant now. He knew Cantrall and every last one of his servants was going to die.
 
   “Now, Life!” the deep voice inside Sera shouted. “Stop Cantrall!”
 
   Trell ducked a revenant’s strike and sliced it apart, moving with the motion to step right into another. The first halved revenant was still sliding apart as he took down another, and another after that. Blackish blood sprayed his icy armor, steamed and vanished.
 
   Jair rushed toward him, fingers bleeding. He sent a tornado of piercing rocks. Trell stepped back and raised his sword, crystallizing ice before him. It shattered the rocks like snowflakes. He stomped toward Jair and brought his sword around. The flat struck Jair’s head and dropped him without another word.
 
   “Mavoureen!” the voice inside Sera roared. “Be gone!”
 
   More dark nothing howled from Sera’s palms, wiping davengers and revenants away. Trell knew now why he obeyed these orders so readily. Sera was Ruin’s Champion. Ruin commanded the Five.
 
   Trell hacked through revenants, shattered swords and removed heads. They struck him, often, but no blow penetrated his icy armor. Kara had backed to the edge of the rocky bowl. A complicated series of glyphs floated before her bloody finger.
 
   “Cantrall!” Ruin shouted. “Release Kara!”
 
   Kara’s body finished its glyphs and a bubble of dense blue burst into being around her, absorbing even the next strike of nothing from Ruin. Cantrall twisted Kara’s lips into a smile.
 
   “Your vessel is new. Your power weak. You’ve failed.”
 
   Trell had almost reached Kara. The last revenant fell and then he was running at Kara, running at that blue shield. He gripped his icy sword as he realized that Life meant to strike Kara down.
 
   “Trell!” Kara threw out one hand. “Stop!”
 
   Trell skidded to a halt with his icy sword raised. Every impulse in his body urged him to cut her in half, and he fought that hard. He couldn’t murder Kara! How could the Five ask him to do that?
 
   “Destroy him!” Sera shouted.
 
   “Trust me, Trell! I’ll bring her back!” Kara’s finger scribed yet another series of glyphs. “Thank you!”
 
   Shimmering stars cloaked Kara’s form. Astral glyphs. Trell threw down his blade and lunged for her, breaking free of Life’s impulses at last, but he moved too late. Kara’s body vanished, as did Jair’s.
 
   Sera dropped to her knees. “We failed.” It was her own voice now, quiet and trembling. “We lost her.”
 
   Trell howled and glared at the sky. He could still feel Life inside him, still feel what she had wanted him to do — kill Kara — and it made him tremble with rage. What had the Five been thinking?
 
   “Trell.” Sera gripped his shoulder.
 
   “Why didn’t you stop him?”
 
   “We tried.”
 
   “Try harder next time!” He ripped her arm off his shoulder and stalked away, fists clenched.
 
   “We didn’t fail her, Trell.” Now Ruin’s deep voice spoke through Sera’s lips. “You did.”
 
   Trell would have punched him had it not meant hurting Sera. “What did you expect? That I’d just slice her in half?”
 
   “That death would be kind compared to the tortures she will face now. The fate of a soul in the Underside.”
 
   Trell hated these deities. He hated himself. Jagged ice melted and then he was a man again, cold and alone.
 
   He heard a gasp, a desperate intake of breath, and turned to find Jyllith breathing again. She sat up, gray eyes wide and staring at nothing. Air swirled around her, teasing and pulling at her red hair. The Five had found another Champion.
 
   “Cantrall left us no choice.” Sera’s voice shook. “The Mavoureen left us no choice.” Her features hardened. “You must listen if you still wish to save Kara. To stop the Mavoureen.”
 
   Trell listened. He dared not move. His mind remained too numb to do anything but wait. How much of this woman was Sera, and how much was Ruin? Was Sera even left in there?
 
   “This will not end here,” Sera/Ruin said. “Heat has his Champion, as has Land. Breath flows now inside Jyllith. We will not stand by as our world falls.”
 
   “I was expecting you,” a woman said. Melyssa. Her white robes swished as she approached. “We can still save Kara, Trell.”
 
   “Is what Cantrall said true? Did you take my memories? My wife and my family?”
 
   “I did. You, like Jyllith, were convinced the Mynt had murdered them. It was the only way I could be sure you would protect Kara.”
 
   Trell shoved her as hard as he could. “Get away from me! All of you! I want no part of this!”
 
   “Give her time, Trell,” another voice said. “She grows on you.”
 
   Trell looked for the voice and found it. He took two steps back. What walked toward him was a living, blistered corpse.
 
   “You don’t recognize me?” The corpse bared blackened teeth, its eyes lumps of seared flesh. “Oh, right. The skin thing.”
 
   “Aryn?” Trell couldn’t understand any of this.
 
   “That’s right,” Aryn said. “And I didn’t come back to give up. I’m going to roast Cantrall and stop him from destroying our world. If you want Kara back, it’s time to stop gawking and help me.”
 
   Trell didn’t know what to say to that. So he didn’t say anything at all.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BEFORE ARYN COULD do anything else to reassure Trell, he saw Sera. Here. Alive. He stared and found all words dying in his throat. He was a monster now. Would she even recognize him?
 
   Then she was running. Then she threw her arms around him, so hard it nearly knocked him over. Aryn caught her, held her. He had never imagined holding her in his arms would feel this good.
 
   “You’re alive,” she whispered.
 
   “There’s a story behind that. Sera, I—”
 
   “Stop.” She pushed back, changed orange eyes wet. “Don’t talk. Don’t say anything. Just walk with me, now.”
 
   She took his hand and pulled. She didn’t care that he was a charred, walking corpse, but why had he been worried she would? Sera had never cared what he looked like. All she cared about was who he was. Then he remembered Byn. Where was Byn?
 
   “Wait.” Melyssa stepped in their way. “Where are you going?”
 
   “I have to handle this.” Sera narrowed her eyes at Melyssa. “Handle things here.”
 
   Melyssa looked at Sera, looked at Aryn, and then bowed her head. “Hurry back. Time is precious now.”
 
   What were they talking about? Clouds swept across the moon as Sera led him away from the camp. Once they were clear of the smell of halved revenants, she sat on a rock. She let his hands go.
 
   “Sit down. Don’t talk. I need you to listen to me.”
 
   Aryn sat across from her. Sera was just as beautiful as he remembered, even with dirt smudged on her face. There was a thick white streak in her hair now, and he didn’t know why. What had happened to her after he died?
 
   “I don’t have any words for what you did for me,” Sera said. “Thank you doesn’t even start. You did the bravest thing I’ve ever seen, and it’s haunted me since you died.”
 
   He looked down. “I didn’t—”
 
   “Please.” She raised her hand. “I’m not finished. Just let me get this out.” Both her hands made fists. “You must never do anything like that ever again. Understand? Never.”
 
   Aryn flinched like she had hit him.
 
   “I never asked you to die for me. I never asked anyone.”
 
   “You didn’t have to. I didn’t do it to—“
 
   “Do you know what it did to me? Knowing demons had you? Knowing I was the reason they were ripping you apart?”
 
   Aryn didn’t understand how she could be so cross with him. So hurt. He had sacrificed himself for her!
 
   “I can’t imagine what you suffered in the Underside,” Sera said. “It’s written all over your skin. Nothing that could ever happen to me will make up for what happened to you.”
 
   “Dammit, Sera, It’s not a trade.” Aryn stood, grabbed her hands and pulled her close. “All I want—”
 
   “Don’t say it.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   She pushed away and stepped back. “I know.” She shuddered and hugged herself. “Five take me, I know.”
 
   “Then why can’t we try it? Being together?”
 
   “Because we never will be.”
 
   Aryn felt the world shifting beneath his feet. The hug, her hand, the way she had looked at him—
 
   “I care about you.” Sera bit her lip and stared. “I would do anything for you, but I can’t give you what you want.”
 
   “You don’t mean that!”
 
   “It’s as clear as I can be about it. I do love you, as my friend, but nothing more. We will never be together.”
 
   “We’re more than friends. Don’t you see? I know you think you have something with Byn, but trust me, it’s not—”
 
   “Byn’s dead.”
 
   Aryn shut his mouth. Byn hadn’t been in the camp. He had assumed Byn had just escaped, or Cantrall’s revenants had him somewhere else. He had never thought Byn could simply ... die.
 
   “How?” Aryn whispered.
 
   “One of Jyllith’s davengers tore him apart.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” He pulled Sera into his arms. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   She let him hug her. She trembled and one sob escaped her lips. Aryn knew now just how selfish he had been. Sera had just lost the man she loved.
 
   “After Byn died, I realized we weren’t going to find Jyllith.” Sera’s words were muffled against his chest. “She and her demons would murder us one by one. She would feed Kara to the Mavoureen. I couldn’t let her, so I made a davenger of my own.”
 
   Aryn went tense. He pushed Sera back, still holding her arms.
 
   “I couldn’t let her kill Kara,” Sera said. “Not like she killed Byn, killed you. Someone had to make it stop.”
 
   Aryn remembered knives tearing at his flesh, flames searing his skin. Balazel’s chilling laughter. He remembered all that and trembled as he stared at Sera.
 
   “You can’t let the Mavoureen take you,” Aryn whispered.
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Then you’re going to…”
 
   “Yes. After this is over. After Kara is safe.”
 
   Aryn let her go. He sat down. Pebbles dug into his hands as he acknowledged the truth. Sera would kill herself to save her soul.
 
   “Have you told the others?”
 
   “No. But they’ll probably figure it out.”
 
   “I wanted you to live. That’s why I did it.”
 
   “I know you did, and I know what I did was horrible and wrong. I’m sorry, but it doesn’t matter now.”
 
   Aryn stared at the gray earth. “How do we ... how do we do anything, now?”
 
   “We get up. We save Kara.”
 
   “Is that all we have left?”
 
   “Make it enough.” Sera gripped his hand and pulled him up. “Kara needs us.”
 
   Her voice was stronger now. Harder. It wasn’t just Sera speaking to him now, and something inside him instinctively responded. Heat. Heat was listening to his ruler. His king.
 
   “Ruin is inside you,” Aryn said. “You’re his champion.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then maybe we have a chance.”
 
   Sera managed one small, sad smile. “Maybe we do.” She pulled him close, kissed his forehead, and then moved past him and stalked back toward their camp.
 
   It was some time before Aryn followed her.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   BYN MERIS WOKE TIRED, hungry, and cramped in all his muscles. The sun was rising. When he shifted on the rock, every muscle in his body clenched with pain. He could not stand, so he crawled instead. He would crawl all the way to Sera.
 
   “Up so early, boy?”
 
   Byn tried to snap his head around. He failed. The big muscles of his back clenched like someone had stabbed them. He grunted, slamming down on his chest. When he finally rolled onto his back Xander watched him, smirking.
 
   “This is funny,” Byn said. “Isn’t it?”
 
   Xander’s smirk faded. “No, boy.” He sighed and lowered a hand. “This is not funny at all.”
 
   Byn grabbed that hand. Xander grunted as he wrapped his other hand around Byn’s wrist and set both feet. He grunted and pulled. Byn tried to help, but none of his muscles worked like he remembered.
 
   “Drown me, boy, you’re going to put my back out!”
 
   Finally they stood. Byn fell against Xander, as shaky on his legs as a fresh sailor from a landlocked town. Xander balanced him.
 
   “Stand,” Xander said. “Walk, unless you want us both crawling in the dirt.” He pulled one of Byn’s arms over his shoulders.
 
   Grimacing against the pain and cramped muscles, Byn did as ordered. He moved one leg, then the other. Each step drove needles through his knees and hips. Without Xander supporting him, he would have tripped a dozen times already.
 
   Xander chuckled as they moved, together, at a thoroughly pathetic pace. “Hurts, doesn’t it?”
 
   Byn just grunted in response.
 
   “Well, boy, now you know what it feels like to be old.”
 
   “I’m not old.” Byn forced another step. “And I’m not a boy.”
 
   Xander grunted back, huffing hard as they walked. They walked for a time until Byn stopped cold. Xander snorted.
 
   “Problem?”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “And spoil the surprise?”
 
   “Please.” Byn’s thighs felt like they were going to split open. “Tell me where we’re going, unless you want to drag me there.”
 
   “No spirit for adventure.” Xander ribbed him with hard knuckles. “I found myself a torasel company while you were cuddling with your rock. They were quite ready to leave these mountains and be done with me, but a few coins changed their minds. They’re bound for Tarna, and you’ll ride with them.”
 
   “Torasels?” That was too much of a coincidence.
 
   “I do hope you like the smell of soiled hay.”
 
    Byn started them walking. “You said you went looking for davengers yesterday night, for demon glyphs. Did you find any?”
 
   Xander scowled and looked ahead. His free hand clenched. For a moment, Byn felt certain the man would strike him.
 
   “Nothing useful.” Xander unclenched his fist. “I found one davenger broken in half. I found another burning like a torasel campfire and a dozen slaughtered gnarls. But no humans. Just blood. A fair amount of blood.”
 
   Byn gasped. “We have to go back!”
 
   “Why so eager? We’ve found you traveling companions. That’s the end of your fun here.”
 
   “Wait.” Byn pulled free and the effort dropped him to his knees. “I can’t leave. I ... I already have traveling companions.” 
 
   Xander snorted and rolled his eyes. “I thought that little nugget would take half the day.”
 
   “You knew?” Byn stared at him and felt a hot flush on his cheeks. “I guess it doesn’t really matter now, does it?” He pushed up, wobbling on uneven legs. “I have to go back for them. I have to know they’re still alive.”
 
   “So your friends hunt gnarls, then? Davengers? The whole lot of beasties right out of the Underside?”
 
   “Actually,” Byn said, “they were hunting us. But you seem like you can handle that. I need to see this battlefield.”
 
   “And just what do you plan to do if your friends are still alive? If they survived the thrice-cursed slaughter I saw yesterday night, they’d be long gone from here.”
 
   “They’re not. They’re still here.” Byn felt his friends in the pass, like he’d felt them on the dyn disc, and though this was a different feeling, he trusted it. “I can find them. But I need your help.”
 
   Xander rolled his eyes and pulled Byn’s arm once more over his shoulders. “Only until nightfall, boy, and no longer. Any longer than that and I’ll be wasting my coin.”
 
   Byn focused on moving. The rightness inside him grew stronger. When they reached the spot where he had slept, he turned his head south. “There. Over that rise and beyond.”
 
   “Now that’s just creepy. That’s the same path I walked yesterday night. Beastruler sense?”
 
   “Something like that. Come on.”
 
   “Right.” Xander grumbled to himself as they moved on.
 
   That brought a smile to Byn’s face. This old mage was so much like his father that it was hard not to grin. Byn was alive, and the people he cared about were too. Things were going to be all right.
 
   Their trek was tiring but not brutal. The sun had risen high when they came to the battlefield Xander had described. Almost before they were upon it, Byn had its scent.
 
   He pushed himself off Xander and dropped to his knees. This time, however, it wasn’t weakness that brought him down. He crawled forward, sniffing at the dirt with Rannos’ keen nose. There was too much dried blood to make sense of anything.
 
   Then Byn scented something familiar. He gasped, heart pounding. He pressed his nose to the earth.
 
   “Are you all right?” Xander said.
 
   “This blood.” Byn looked up at Xander. “Some of it is Sera’s.”
 
   It took but a moment to scribe Rannos’s glyph on his chest. He was not sure what it would do to his body, what it would do to his ruined muscles, but that didn’t matter now. He and Rannos ran.
 
   “Where are you going?” Xander shouted. “Byn!”
 
   Rannos had him. The great wolf snarled as they fought through pain to move, the constant, nagging pains of a very old wolf, but they still had all their teeth. They were going to go down biting.
 
   The battlefield passed into memory as Rannos drove Byn on, scenting the ground to track Sera. He followed a long and torturous route and Byn went down many times, scraping his hands and knees. Scraping everything. Loose slides of gravel and sharp rocks dogged his steps, but he dared not slow. What if Sera was bleeding somewhere ahead? What if she was dying?
 
   Byn lurched to a stop when a horrible smell overwhelmed his nostrils. It smelled like fish rotting in the sun, only ten times as strong. He carefully picked his way through pieces of armored soldiers and rotting flesh. Black blood stained the rock like dried oil.
 
   He passed nine more corpses before the slaughter ended, gagging and choking at the smell of their black blood. There was a rise ahead, and Rannos scented Sera’s passage. How much further?
 
   Byn stumbled up the rise, slipping backward several times. When he crested it, the sun nearly blinded him. He blocked its light with a raised hand and took in the four people looking away from him, staring off the edge. He only had eyes for one.
 
   “Sera.” He stumbled forward, bloodied and exhausted. “Sera!”
 
   Her body went stiff. She turned to face him, eyes wide and mouth open. Blood stained her once pristine Solyr shirt. She made one tiny sound, something between a huff and a shriek.
 
   Byn bounded forward and pulled her into his arms.
 
    “Thank the Five,” Byn whispered in her ear. He was weeping — Rannos hated that — but Byn didn’t care. “You’re safe!”
 
   Sera hung limp in his arms. She didn’t hug him back. Byn stared at her and realized something was wrong. His knees buckled.
 
   “What is it?” He squeezed her arms. “It’s Byn. Your Byn.”
 
   She trembled so fiercely he was worried someone had afflicted her with a glyph of Osis.
 
   “Don’t you recognize me?” Byn demanded. “Talk to me!”
 
   Sera threw herself against his chest and sobbed, trembling still. Like he was dying. Like he was dead. Byn held her, stroked her hair, until she finally sank against him. Spent and soft and warm.
 
   “Byn,” she whispered. “My Byn. You’re dead. Jyllith killed you.”
 
   “She tried.”
 
   “You don’t understand.” Sera pulled away, and Byn only then noticed that gray streaked her once dark hair. “I thought you were dead. I had no reason to live. I did awful things.”
 
   “I don’t care. We’re alive. We’re together.”
 
   “No.” Sera pushed him away so hard he fell. “We’re not.”
 
   She walked away from him and strode to the sheer edge of a shale-covered cliff. It looked out over the whole of the Martial Steppes. Sera looked out over verdant green hills traced with smatterings of thin cloud. She turned her back on him.
 
   Someone gripped Byn’s shoulder and thumped his arm. “It’s good to see you alive.” His long black hair was split and bloody.
 
   “Trell?” Byn was having trouble focusing on names. “What happened here?”
 
   “We killed revenants.” Trell’s eyes were shadowed from lack of sleep. “We’ve been waiting here for you since. Melyssa told us someone was coming. Land’s Champion.”
 
   That made no sense, so Byn ignored it. “Where’s Kara?”
 
   The way Trell’s face fell twisted the inside of Byn’s gut.
 
   “No.” Byn shook Trell, and Trell let him do it. “Where is she? Where did they take her?”
 
   “They took my daughter to Terras,” a calm voice told him, hauntingly familiar. “You’re going to help us rescue her.”
 
   “Mrs. Tanner?” Byn stared at her with wide eyes. Blood stained Ona's simple wool dress, and more bandages than he could count wrapped her leg. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Saving my daughter’s life.” Ona knelt and pulled him into a hug. “I’m so glad you’re safe. Kara will be too, when we get her back.” She stood up and stepped back. “This is Melyssa Honuron. She’s going to explain everything, so you better listen to her.”
 
   Byn looked past Ona as a woman even older than Landra walked close. She had long white hair with thick curls that dangled to her shoulders. Like hanging ivy. Byn’s mouth opened and didn’t close.
 
   Meeting Melyssa Honuron was like meeting one of the Five.
 
   “We’ll talk as we move,” Melyssa said. “It’s time to go.”
 
   “Byn!” A loud voice echoed through the pass. “Where are you, boy? Where did you run off to?”
 
   Trell, Melyssa, and Sera all straightened at once. Trell drew his sword with a ring of steel. Byn stood and pushed down Trell’s blade. “It’s fine. He’s a friend.”
 
   Trell frowned. “Are you certain of that?”
 
   “We’re up here!” Byn called, as loud as he could. He focused on those around him. “His name is Xander. He saved my life. He’s a powerful mage and I think he can help us.”
 
   “Xander?” Melyssa’s hand went to her lips. “Oh dear.”
 
   Xander clambered up the rise just as Melyssa said his name, hurrying on once he reached the top. When he saw the people arrayed before him, his steps faltered, then slowed. He stopped.
 
   The tableau held like that until Trell brought up his sword and started forward. “Don’t move.”
 
   Xander didn’t move at all. He just stared at Ona as she stared back. Ona covered her mouth, unable to take her eyes off him.
 
   “Tell me who you are,” Trell ordered. “If you’ve come here at his bidding—”
 
   “Ona.” Xander took a step forward. “Where’s our daughter?” His eyes moved on, found Melyssa, and then his jaw clenched. “You.”
 
   Melyssa hurried over to him, white skirts swishing. “Xander, you need to listen and not simply react. I tried to stop them, but the Mavoureen have taken Kara. I need you to—”
 
   Xander punched her hard enough to send a crack echoing through the pass. The impact of his fist tossed Melyssa to the ground like a sack of wheat. Byn couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe anyone would just punch an old woman.
 
   Trell charged, sword raised. Xander painted a glyph in the air in less time than it took to breathe. Trell froze in midstep, muscles twitching. Teeth bared. Xander walked to where Ona stood, staring at him, and threw his arms around her. He hugged her tight.
 
   “Who are you?” Ona trembled in his arms.
 
   “Your husband.” Xander’s voice broke.
 
   Sera rushed over to Melyssa even as the old woman stood. Melyssa pressed two bloody fingers to her broken nose and closed her eyes. When she removed her hand, her nose was whole again.
 
   “How could you do that? Why?” Ona pushed and fought in Xander’s arms. “You just punched Melyssa Honuron in the face!”
 
   “She stole our daughter. Our lives.”
 
   “Xander!” Trell shouted. “Release me!”
 
   “Easy, Trell.” Melyssa placed a hand on Trell’s shoulder. “He’s not our enemy.” She painted another glyph and then Trell stumbled forward. Melyssa waved him off.
 
   “My husband.” Ona stared. “How can you be my husband?”
 
   “Because I love you more than my own life.”
 
   “That’s not an answer. That’s not even close!”
 
   “Then listen. The marriage, the courtship you remember is a lie. Melyssa deceived you and Rance Tanner, placed false memories inside your heads.” Xander jabbed a finger at Melyssa. “She tore us apart, married you to that fisherman and tricked you both!”
 
   “Let me explain.” Melyssa raised her hands. “Your daughter’s life was in danger. I hid her because I had to.”
 
   Byn saw it all now. Xander’s eyes were black, just like Kara’s before they changed. He had proud, strong cheekbones, just like Kara’s when she smiled at the prow of their skiff. Rance Tanner wasn’t Kara’s father. This man was.
 
   “Why the deception?” Byn all but whispered.
 
   “Xander is my grandson,” Melyssa said. “Kara is my great-granddaughter. I could not allow the Mavoureen to know that.” 
 
   This time, Byn didn’t even bother closing his mouth.
 
   “It didn’t do one bit of good, did it?” Xander said. “You erased every good memory Ona and I ever had. You took me from my daughter, married my wife to a stranger, and yet the demons still found her. Stole her. You’ve failed everyone.”
 
   “Once the demons learned how to change your child’s blood to match Torn’s, there was nothing anyone could have done. We did all we could to protect her.”
 
   “Demons touched my child?” Ona pushed away from Xander and marched toward Melyssa. “They changed her? How?”
 
   “They altered her blood in the womb so she could serve their purpose. I am afraid that corruption led to your illness.”
 
   “Please.” Byn really needed to understand all this, and no one was helping. “Why are we talking about this?”
 
   Melyssa turned a smile on him. “Because we’re about to go save Kara. And because we need Xander’s help.”
 
   Byn breathed as he felt hope swelling inside his chest. They could still save Kara. They could still stop the Mavoureen.
 
   “The Mavoureen have her,” Melyssa continued, “but she is not dead. Yet. We will enter the Unsettled Lands, enter Terras, and stop Cantrall before he can force her to open its gates.”
 
   “Cantrall?” Byn closed his mouth. “But he’s dead.”
 
   “Yes.” Trell gave Byn’s shoulder a squeeze and stood beside him. “There seems to be a lot of that going around.”
 
   Ona glanced at Xander, lips tight, then looked back at Melyssa. “We’ll do whatever’s needed to save her. You just tell us what to do.”
 
   “Find help.” Melyssa walked to Ona. “Right now, an army of revenants, Shifters, and davengers may be marching on Tarna. We must warn King Haven. More importantly, Tarna must be ready to face the Mavoureen if our bid to stop Cantrall fails.”
 
   “Why would King Haven listen to anything I have to say?”
 
   “Because you have this.” Melyssa pressed a small medallion into Ona’s hand. A golden sun, glittering in the light.
 
   That was Melyssa’s apprentice medallion. If anything would prove to King Haven and Prince Beren that Melyssa Honuron had sent a warning with Ona, it was that.
 
   Ona glanced around. “Do I get a horse?” 
 
   The clatter of hooves from below the rise stopped anything Melyssa might have said. Horses, here? Byn turned to look and stepped back as a demon crested the rise.
 
   The demon was the size of a man, but its skin was charred beyond recognition. It had no hair and wore only thin cloth pants. A blackened lump of something – metal? — hung about its neck on a thin leather necklace.
 
   Someone else stumbled up the rise. Jyllith. Jyllith was here, and Byn wanted to murder her. Blood crusted her gloves and most of her leather vest, and she walked with her head down. She carried a lead and attached to it were horses. Chesa, Stomper, and Tack.
 
   “We found them,” the demon said. “And Cantrall’s glyph anchor.” It turned its pits of blistered flesh on Byn. “Meris. Welcome back.”
 
   The charred corpse was Aryn Locke. Byn wondered if this was what going mad felt like. Like your mind was peeling away from itself, layer by layer. Like someone was peeling an onion.
 
   “Jyllith,” Melyssa said. “Bring Chesa. She’s the fastest.”
 
   Jyllith obeyed her, and Byn didn’t understand why. Ona whistled as Trell’s mare approached her. Ona reached out, smiling, and took one step forward. Chesa nuzzled Ona’s hand.
 
   “I like her.” Ona slipped Melyssa’s medallion into a dress pocket, then winced as she braced herself on her still bandaged foot.
 
   “Wait,” Xander hurried over. “Let me help.”
 
   He held out two hands, clenched together, and she stepped on them both before swinging into the saddle. She grimaced when she did so, and Byn wondered if her illness was hurting her. Even if it was, he knew nothing would stop her from saving her daughter.
 
   Melyssa set off. She walked and moved like a woman far younger than she was. “It’s time for us to leave. Byn, we’ll speak as we walk. I’ll explain everything.”
 
   “I wish I were going with you.” Ona gripped Chesa’s reins. “But I’ll do as you ask. I’ll find help.”
 
   Xander grabbed her leg and stared up. “What if you run into the army? The one Melyssa talked about?”
 
   Ona laid one hand atop his. “Then I’ll ride fast.”
 
   Xander’s shoulders trembled as he stared up at his wife. “I love you. More than anything. I never stopped.”
 
   Ona pursed her lips. “Then go get our daughter back.” She tapped her heels on Chesa’s sides, gently, and the mare trotted toward the rise. Neither woman or horse looked back.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA WAS FALLING down a tunnel of bright light. It was all the rainbows of the most pleasant summer days woven together in a magnificent quilt. It stretched past the horizon and shined brighter than the sun. It was all so beautiful she wanted to cry. 
 
   The entirety of her life stretched out before her, reeling itself backward in a barely comprehensible blur. She saw Cantrall possessing her. She saw herself burning the harvenger, saw herself holding hands with Trell, saw running, fighting, dueling Aryn.
 
   Her memories took her through long nights shelving books in Solyr’s library, experiments with eye-changing glyphs, and lessons from Halde and Cantrall. This was how she had become a mage. This was how she would save everyone she loved.
 
   Scenes from her memory zipped past, and her first years at Solyr passed in less time than it took to blink. She and Byn played in Boon and sailed the waves. Ona smiled at her in her spare wooden crib. Her memories slipped on to before she was born. These were the memories bound to her family’s blood.
 
   A slim young man with long brown hair was staring at a young woman who looked just like Kara. Smiling at her. Kara saw the woman blush even as she kept her eyes on others. She knew this man was looking. She wanted him to look.
 
   Kara was seeing her mother, young as she was, and the dress Ona wore was scandalizing. Ona had never let her wear something that low cut! The man moved through the harvest dance crowd with ease and Ona glanced at him. Just once. Then she shrugged and turned away.
 
   That young man wasn’t Rance. It wasn’t her father. It was someone else. Who was he? Some man Ona had dallied with before she was born?
 
   A memory entered her mind. “I love you so much. Take care of yourself. Take care of your mother.” That man’s name was Xander.
 
   Kara saw Xander arguing with his own father, Varyn. Saw Xander leaving their small cabin in the night. She saw Varyn being born, saw a woman with blond hair and a stern face staring down at her son. Tears in her eyes.
 
   Then that woman was young again, as young as Kara, and standing somewhere dark. Screaming at a tall man in red Solyr robes. As that man pulled his hood back, Kara realized he was too young to earn those robes. Twenty? Twenty-five?
 
   The two of them stood before an archway. Beyond it was a nightmare, a realm of purple clouds filled with screams and shrieks from things inhuman. That gateway led into the Underside. Torn Honuron was going to step right through it.
 
   Melyssa screamed, beat on his chest, tugged at his arm and did all she could to move him. Torn would not move. He watched her spend her energy and when she was done, he hugged her.
 
   Melyssa trembled as Torn kissed the top of her head. Even in the vision, Kara knew this man held power she could barely comprehend. If she was a candle, he was a bonfire.
 
   Melyssa pushed back. Nodded. Bit her lip so hard it bled. Then Torn dived through the howling gate. Once through, he turned and raised his arms. The gateway thundered closed.
 
   Melyssa fell to her knees and wept.
 
   Kara could not deny the chain of blood memories leading back to Terras. She was Torn’s great-grandchild. Cantrall could use her to open the gates at Terras.
 
   A blow ripped the light away and nearly took Kara’s sanity with it. The dark blue clouds that replaced the light sounded like a thousand people screaming in terror. The sound of the damned and the tormented. The sound of the Underside. 
 
   Kara sat up, coughing against the smell of ash-filled air. Something in her gut wrenched horribly, dredging up bile and gunk. She fell onto her stomach, hacking up phlegm and blood.
 
   “Carrow root, Kara,” her own lips said. “We’ll be fine soon.”
 
   Her body scrambled to its feet, but she did not make it do that. She remembered then what she had done. “Cantrall!”
 
   Cantrall walked her body forward with invisible limbs. His arms and legs were inside hers, moving them as he wished.
 
   “Look around, Kara. See what will happen if you don’t save us.” Cantrall’s words came unbidden from her own mouth. He lifted her face to a sky roiling with purple clouds and lightning.
 
   The land around them bore some similarity to Solyr’s shaded Commons, but only just. Twisted and blackened trees rose like rack-stretched arms. Terras’ mage stone walls had collapsed and its buildings were shattered like pottery. Blown apart.
 
   Crystals littered the ground of Terras, and Kara remembered what they were. Memorials. One crystal for every soul that had died when the Mavoureen invaded Terras. They covered the academy grounds like flakes of frozen snow.
 
   “Don’t do this,” Kara whispered. “I’m not Torn’s descendent.”
 
   “Don’t lie to me.” Her own lips spoke back. “I know your memories. I showed them to you. You saw what I saw.”
 
   “Then you must know how crazy you are!”
 
   “Soon you will know the truth, as I do.” Cantrall made her body walk past one ruined building after another. “You’re going to meet the Mavoureen. You’ll also meet your great-grandfather.”
 
   Kara pulled at her body, trying to seize control from the madman who had possessed her. She would have more luck lifting a ruined building. His control was absolute because she had made it so.
 
   “I wish I could show you the wonders of this place.” Cantrall stepped her over a blackened skeleton half melted into the tiles. “I’ve not been idle in the years since Torn saved me and sent me back. I’ve worked here at Terras in my free time. I’ve read every book in its massive library. There’s just so much none of us ever know.”
 
   Kara had not seen a single intact building, let alone one large enough to house the mammoth store of knowledge at Terras. This land had been abandoned for seventy years.
 
   “It’s underground,” Cantrall said. “I wish I could show it to you. I’ve tormented you and those you love. If I could make it up to you, I would, but I’m just a tool and a tool must not break.”
 
   “I’d never forgive you!”
 
   “You don’t have to. Torn has.”
 
   They walked past what Kara realized must have been the Terras cafeteria. Rubble and broken wooden supports rested upon shattered bones and skulls. What remained looked like the outer rim of a bowl shattered by a mace.
 
   Kara could imagine these students laughing, smiling, eating. Joking. She could hear their shrieks as the ceiling collapsed. She could hear the moans that had leaked from beneath the rubble.
 
   Those unlucky enough to live through the first crushing blows had bled to death or starved over the next few days. No one had been alive to rescue them.
 
   “This will happen again,” Kara said. “To Solyr, to Tarna. The Mavoureen will devour the souls of everyone in our world.”
 
   Cantrall shook Kara’s head. “You’re wrong. They aren’t your enemy. The demons you should truly fear are the Alcedi. They are the true terror of the Underside, stronger than you can imagine.”
 
   He was being crazy again. “Alcedi?”
 
   “I’ve given you a name you’ve not yet heard, haven’t I? I don’t speak it anywhere but here. They listen, always.”
 
   “Like the man in your head?”
 
   “Not like Torn. The Alcedi wait beyond the borders of our world to devour it, just as they have devoured countless worlds before ours. The Mavoureen are the only army that can stand against them.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous!”
 
   “It is the Alcedi who made us believe the Mavoureen were evil. They tricked our elders and tricked Torn.
 
   “I’m going to kill you. I’ll kill us both!”
 
   “You must see why Torn’s wards must be undone. This apocalypse you so fear will come from the Alcedi. Nothing will remain once they invade, unless the Mavoureen stop them.”
 
   Despair gripped Kara. She could not reach him. Threats, pleas, and logic meant nothing to Cantrall. He was a true believer. A lunatic to the end. 
 
   “You’re going to shatter our world and everyone in it.”
 
   Cantrall made her smile. He stopped her before a massive chunk of concrete resting against a broken wall. He cut her fingers open and scribed a set of glyphs.
 
   “And I let you do it,” Kara whispered. “I gave you the way.”
 
   The rock rolled away, revealing a rubble-strewn arch and a stairway leading below. As Cantrall walked them inside and closed the hole behind them, Kara resolved to do whatever she could to stop this from happening.
 
   Maybe she could simply throw her body down the stairs.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   THE GLYPH ANCHOR ARYN had found was a short walk, but the climb was the longest Byn had ever made. Each painful step reminded him of the thousands of questions inside him. Breathing and moving took everything he had.
 
   The pain he felt was davenger poison, and it had left him as weak as a sick child. Byn didn’t care. He refused to stop.
 
   They followed a rocky path that threatened to toss them free. Gray, sloping rocks stretched out below them, cloaked in bits of scrub brush and dirt. Wispy clouds moved below the path.
 
   Finally, they stepped onto a shale covered plateau. The Martial Steppes were visible all around them, a carpet of green fields and forests. They stood high above the clouds as the rainbow storms of the Unsettled Lands crackled on the horizon.
 
   “Here,” Jyllith whispered. “This is where we leave.”
 
   Trell dropped Byn’s arm and walked forward with his hand on his sword grip. Melyssa led them to a tall stone of black marble that jutted like a fin on a shark. She passed her hands over it and Byn heard an odd sound, like a tuning fork. Melyssa looked to Jyllith.
 
   “Make the stone ready to transport us to Terras.”
 
   Jyllith walked to the stone without a word, without looking at anyone. She painted strange blood glyphs on its sides that Byn neither recognized nor understood. He could barely stand up.
 
   “He’s pale, Melyssa.” Xander wrapped an arm around Byn to steady him. “What’s wrong with him?”
 
   “We are too far from the earth. Land is weak at high altitudes. He’ll be better in the Unsettled Lands.”
 
   “Unsettled Lands?” Byn looked to the distant storms. “We can’t go there. The spectral storms would rip us apart.”
 
   “They would,” Melyssa agreed, “were we not expected. Torn saw to it that I could pass through the storms when he first sang them onto the sky. All who have my blessing will be unaffected as well.”
 
   Xander grunted. “How can you be sure of that?
 
   “Torn’s abilities were far beyond ours. He was a Bloodsinger. The complexity of the ancient language offers intricacies our simple glyphs cannot match. I can’t tell you how Torn did what he did. What I can tell you is those storms will not harm us.”
 
   “Who has my daughter?” Xander demanded. “Who is this Cantrall?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter who he was. That man is long since dead. What abducted your daughter is a puppet of the Mavoureen. They are determined to break the ward that blocks them from this world, and now they have the blood to do it.”
 
   “What blood?” Byn asked.
 
   “I’m going to explain this as simply as I can, because you all need to understand it if we are to succeed.” Melyssa sat herself beside the echo stone and crossed her legs. “Torn was not natural. I’m not sure if he was even human, and I married him.”
 
   “Yet you had a child together,” Trell said.
 
   “Varyn.” Melyssa almost smiled. “Yes. He was such a kind boy before June died. Xander’s mother. I wish you’d known him then.”
 
   Xander scowled. “I know my father well enough. I know if I ever see that bastard again, I’m going to cave his face in.”
 
   Melyssa sighed and moved on. “No one knows where Torn came from. Even I never learned. What I do know is his blood was unlike any ever seen in the Five Provinces. Incredibly powerful.”
 
   “What was he?” Sera asked.
 
   “My husband,” Melyssa said. “A good man. All that matters is that he stepped into the Underside to save us all. Once inside, he closed the gates and scribed them shut. That seal has held for seventy years. We were certain it would never break.”
 
   “What does that have to do with Kara?” Trell asked.
 
   “Torn locked himself inside the Underside almost seventy years ago. The Mavoureen have been torturing him since. I know he would not give up his secrets willingly, but one does not need to be willing to betray themselves to the Mavoureen. Somehow, they learned how his blood was different from others. Once they learned that, they sent minions to find Torn’s descendants. They altered an unborn descendent to have the same type of blood that Torn did.”
 
   “That’s why Ona’s dying?” Sera asked. “Because the demons altered Kara’s blood to be like Torn’s?”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense!” Xander shouted. “What good would it do them to make Kara more powerful?”
 
   “The only way to undo what Torn did is to scribe blood glyphs on this side of the gates, but those glyphs must be just as powerful as those on the far side. As Torn’s.” Melyssa grimaced. “Kara is the only person powerful enough to break through my husband’s wards.”
 
   “Well,” Xander shouted, “thank the Five you had the forethought to steal her away and erase my mind! That worked out so well, didn’t it? Everything’s just perfect now!”
 
   “Enough!” Melyssa’s word came out hard, and Xander flinched. It seemed all Bloodmenders could silence people with a word. Melyssa was better at it than most.
 
   “I’m sorry for what I took from you, from Ona, but I knew it was the only way to save your daughter. Torn knew this might happen.”
 
   “And if it did?” Trell stepped closer. “What was your plan?”
 
   Xander answered for them. “Melyssa and Varyn were supposed to kill her. Kill my daughter. Torn charged them to kill any person who they thought could undo his wards, even if that person was their own blood. As if that would make any difference.”
 
   Trell frowned at Melyssa. “Odd you didn’t mention that.”
 
   Melyssa shrugged, eyes on the distant clouds. “I learned what Kara was when she was still in Ona’s womb, and yes, I considered killing her. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I think the Mavoureen knew that about me. That’s why they changed her instead of someone I didn’t love.”
 
   Byn sat down. “I’d never want to make that choice.”
 
   “Neither did I. I let Kara live, and I thought my plan would protect her. I think it even would have worked, if not for Cantrall.”
 
   Trell clenched his fists. “He betrayed you.”
 
   “Not at all, dear boy. The Mavoureen stole Cantrall and did things you cannot imagine. He was there when Varyn and I hid Kara away. They tore the secret of her birthright out of his soul, and once they tore him apart they corrupted what remained. They made the brave man I trained into their puppet.”
 
   “So what are we still doing here?” Aryn asked. His raspy voice sounded like Trell’s now, like he had spent his life breathing desert sand. “What is this glyph marker? How is it going to get us to the Unsettled Lands where we can roast Cantrall?”
 
   “This stone is a link between this location and its twin stone in the Unsettled Lands.” Melyssa glanced at Jyllith. “That stone exists in two places at once, here and there.”
 
   Byn watched Jyllith as she moved her palm once more over the stone. She had been doing that constantly, with some variation, and Byn couldn’t tell if one pass was different from the other. He just knew he hadn’t heard that tuning fork hum again. So was that sound a warning? Would making it louder destroy them?
 
   “Torn devised its mechanism long before his death,” Melyssa said, “but it was the Mavoureen, using the knowledge they ripped from his soul, who created this link. Only those who know the proper combination of glyphs can use this anchor to journey from one location to another. We now have one who knows those glyphs.”
 
   Jyllith removed her hands from the stone. The earth rumbled in a way Byn felt more than heard. “It’s ready.”
 
   Byn felt a growl rising in his throat. Jyllith had tried to make Sera into a demon. She had send Aryn to the Underside. He wanted to grab her and snap her neck.
 
   “Byn,” Melyssa said. “We need her. I cannot make you forgive what she has done, but she has been shown the error of her ways. I made sure of that. She knows everything she did was wrong.”
 
   “How wonderful for you both. I hope you have a good cry about it.” Byn clenched his fist. “I’m going to kill her.”
 
   “No, you’re not.” Aryn grabbed his shoulder. “That woman gave me to Balazel. After we stop Cantrall, I’m going to burn her alive."
 
   Jyllith didn’t say anything in her defense. She hunched down like a dog that had been in too many fights. If anything, Byn hated her even more for surrendering before he could strangle her.
 
   Melyssa looked to Jyllith. “Take us now. Open the portal.”
 
   Jyllith passed her hands over the black marble stone, one after the other. It hummed in response to her motions, the tuning fork sound increasing. The vibrations increased as well, and they made Byn’s hair stand on end. The earth rippled like water would.
 
   “If you cannot find it in your hearts to forgive her,” Melyssa said, “I will not intervene. But murdering her now changes nothing.”
 
   The air around them crystallized and cracked. The summit broke apart beneath them, but the alarm that caused was nothing in comparison to the sight of the sky splitting in two. Byn’s world folded in upon itself, like stiff paper, and he couldn’t even scream.
 
   “Here we go,” Jyllith said softly.
 
   A deafening thunderclap drowned out any noise Byn might have made. Then he opened eyes he had never closed and found the sky crackling with colored lightning. He gaped at the devastated ground.
 
   Bare, twisted trees struggled to survive in a land free of sunlight. A black marble stone identical to the one that had stood atop the mountain rose just ahead. Its hum faded.
 
   Trell swept his sword left and right, searching for any threat. Aryn moved ahead, balls of fire bursting to life in his blackened hands. Sera watched with narrow eyes as Jyllith hugged herself and shivered in the wind. Nothing else stirred in the ruins of Terras.
 
   “We are alone,” Melyssa said. “Cantrall must have taken Kara to the glyphing room. That’s where we’ll find the gate the Terras elders opened to the Underside. That’s where we’ll stop him.”
 
   The destruction that surrounded them made Byn miss his family, miss everyone he loved. Tiny memorial crystals were everywhere. Despite all the stories he had heard about what had happened here, seeing the actual slaughter chilled him to the bone.
 
   “By the bloody Five.” Xander stared at his hands, then turned them palms up. “We should be charred clear through.”
 
   “You would be,” Melyssa agreed, “if you were uninvited guests.” She glanced at Byn. “Get up.”
 
   Byn stood. The first steps he took were easy. He clenched his fists and found no strength lacking. “How?”
 
   “We are now below sea level. Land is at his peak. You will have no trouble walking here.” Melyssa hurried into the ruins of Terras. “Follow me, everyone.”
 
   “Land.” Byn shook his head. “That’s the part I’m still not getting, here. What does Land have to do with me?”
 
   “The Five are inside us,” Sera said as she walked past. “Trell hosts Life, and Aryn, Heat. Jyllith hosts Breath. You host Land.”
 
   “But that means...” Byn reached for Sera’s hand, but she pulled away. “Ruin’s a demon. You wouldn’t dare scribe demon glyphs.”
 
   “Ruin is Ruin. And you were dead when I called him.”
 
   She hurried after Melyssa, outdistancing Byn despite his new strength. Trell caught up and gripped his arm. They had fought together at Highridge Keep, and Trell just seemed like a good man. Byn resisted the urge to dart after Sera.
 
   “You must understand,” Trell said. “She scribed demon glyphs to help Kara defeat Jyllith. She sacrificed herself to save countless lives. She did it because she loved you.”
 
   Byn watched Sera and grimaced. He knew that was exactly what Sera would do. She would die to save people she didn’t know.
 
   “There’s only one path for someone who scribes demon glyphs,” Trell added quietly. “If she pushes you away, it’s only because she wants to spare you the pain of losing her. When she dies.”
 
   Byn couldn’t believe it. Sera was not Demonkin! Yet why, if this was so, had she turned her back on him? How could she even consider killing herself when she had so much ahead of her?
 
   He couldn’t let her do that. He wouldn’t. The reasons she had scribed that demon glyph were irrelevant. He loved her and he wasn’t leaving her. Simple as that.
 
   They walked past Jyllith. She was wandering now, aimlessly. Aryn snatched her hand and yanked her forward. She followed with her head down, like a cowed dog.
 
   “Kara’s waiting for us,” Aryn said. “Walk faster.”
 
   Byn watched them both as they hurried on. He watched Aryn, charred beyond recognition, and Jyllith, broken body and soul. The two of them had broken each other.
 
   “What happened to her?” Byn walked with Trell at the back of their small group. It seemed the easiest path at the moment.
 
   “Melyssa did it. After Breath resurrected her, Melyssa searched Jyllith’s mind. Her memories. One skilled in memory alteration can recognize memories that others changed, and the man that changed Jyllith’s memories did a sloppy job.”
 
   “Cantrall did that to her?”
 
   “I think so. I think his revenants destroyed her town, murdered her family, and she witnessed it all. Except what she remembered wasn’t revenants. She saw Mynt soldiers execute her family.”
 
   “That doesn’t give her the right to make people into demons.”
 
   “I never said it did, but it does explain her hatred of you. In all the years she fought to destroy the Mynt, Jyllith never once examined her own recollections. When she did, her realization of how she’d been tricked nearly killed her.”
 
   “I don’t follow.”
 
   “Cantrall slaughtered her family and took her as his apprentice. He raised a traumatized child to kill, and now that child knows the people she took her vengeance upon never hurt anyone. She thought they were guilty, and every last one of them was innocent. I think that’s why she turned on Cantrall, why she’s broken now. Guilt.”
 
   Byn scoffed. “I don’t care what happened to her or why she attacked us. She’s a monster. She needs to die and she will, soon.”
 
   “We might all die soon. You never know.” Trell shook his head. “You asked a question. I answered. Let’s save Kara and then discuss it after. If that’s all right with you?”
 
   Byn frowned and nodded. “That seems like a good plan.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TRELL FOLLOWED MELYSSA as she strode confidently ahead of Aryn and Jyllith, thinking on how far he’d come. Melyssa led them to a ruined square building with its roof blown off, and Trell wondered what it had been. A dormitory? A meeting hall? 
 
   A large slab of rock lay against what had once been the building doors. Melyssa stopped them. Once they were all gathered, she looked to Jyllith. “You know Cantrall best. What are your thoughts?”
 
   “You must not glyph.” Jyllith raised her empty gray eyes to look at them. “Any of you. Cantrall can feel it. He can’t comprehend the idea of anyone following him here, but if he finds out—”
 
   “There’s a giant rock in front of the door,” Aryn said. “How do you suggest we move that without glyphs?”
 
   Jyllith looked down. She didn’t say anything else. Melyssa looked to Byn and nodded.
 
   “We need Land’s strength. Move the rock.”
 
   The “rock” was a slab as thick as a massive log and taller than a carriage. Solid stone. No man could lift it. A dozen men could not. Trell and Byn exchanged a glance. Then Byn shrugged and walked for the slab of stone. Trell supposed it was worth a try.
 
   Byn stepped forward and glanced at Sera. She didn’t look at him. She looked at anything but him. Byn scowled, moved past her, and placed his hands under the massive slab of stone.
 
   “You can lift it,” Melyssa said. “I promise.”
 
   The way Byn’s eyes widened as he lifted the slab matched the eyes of those who watched, save Melyssa. Trell understood, then, what Land had done. He had given Byn all the strength of the earth.
 
   Byn balanced the rock against his wide chest like he might balance a huge cask of ale. He sidled sideways and set the slab, carefully, against one of the aging walls. When he finished, he brushed the dust from his white-stained hands and turned on them.
 
   “I’m ready to go kill Cantrall now.”
 
   “Then I have one more word of caution.” Melyssa led them through the hole to a set of stairs, leading down. “One of your friends is no longer with us.”
 
   “Jair.” Trell grimaced as he remembered the flat of his sword smacking into the man’s head. “Is he still alive?” Trell hoped so.
 
   Melyssa led them into a tunnel with descending steps, Jyllith following listlessly. Melyssa stopped once the stairs grew dark and looked up at them, blue eyes bright in the fading light.
 
   “I don’t know, but I know the power the dead exert upon an inexperienced Soulmage. We cannot blame Jair for what he might do, but we must also weigh his life against our whole world. If he lives and chooses to fight us, you may have to kill him.”
 
   Byn huffed angrily from up the stairs. “It can’t be as bad as all that. I know him. He’s a good man. Whatever happened to make him lose his mind, there’s got to be a way to bring him back.”
 
   “That may be.” Melyssa started down the stairs once more. “But if we must choose between saving Jair and stopping Cantrall, we stop Cantrall. Our world depends on that.” She paused. “Aryn. Light the way, if you would?”
 
   New light filled the dark tunnel. Trell felt the heat. He turned and stared as Aryn walked past him, two bright flames floating in his upraised hands. Aryn bared blackened teeth.
 
   Byn rushed past Trell, almost knocking him up against the wall of the narrow stairwell. “Melyssa said no glyphs. You’ve given us away!” He gripped Aryn’s arm and pulled so hard Aryn stumbled.
 
   “Release me, you balky imbecile!” Aryn tugged hard, but couldn’t free his arm. “It’s not a glyph! It’s fire!” 
 
   “Let him go,” Sera ordered. The power in her unusually deep voice caused Byn to step back as if he had been burned. Together, Byn and Aryn blinked at Sera. Trell stared as well.
 
   “Heat does not scribe glyphs,” Sera told them, in her own voice, yet even that drove a chill down Trell’s spine. “So stop squabbling.”
 
   Trell knew no one would argue. Ruin’s power filled Sera, the power to wipe them from existence with a touch, and the thought of being erased bothered him more than being killed or even tortured. To cease to exist ... Trell could not imagine that.
 
   “Melyssa leads, with Jyllith,” Sera said. “Aryn follows and lights the path. Next Trell, myself, Xander. Byn, you walk the rear.”
 
   Before Byn could protest, Aryn strode past him and started down the stairs, holding his fire high. Anxious to find Kara, Trell followed. He didn’t look back to see if the others were with them, but he heard them starting down the steps in the order Sera had dictated. Or the order Ruin had, through her voice.
 
   Trell wondered at the strangeness of the Five’s power alive in mere mortals. Still, Kara’s explanation made sense. The Five simply could not influence this world without a mortal to filter their power, and hadn’t the Mavoureen done much the same with Cantrall?
 
   This was a proxy war, fought through mortals, but everyone knew the true power behind the pawns. Yet what if the pawns weren’t content to be moved around? Trell could consider the implications of that after they saved Kara.
 
   After a long walk, the stairwell ended. Melyssa stepped into an open hall with Jyllith beside her. The balls of fire floating in Aryn’s hands revealed a tunnel with an arching, moss-covered roof of gray brick overhead. Eight archways led in different directions. Melyssa gasped, hand going to her mouth.
 
   “It isn’t the same.” Melyssa looked from tunnel to tunnel, then looked at them. “We came down this path as we walked to the glyphing room. There were two tunnels here, not eight!
 
   “Terras changes,” Jyllith said flatly. “Cantrall discovered that. The elders often altered the layout of their tunnels to keep intruders from finding their glyphing room. He altered them again a week ago.”
 
   “I never imagined.” Melyssa took Jyllith’s hand. “Has he altered these halls since? Do you know where he is now?”
 
   Jyllith nodded. Aryn gripped her shoulder. He wrenched her back and glared at the side of her face.
 
   “Then you will lead us to Cantrall. Now.”
 
   Jyllith nodded again. She did not try to move until Aryn shoved her forward. Then she did move, walking at an even pace down the third hall off the stairwell.
 
   “Almost too perfect,” Xander grumbled as he stepped into the hall, an anxious Byn all but treading on his robes. “Byn moves the rock at the door, Aryn lights the way, and Jyllith leads us through his maze. I suppose Sera is going to summon up a demon next. Was this your plan all along, woman?”
 
   Melyssa started walking with an odd smile on her face. “You should know by now nothing with me goes as planned.”
 
   “Then understand this.” Xander followed her and Trell followed him. “I’m here for my daughter, but even after we rescue her, every moment she lives means this could all happen again.”
 
   Trell missed a step as he realized Xander was right. Kara’s blood was the key to opening the gate to a world of demons. As long as she lived, what would stop another from following Cantrall?
 
   Melyssa did not slow her pace, did not look back. She didn’t say anything, and Trell wondered if she would. He needed this explained. She couldn’t possibly plan to kill Kara once they rescued her.
 
   Could she?
 
   “Just remember my knife at your back,” Xander said, his voice all but a growl. “You’ll never hurt Kara. If you ever threaten her again, I’ll kill you myself.”
 
   “Melyssa will not harm her,” Trell said. To ease the tension.
 
   “You don’t know her like I do.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.” Trell found Xander’s eyes. “I won’t let her hurt Kara. I won’t let anyone hurt Kara, ever.”
 
   Xander grunted and thumped Trell’s shoulder. When he looked ahead, he actually wore a grin.
 
   “See,” Melyssa said, still showing her back. “I chose a strong protector for your daughter.”
 
   Xander’s scowl returned. “You could have chosen me.”
 
   “I made choices and I’ve lived with them. I’ve lived ninety years, and I’ve seen more people I loved die than you’ve known in all your life. I’m about ready. If you must kill me, do it, but let me help you save your daughter first.”
 
   Xander glowered at her back, but didn’t say anything else. Trell considered what Melyssa had done to both of them — wiping away their memories and families — and found he could not forgive her. Melyssa might be their ally, now, but that could change. Fast.
 
   Jyllith led them on as Aryn’s light flickered through a tunnel that twisted upon itself like a great snake. Without Jyllith, there was no chance they could have navigated these halls in time to save Kara. Breath taking her Champion had likely saved them all.
 
   They eventually reached a closed set of massive oak doors, locked tight with a bar of solid steel. Byn lifted the bar and set it aside as if it weighed nothing. He barely made any sound.
 
   “How did Cantrall bar this door from the outside?” As Byn grabbed the door ring, Sera snatched his wrist.
 
   “Don’t,” Sera commanded. “Don’t you dare.”
 
   She pushed Byn back and lowered her head. She raised her arms and chanted incomprehensible words in a low voice. Manifestations of darkness appeared before her hands. Demons loyal to Ruin. They snarled and ghosted forward.
 
   More manifestations burst from the oak doors and ripped into those summoned by Ruin. They fought, briefly, but Ruin’s demons soon gained the upper hand, tearing the lesser demons limb from limb. When the conflict was done, Ruin’s demons smashed into the door and burned jagged symbols in the oak. Inky smoke rose.
 
   Byn just stared at her, eyes wide. Lost.
 
   “Open it,” Ruin’s deep voice commanded. Byn leapt to obey. Aryn grabbed the other door ring and the two of them pulled. Together, they forced the ancient oak doors open with a deafening creak.
 
   “Well done.” Xander stared at the huge room beyond and the stairs rising at its far wall. “Shall I shout obscenities down the hall a few times, just to make sure Cantrall knows we’re here?”
 
   “He knows.” Jair Deymartin stepped from the darkness atop the stairs. Two huge revenants clanked into view behind him.
 
   Sera’s hand came up, her slim fingers snapping out. More of Ruin’s indefinable dark nothing leapt from her open palm. It lashed toward the revenants. Jair stepped into its path, and Sera’s power evaporated.
 
   “She fights you.” Jair bared bright white teeth. “Doesn’t she, Ruin? Sera won’t let you destroy her friends.”
 
   Sera lowered her arm. “Step aside.” Something forced her arm back up again. Ruin didn’t care for Jair as Sera did.
 
   “No,” Jair said, as revenants clanked from all corners of the darkness, filling the room. “I don’t know how you found your way here, and I really don’t care. I’m not letting you through this door.”
 
   Trell counted dozens of the armored monsters as he readied the revenant greatsword he had stolen back in Highridge Pass. He searched for any trace of the brave Soulmage he had come to know on the long journey from Solyr. Was Jair lost to them?
 
   “Listen to yourself!” Byn stepped into the room, heedless of the revenants. “The Five are here to stop this! Doesn’t that tell you something about the man in your head? Drown me, Jair, you just told off Ruin himself!”
 
   Jair’s confident smile faltered. “I didn’t...” Then his eyes narrowed once more. “The Five enslave all humanity. If you try to stop Elder Cantrall, I’ll kill you.”
 
   “Trell,” Melyssa said softly. “We need those stairs.”
 
   Trell raised his greatsword and started for the stairs. As he did so, lightning flashed inside the room, blinding him. When his vision cleared, a huge revenant with a skull-shaped helmet straightened in the midst of the others. It held a glowing sword of pure light. The other revenants stomped aside, leaving a clear path for Trell.
 
   The giant revenant lowered its sword. It beckoned him closer. It offered a challenge for the stairs.
 
   Trell walked forward and watched the revenants in the room, but none challenged him. Life’s ice sheathed his blade and then he jogged, ran, sprinted. He screamed with all his might as he brought the blade scything around to cut the revenant in half.
 
   The skull-faced revenant’s lightning blade flashed up and blocked his strike. Trell nearly lost his grip, the impact rattling through his ice-covered arms. He stumbled, barely keeping his balance, and then the revenant moved forward. Striking fast.
 
   Trell somehow blocked the revenant’s first strike, but even doing that sent him reeling. Rippling thunder followed the revenant’s sword as it spun the blade, extended one hand, and offered him a mocking bow. Its skull-faced helmet grinned wide.
 
   The revenants in the room seemed honor bound to ignore their duel, but that had not stopped them from moving on everyone else. Glowing red davenger eyes emerged from the shadows, and then the mass of Mavoureen charged his friends. The front ranks simply evaporated as Aryn raised thick waves of flame.
 
   Xander stepped forward, tossing out scythes that appeared to be formed of green energy. They took off revenant knees and sliced davengers in half. More flame and gusts of air joined those scythes.
 
   “Well!” Xander shouted. “It seems we have their attention!”
 
   The others had the army well in hand. This revenant general was his alone. Trell turned, readied his blade, and charged as one of Sera’s bursts of nothing blew by his side. It struck a davenger, and the demon vanished with a hollow pop.
 
   “Al elite sancadynis tyl adres!” Trell swung his sword.
 
   The revenant general turned Trell’s strike aside so easily that he almost tripped over the stairs. Then it dashed forward, lightning sword striking repeatedly. Trell could not keep up with it, and blow after blow slammed into his icy armor, knocking chunks right off him. How long until that sword penetrated? How long until he died?
 
   Bright yellow eyes flashed inside the helmet as Trell found a pattern in its attacks. He stopped looking at where it struck and visualized where it would strike. Life’s strength allowed him to wield the massive greatsword as fast as a much smaller weapon, yet all that did was allow him to push the revenant a single step back.
 
   “Swordking! Watch yourself!” Xander stepped up to guard Trell’s back, parting a davenger’s head from its shoulders with another spectral scythe. “I can feel the presence inside that body. That actually is one of the Mavoureen!”
 
   That made sense, given the monster’s unusual speed and agility. It fought better than he did, and Trell’s best efforts only kept him from losing yet more ground. How could he defeat it?
 
   Trell ducked, avoiding the lightning sword streaking over his head, and Xander cursed as it just missed him. Trell’s answering strike seemed slow as the revenant flipped its thundering blade in midswing. It parried Trell’s thrust and stomped back.
 
   “As long as I’m watching your back, boy,” Xander shouted, “take care with mine?”
 
   A davenger leapt from the darkness. Blasts of air dropped the davenger the moment it arrived, slamming it into the ground. Jyllith crushed it bone by bone and then a furious tornado rose around them, isolating the revenant general from its army.
 
   “Deal with him,” Jyllith said, her voice soft enough to be a small child’s. “You will not be disturbed.”
 
   Trell turned to the Mavoureen general, now waiting at the stairs with its lightning sword in both hands. It wanted him to attack again. It wanted to prove its superiority once more.
 
   “Life,” Trell said. “I need more power.”
 
   “More power than this will damage you. Change you forever.”
 
   “I don’t care. I need to defeat this monster and that’s the only way we can do it. Together.”
 
   “My power is yours. All of it.”
 
   The streams coursing through Trell’s veins surged into a torrent. Water filled his lungs and ice crackled over his bones. He and Life were one. He drowned again in the Layn river.
 
   Trell howled and dashed forward, striking so fast he barely saw the blows. The revenant general kept up, but only just. He even managed to back it to the stairs. They were finally matched, and everything Trell threw at the demon simply wasn’t enough!
 
   “Move!” Sera yelled. “I have him!”
 
   Nothing blew past Trell’s left side. The revenant catapulted itself five stairs up as Ruin’s power disintegrated three stairs below. The revenant tossed its lightning sword like a throwing knife.
 
   Trell swiped at the sword as he ducked left. His ice-sheathed blade sliced air as the lightning sword arced under his swing and darted toward Sera.
 
   Byn caught it a pace from Sera’s face, bending it and twisting it. Doing all that with just one hand. He forced the blade to turn, jammed it into the davenger clutched in his other hand, and flinched as the demon corpse exploded in a burst of black blood. 
 
   “Finish it, Trell! Take it down!”
 
   Trell charged. The now unarmed revenant lowered its grinning skull. The yellow in its eyes flared just before Life’s power sliced through its chest, but as its armor split open, Trell found it empty. The Mavoureen had vanished.
 
   As the armor crumbled, Trell realized the revenant’s last gesture had been one of sincere respect. He ignored that, dashed up the stairs, and met Jair’s simple iron blade. Metal crunched ice.
 
   “You can’t do this!” Jair shouted.
 
   Jair struck again and again, eyes green and strikes precise. Trell blocked and frowned. Jair was channeling a swordsman, a talented one at that, but even this soul would be no match for a revenant general. Or the Tellvan swordking who had just struck him down.
 
   “Don’t be a fool!” Jair fell back with each step and swing from Trell, blade shaking in his hands. “Without the Mavoureen to save us, this world will—”
 
   Trell sent his opponent’s blade spinning into the darkness with a single upward strike. “Quiet.” He punched Jair in the gut, hard enough to knock him breathless. “Move.”
 
   Trell pushed Jair aside and hopped over his prone, writhing body. He hoped he hadn’t broken anything, but the important thing was Jair wasn’t dead. “I’m going for Kara!” he shouted.
 
   Confused shouts answered him. One was deep enough to be Sera or Ruin, but Trell paid no heed. Two more revenants fell to his blade, and then the hallway to Kara was clear.
 
   Trell dashed into the darkness with ice inside his veins.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   KARA WAS VAGUELY AWARE of the world around her, and screams filled that world. Someone with a very deep voice was chanting some very bad things. After a long moment, she realized she was chanting. Cantrall was chanting through her lips.
 
   “Well,” her own lips said. “More resourceful than I expected.”
 
   They looked down. They still wore the same bloodied academy shirt and brown pants Kara had worn since she left Solyr. She even felt the comforting weight of her reagent pouch against her chest. Cantrall had not discarded it, and why would he?
 
   They sat cross-legged in the middle of a rounded tower of stone bricks. It was bigger than Solyr’s Council Chamber, the rocks enormous and pitted with age. Charred silhouettes burned into the walls showed her where the Mavoureen had incinerated the Terras elders. The first casualties of thousands in the All Province War.
 
   Behind them rose a pair of great oak gates, shut and sealed with blood glyphs. The gates of Terras. Beyond those gates the Mavoureen hungered.
 
   “Cantrall.” Kara forced her lips to move. “My friends have come for you, haven’t they?”
 
   Cantrall stood them up. “This doesn’t change anything. It just means I’ll be forced to inflict more senseless pain.”
 
   Kara examined the ring in which they stood. It was an immense, multi-tiered circle of glyphs, painted in glowing magesand. Demon glyphs, but more complex and powerful than any she had ever seen. Were these the glyphs of the Mavoureen themselves?
 
   “They didn’t even realize what they were doing,” Cantrall whispered. “The Terras elders were fools toying with gods. What did they expect would happen?”
 
   “They’ll kill you,” Kara said. “They’ll kill me!”
 
   “My life is meaningless, but yours is not. Very soon now all this suffering will end. All the suffering in the world will end.”
 
   Cantrall didn’t know how true his last words were. “Damn you, listen—!”
 
   “Silence.” Cantrall snapped his fingers, and then Kara could not control her lips or anything else. She was his.
 
   “I have to concentrate.” Cantrall sang.
 
   Kara recognized the words of his quiet hymn as the ancient language. It shocked her. No one had been able to sing the ancient language since Torn. It was an art lost to their world forever, far more powerful and flexible than simple glyph magic.
 
   The words Cantrall sang were almost impossible to comprehend. They didn’t sound like they could come from any human tongue. Kara could not understand a word of it, but the closed oak gates in the side of the tower trembled.
 
   When Cantrall finished, thunder rumbled ominously. The gates flew open with a massive crack. That revealed a yawning maw of swirling purple clouds and unleashed inhuman screams.
 
   They stared as a dot burst from a distant purple cloud, growing rapidly in size and sound. A spectral worm lined with spinning spikes. As it sped toward the tower, it made a sound like a thousand butchers sharpening knives at once. Kara couldn’t even scream.
 
   The entire tower shook as the worm slammed into the far side of the open gates. How could those gates have stopped such a beast? The worm reared, three joined flaps peeling back to reveal a hollow throat. It latched onto the archway like a leech on a wound.
 
   Glowing yellow eyes flared inside the worm’s gullet. They drifted forward as the space between the gates crackled with green magic. A shield of spectral energy threw them back, and then Kara saw Torn.
 
   She caught a glimpse of a thin, naked man with short gray hair, a hard chin, and a web of bloody scars across his body. They would have torn any normal man apart. He stood inside the open gates and held that green shield strong despite his wounds. His torture.
 
   Kara felt sick and cold. Her great-grandfather, the High Protector, had held these gates shut with his blood glyphs and will for over seventy years. He had endured torture far worse than anything she could imagine and he had never faltered, never broken.
 
   Now she was going to make all that mean nothing.
 
   “Cantrall!” Trell shouted.
 
   They spun around at the fierce challenge to find a man covered in icy armor. He charged into the room and Kara struggled with her lips. She tried to shout, tried to scream.
 
   “Trell, no.” Cantrall raised her hands. “Stop.”
 
   Trell pointed his sword. “Release Kara. Now.”
 
   Her sleeve thrashed as Cantrall threw out her hand, scribing a glyph faster than she could follow. Her Hand of Breath tossed Trell into the wall like a cork in a massive wave. Kara screamed, silently.
 
   Trell hit the bricks hard enough to send chips and powder rattling across the floor, yet Life’s Champion struggled to his feet with one determined grunt. A collision that would have smashed any normal man into paste had barely fazed him. Perhaps Life was going to save her!
 
   “Fall.” Cantrall threw out both hands. Trell snapped his sword up as Life froze the glyphed air. It split Cantrall’s strike around his raised sword in a giant, glittering snowflake, and then Trell charged.
 
   Kara felt her lips move and realized Cantrall was distracted. He blew her body into the air with a thick Hand of Breath, flipping over Trell’s next swing, but he couldn’t keep that up forever. If Trell distracted Cantrall, could she seize back control of her body?
 
   “Make him glyph!” Kara shouted. “Do that, and I can—“
 
   Cantrall shut her mouth. “What is your plan? To murder her?”
 
   Trell halted. “No.”
 
   Kara wanted to scream at him, but Cantrall wouldn’t let her. She tore at the walls of her mind and found another opening, another few words. “Kill me! Please!”
 
   Trell raised his sword. He bared his teeth and dashed forward, blade coming around. “Forgive me!”
 
   Cantrall scribed and stars flashed before Kara’s eyes. Astral glyphs. They spun, now behind Trell, and tossed a massive Hand of Breath into Trell’s back. It was so powerful it lifted his whole body and slammed him into the wall. He dropped his sword.
 
   Kara gasped. “Stop!”
 
   The Hand of Breath dropped Trell and then caught him again, spinning him and smashing him against the wall. Over, and over, and over. Cracking ice and bone. Blood splattered the stones as Kara finally managed to jerk her own hand to the left, mussing Cantrall’s glyph. Far too late. Trell’s broken body fell.
 
   “Useless.” Cantrall stalked forward and scribed a Hand of Heat. “I didn’t want to kill you, swordking—”
 
   Gouts of massive flame roared from the doorway. Kara’s fingers scribed rapidly and raised a wall of ice. The flames cut right through it and then they were backing up, stepping inside the circle of Mavoureen glyphs just in time to avoid incineration.
 
   “The power of the Five,” Cantrall said. “How inspiring.”
 
   A blistered human form stomped into the Terras glyphing room with both its black-charred hands lit with flame. “That’s not the half of it.” The demon launched another fireball. “It’s time for you to burn again, respected elder.” That charred corpse was Aryn Locke.
 
   Cantrall sat the two of them, knees spread and heels crossed, right in the middle of his circle of Mavoureen glyphs. He pressed her hands to her thighs as Aryn’s flames rolled around a protective bubble. A Mavoureen variant of Olden’s shell?
 
   “Aryn!” a woman shouted. “Watch your flames!”
 
   Aryn stopped burning just in time to avoid incinerating Trell’s bloodied, motionless form. As he pulled his fire back Kara watched Trell from the corner of her eyes, willed him to move. Pleaded with him. He couldn’t be dead, not again.
 
   “Stop this,” Cantrall said. “Trust me.”
 
   “Kill me!” Kara shouted. “Now!”
 
   Aryn just blinked at her, but then Sera stepped into view and Kara felt real hope. Sera would save her. Sera would kill her. Cantrall was going to fail.
 
   Sera tossed a burst of nothing that shrieked in a way Kara had never heard. It crackled toward them like a whip. It dissipated as it slammed into Cantrall’s bubble.
 
   Kara struggled with her mouth. “Kill me! Now!”
 
   “Impossible,” Sera said. Her voice was deep and strange. Sera hosted Ruin, and even Ruin’s power couldn’t best Cantrall.
 
   “What is impossible?” Cantrall said from inside her. “Worlds beyond our own? The Five resurrecting their pawns?”
 
   More people rushed into the room. Byn! Byn was alive! Yet why was Jyllith standing beside him? And what was Xander doing here?
 
   “It’s over, Cantrall,” Xander said. “Release my daughter!”
 
   “I’m glad you’re here.” Cantrall smiled. “Just in time.” 
 
   Kara’s head snapped back and darkness burst from her eyes. It felt like hordes of tiny legs digging into the inside of her skin. Kara couldn’t see and when she could again, Byn tumbled to the floor.
 
   “What?” He twitched. Stopped moving.
 
   Sera fainted, and Jyllith did the same. As Aryn collapsed, he whispered a fervent curse. Then he stopped doing anything.
 
   “They’re gone.” Cantrall rose from his circle. “We can do without any more from those deluded Five.”
 
   “You couldn’t,” Melyssa breathed. She was here now, too, and clutching Kara’s father. “That’s impossible!”
 
   “Banishing the Five?” Cantrall stretched Kara’s sore body. “Oh, it’s very possible. You forget where we are. You forget the power of the Mavoureen.” Her head rolled back.
 
   “Here, at the cusp of their realm, their power knows no bounds. If the Five had factored that into their scramble to seize this world back for themselves, they wouldn’t be the flawed gods that left their world vulnerable to the Alcedi.”
 
   Kara knew she had to do something, stop this. Yet the Five Who Had Made the World had come here in the flesh to free her, to save her from demons beyond imagining. And the Five failed.
 
   What hope could possibly be left in the face of that?
 
   “The Mavoureen will save us.” Cantrall spread Kara’s hands wide. “Now I will prove it.”
 
   Xander lashed out with one spectral blade after another. A green scythe slammed into Cantrall’s shield and broke apart. A storm of knives shattered upon it like drops of rain. A giant mace broke into a thousand tiny marbles that dissipated in midair.
 
   Cantrall turned and walked them toward the gate, his protective shield moving with them. Kara struggled as they walked toward the giant, gaping mouth that had latched onto the hole in the tower wall. The same green energy she had seen earlier flared.
 
   Torn’s bloodied body writhed in that energy, twisting furiously as spikes repeatedly sliced through his body. He held fast even as Kara betrayed him. Betrayed everything he had sacrificed his life to stop.
 
   “open the gate,” the things beyond the shield demanded.
 
   Cantrall reached out. Her thumbnails sliced open all four of her fingers as she walked toward Torn’s struggling form. She started to scribe a series of complex glyphs.
 
   “Kara!” Xander shouted. “I’m sorry!”
 
   A dozen spectral blades cut through Kara’s body. She and Cantrall screamed together as they sliced her open. Kara caught herself and realized she had done that, not Cantrall. Whatever Xander had done had stunned him, but for how long?
 
   How had he penetrated Cantrall’s shields? The spectral purple knives offered the answer. They were a new glyph conceived by Xander himself, a glyph Cantrall had never seen. Cantrall couldn’t stop glyphs he didn’t know!
 
   Kara coughed up blood and stumbled to her feet, grabbing a handful of precious magesand from the circle. “Dad, wait!”
 
   “Kara?”
 
   “I can stop him!”
 
   She sensed Cantrall’s spirit stirring as she stumbled to the gateway. To Torn. One trembling hand pulled the pouch from her shirt and ripped it open. She caught the reagents in her palm, and there was no shortage of blood as she mixed them with magesand. As one finger scribed the glyphs she had memorized years ago.
 
   The Thinking Tree acorn burst when she finished, its greenish-yellow glow consuming her hand. That glow was the link, Kara realized. That glow was her soul, and it could take hold of others.
 
   “What are you doing?” Xander shouted. “Kara?”
 
   She reached Torn’s writhing form. She jammed her glowing hand right into his chest, into his heart. She pulled, hard, and the man in that glowing shield blinked at her as they passed each other in the dark. Her moving forward. Him moving back.
 
   “Transference,” Kara whispered, before the doors slammed shut.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   XANDER HONURON STARED as his daughter’s stumbling body collapsed. With a terrible, thunderous crack, the gates of Terras slammed shut. The Underside was closed.
 
   “Kara!” He dashed over. Shredding her body had been the most difficult thing he had ever done, but even a death like that was better than eternity in the Underside. A Mavoureen invasion.
 
   Melyssa joined him and together, they cradled Kara’s bloody body. Xander cried out when he saw the damage he had done. He had shredded Kara’s chest with his glyphs, leaving tips of shattered bones poking out. He had sliced her left thigh open to the bone.
 
   Kara’s eyes snapped open, clear and blue. Xander swept her broken body into his arms and cried. “Is that you? Kara?”
 
   “Kara?” His daughter coughed up blood as she spoke in a soft, raspy voice. “I had wondered what her name was. I’m afraid she’s moved on, old man.”
 
   “Torn!” Melyssa snatched Kara’s body and held her close, staring into her wide blue eyes. Xander gaped at them.
 
   “Lyssa.” Torn/Kara touched her cheek with one bloody finger. “I told you we’d see each other again. I promised, didn’t I?”
 
   Melyssa hugged Kara tight, tears streaming down her wrinkled cheeks. “Stop apologizing. You were never any good at it.”
 
   Xander tried to understand what had happened, and when he did he felt a chill grip his bones. “Where’s Kara? Where is my daughter’s soul now?”
 
   Kara’s head tilted to the archway. “In there. With the Mavoureen.”
 
   “Then get her out of there!”
 
   “Lyssa,” Torn said. “Help me stand.”
 
   Xander searched for help, breathing hard, but they were alone here. All of Kara’s friends were still unconscious. The Five were gone. There was no one left to save Kara but the three of them.
 
   “Where’s Cantrall?” Xander took Kara’s other arm. Together, he and Melyssa helped Kara’s ruined body stand.
 
   “The Soulmage?” Torn coughed up more of Kara’s blood. “I banished him the moment I entered this body. Last I saw, his spirit was tumbling into the Underside.”
 
   “Good. The bastard earned that. Now how do we get my daughter out of there?”
 
   “Help me to the gates,” Torn said.
 
   They did that. Torn could barely keep Kara’s ruined body upright, but Xander and Melyssa helped.
 
   “She’s a clever one, your Kara. Put me down.”
 
   Xander helped them kneel. With Melyssa and Xander supporting her body, Torn used Kara’s bloody fingers to scribe a dozen strange glyphs. As he did so, he sang words that were incomprehensible and terrifying. Xander felt those words tugging at his soul.
 
   When Torn finished Kara’s body fell against Melyssa, coughing hard. Xander clenched his fists. They had to get his daughter back. They had to get her out of the Underside before her body expired.
 
   “What now?” Xander demanded. “How do we open the gates?”
 
   Melyssa sighed and stroked Kara’s bloody hair. “You didn’t.”
 
   Xander glared at them. “Didn’t what?”
 
   “No. Of course you did.” Melyssa almost smiled.
 
   “What did he do, Melyssa? What did you both do?”
 
   Torn spoke through Kara’s bloody lips. “Your daughter knew what was at stake. Our world. She knew once I was back on this side, I could ward the gate in a way that makes it impossible to ever open. The Mavoureen will never trouble this world again.”
 
   Xander couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. “No.” He had failed his daughter again, failed Ona. Failed everyone.
 
   “I’m so sorry.” Melyssa hugged Torn as Kara’s body gasped, dying in her arms. “But your daughter just saved the world.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE SMELL OF BURNING FLESH seared Kara’s nostrils. Pain ate through her as she realized that flesh was her own. The pain stopped. Her flesh healed over like it had never been burned.
 
   Kara fell to her knees and coughed up blood, staring at strange new arms. They were thin and covered with scars. She wore no shirt. She was flat chested, male, and standing in the Underside.
 
   Kara looked up. She stood on a flat, round chunk of hard gray earth, floating in a vortex of purple clouds. The demons she had only imagined were all around her. They looked like dozens of shadows made of nightmares and spikes.
 
   The foremost shadow shifted and changed, collapsing its disparate parts into a single, solid form. Kara trembled as she recognized its tree trunk legs, its impossibly huge head and eyes, its dark, scaled skin. It was Balazel.
 
   “Why do you stop?” Another shadow coalesced into an ape-like form with a misshapen head and glittering white teeth. Davazet. “Make him open the gates.”
 
   “He can’t,” Balazel rumbled in a deep voice. “This is not Torn any longer. It’s someone else.”
 
   Kara pushed Torn’s body to its feet, staring at dozens of new cuts and thousands of old ones. How long had they tortured him here? She scribed Hands of Life with both bloody fingers. She wanted to hurt them like they had hurt her great-grandfather.
 
   “Impossible,” Balazel rumbled.
 
   Kara threw out both hands, tossing jagged icicles. They embedded themselves in Balazel’s glowing eyes. The great demon stumbled back, clutching its face and howling.
 
   Davazet leapt at her, snarling. Kara smashed it to the earth with a Hand of Land she scribed so fast she didn’t realize she was doing it. Davazet pushed up, snarling, and then Kara scribed a Finger of Fire longer and hotter than any she had ever felt.
 
   It slashed out like a whip and sliced Davazet’s legs clean off. The Mavoureen tumbled and blew apart, bursting back into a cluster of shadowy spikes. Those spikes shrieked and scattered in all directions. Running away, with the rest of them.
 
   Kara could scarcely comprehend the awesome power inside Torn’s body. Only Balazel remained, crawling away. Kara stormed after it, grabbed the back of its massive head, and slammed it into the earth. Balazel’s cry shook the world around her.
 
   “Who are you?” Balazel gasped as she forced its giant head back up. “How can you glyph without opening the gate?”
 
   Kara looked behind her. There, a stone arch holding two oak gates sprouted from the middle of the flat gray earth, absent any form of support or wall. A thick mess of intertwined blood glyphs grew across each gate and bound them together.
 
   Kara finally understood why the demons had been able to torture Torn so mercilessly. Her great-grandfather had used all of his strength to close the gates of Terras, first by scribing his glyphs, then by holding them shut. As she saw the wounds she had inflicted on Balazel melting away, she knew why Torn had never bothered fighting. No one could kill Mavoureen here.
 
   “The gate is closed,” Kara said. “Torn is on the other side, in my body, and he’s reinforced the glyphs here with glyphs there.” She slammed Balazel’s giant head into the earth as hard as she could. “You’re never going to open those gates again.”
 
   Balazel pushed up. Despite Kara’s best efforts, she could not stop it. She stood and backed safely out of the demon’s massive reach, scribing two more Hands of Land.
 
   “Wait.” Balazel raised its hands. “I yield.”
 
   Kara bit back disbelief. “You yield?”
 
   “If what you say is true, there is no longer any point in fighting.” Balazel’s giant red eyes had already healed as it bared long teeth. “You stand now in the Underside. There is no permanent death here. Fighting accomplishes naught but futile pain.”
 
   “Pain?” Kara thought about the seventy years this terrible demon had spent inflicting tortures on Torn and others. People like Aryn Locke. “Right. Futile. There’s really no point.”
 
   She slammed both Hands of Land into either side of Balazel’s massive head, crushing it like a giant watermelon. Even as its body collapsed, twitching, she lifted it with Fingers of Breath. She raised jagged spikes from the gray earth and impaled the demon.
 
   “Let’s see you regenerate out of that.” Hands and jaw both clenched, Kara strode back to the closed gates of Terras. Was she truly trapped here?
 
   Torn’s blood glyphs pulsed with power. Although she would never see her family or the Five Provinces again, Kara felt a smile on her strange new face. She had done it. She had stopped the Mavoureen. Her world was safe.
 
   Kara took one more look at the realm that would now be her home for as long as she existed. There was no true ground in the Underside. It was a void of purple, roiling clouds. Every so often, a tormented scream tore from one cloud or the other.
 
   The only stable ground were small, floating islands of flat brown earth. They looked like chunks ripped out of the driest deserts in the Five Provinces. There were a dozen such islands in view now, and Kara wondered how she would reach them.
 
   Then she remembered Torn’s body could fly.
 
   She scribed a single Hand of Breath and lifted herself. The effort was as easy as breathing. She glided across the void to the nearest island, then the next, then the one after that. On that island she found a blood-covered man sitting chained to the earth. She descended and stared. His eyes were closed.
 
   He had blond hair and two missing front teeth. He wore boiled leather with a lion crest. Kara had seen him before — no, Sera had seen him. He was Tarel Halen, the Mynt scout Jyllith fed to Davazet. His soul had come here after Jyllith glyphed him.
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” Kara said quietly.
 
   Tarel’s eyes fluttered open. “Again?”
 
   “I’m not here to hurt you.”
 
   “That’s what they all say.” He closed his eyes and lowered his head. “Get on with it.” He trembled.
 
   Kara scribed a Finger of Heat, melting the chains that bound him. She walked over and pulled him to his feet. He squirmed in her grip.
 
   “Please!” He thrashed and cried. “Don’t hurt me!”
 
   “Listen!” She pulled him close. “I’m not Mavoureen! I’m human!”
 
   Tarel gaped at her. “You can’t be. You’re not real.”
 
   “I am. So are you. You’re also dead.” She felt a lump in her throat as she stared at him. “I’m so very sorry.”
 
   “Dead?” Tarel whispered.
 
   “Jyllith fed you to the Mavoureen. Is that what sent you here?”
 
   Tarel looked around, at roiling purple clouds and floating gray rocks. “I remember.” He took a breath. “That woman scribed something terrible on my chest. It ripped me apart, and then I came here. Where are we?”
 
   “The Underside.”
 
   “Can you get us out of here?”
 
   “No. I’m sorry.”
 
   Tarel nodded. He breathed. “Then end me.”
 
   Kara stared at him. “What?”
 
   “I can’t endure these tortures. I’ll take oblivion over that.”
 
   “You can’t ask me to do that!”
 
   “Please! Kill me!” He gripped her arms.
 
   “I don’t know how.” Kara broke away. “But I’ll find some way to end your pain. I swear it.” She looked around, pondered, and came to a decision. “Tarel, I’m going to chain you back up.”
 
   “What?” His face paled.
 
   “How often do they torture you?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m not awake until they do.”
 
   “Then we’ll wait until they come again.”
 
   “You can’t let them hurt me!”
 
   “I won’t. When they get here, I’m going to hurt them.”
 
   He tried to run then, so she put him to sleep and reformed the chains that held him tight. She hated herself for doing that, for using him like this, but what choice did she have? She couldn’t let the Mavoureen continue to torture him. She scribed a simple astral glyph to hide herself and waited. She waited for some time.
 
   At last a ball of black spikes zipped into view. It approached the island rapidly, growing in size. It landed and formed into a six-legged insect demon with giant mandibles. It resembled a dung beetle with spikes growing out of its shell. Its eyes glowed yellow.
 
   Tarel woke and shrieked.
 
   “Tarel.” The demon chittered. “It is a new morning.”
 
   “Please don’t!” Tarel screamed. “Don’t—”
 
   Kara slammed the beetle demon onto its back with a Hand of Breath, pinning it down with another one. She ground her teeth.
 
   Tarel gaped at her. “You’re real!”
 
   “I am.” Kara crushed the demon into the earth as it chittered angrily. “Stop that. Shut up. What’s your name?”
 
   “How are you doing this?” the Mavoureen demanded.
 
   Kara gripped one of its legs and snapped it off. The demon howled and writhed. She tossed the leg away and gripped another one, bending it as she had the first.
 
   “I’m not sure you heard me. Who are you?”
 
   “Aludan!”
 
   “Where are your masters, Aludan?”
 
   “In the Great Home! The fortress of Paymon the Patriarch!”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “The Great Gray Steppes!”
 
   Kara shook her head. The geography here meant little to her, but she had another way to find the Mavoureen. She snapped off another of Aludan’s legs.
 
   “Stop!” it screamed. “Please!”
 
   “You have four more legs.”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “You’re going to lead me to this Great Home.”
 
   “Lead you to—”
 
   “Or I’m going to snap all your legs off.”
 
   “Yes.” Aludan writhed, still trapped by her Hands of Breath. “I will take you to Paymon. Follow me. I will lead you there.”
 
   “Tarel.” Kara glanced at him. “You’re coming with me.” She lifted them both in a thick Hand of Breath and let Aludan go. It darted off like a frightened fish, reforming into a ball of jagged spikes.
 
   Tarel clung to Kara as they slid through the Underside after Aludan, following easily. Keeping pace.
 
   “Who are you?” Tarel whispered.
 
   Kara huffed. “I’m Torn, High Protector.”
 
   Tarel didn’t ask any questions after that.
 
   Kara had never truly known what happened to the souls the Mavoureen devoured. No mage did. Souls seemed to exist after the demons ate them, shadows of the people they had been when alive. Here they could be tortured endlessly. Like Aryn Locke.
 
   Kara might never be able to leave the Underside, but things here were going to change. The Mavoureen would no longer torture human souls. Once she found this Great Home, she would torture the Mavoureen. She would make them fear her.
 
   As she followed Aludan, Kara saw a distant speck on the horizon. It grew larger as she approached and with each passing moment. First, it was the size of a bug. Soon, it was the size of a house. By the time she was close enough to make out the details, it was the size of a mountain that stretched both above and below from a wide center, mirrored as if by a great still lake.
 
   The mountain — no, it was more like a volcano — was formed of charred black rock. Smoke rose from vents across its mottled surface, dotted with tiny windows that glowed with sickly yellow light. It was so wide Kara could not make out its sides. 
 
   Aludan the spike ball rushed closer, and Kara followed him. Aludan landed on a charred black platform covered in demon glyphs, becoming an insect once more. It scrambled forward on four legs.
 
   The platform was wide enough to host a Selection Day ceremony, and an army of revenants waited to greet her. They stood with swords raised in salute. Aludan rushed over to them.
 
   “Hurt them!” Aludan shouted. “Tear them apart! Make them—“ The demon exploded in a shower of black blood. 
 
   Kara landed and blinked at the space Aludan had occupied, Tarel at her side. It was now a smoking crater. Aludan had ceased to be. How was that possible?
 
   Revenant boots shifted and echoed with a hundred metallic clangs. The dead soldiers parted to reveal a path leading into the volcano. A twelve-foot tall Mavoureen strode from inside it, and unlike the others, this one looked human. Male.
 
   He was tall, almost twice as tall as her, and his skin was charred black. He had a narrow chin, glowing yellow eyes, and a severe face. His thick goatee looked to be made of volcanic rock.
 
   Tarel took a breath and gripped her arm as they stared at the army and its massive general. “Can I at least get a sword?”
 
   “You should not be here, Torn.” The demon man bared charred teeth. “Or is that you, Kara?” 
 
   His voice reminded her of Aryn giving a speech, silky and soothing. Kara readied two Hands of Heat. She really hated speeches.
 
   “Let’s not fight.” The demon waved his hand. Tarel vanished in a burst of white light.
 
   Kara stepped forward. “What did you do to him?”
 
   “I sent him home.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “This is my realm. My kingdom. No one remains here unless I wish it. Tarel’s soul stands now before Order and Ruin.”
 
   Kara lowered her hands. “You gave him back?”
 
   “As an olive branch.” The demon inclined his head. “I am Paymon, grand magister of the Mavoureen. Some call me the Patriarch. Will you speak with me a moment? If you still wish to rampage afterward, we will at least have an understanding.”
 
   Kara unscribed her glyphs. “Why would I listen to you?”
 
   “Because you know you cannot kill me. You truly believe you’re stuck here forever, but you could not be more wrong.” Paymon’s grin widened. “I could send you back. If you wish it, I will cancel our contract with your dear Sera. I will make her soul free once more.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “Walk with me. Hear what I have to say. If you still wish to battle afterward, I will indulge you.”
 
   Kara took his measure. Despite the great power inside Torn’s body, this Mavoureen felt different. She was not sure she could dispatch him as easily as she had the others. Looking at him felt like staring at an academy elder, like staring at power barely contained.
 
   “What have we to talk about?” Kara asked. She needed time to make her decision.
 
   “The Alcedi.”
 
   “The lies you told Cantrall?”
 
   “They are not lies. They are our mortal enemies.”
 
   “Then why don’t you fight them and leave us out of it?”
 
   “Because you are the key to our conflict. Your souls give us power. You make us strong.”
 
   “Our souls aren’t yours or anyone’s.”
 
   “Then why give yourselves freely to the Five?”
 
   Kara lit her hands again. “Now you’re just speaking nonsense.”
 
   “Am I?” Paymon’s silky voice tugged at her mind. “Why did the Five create you, if not to consolidate their own power? Why teach you to worship them? They, like us, thrive on your souls.”
 
   Kara had heard enough. She summoned a wave of flame as tall as Paymon and tossed it at the Mavoureen. It blazed through revenants and turned them to ash. The wave passed through Paymon without even singeing his curly black hair.
 
   Kara huffed and glared. “What are you?”
 
   “I am the shadow that forms the night.” Paymon spread his arms. “I am the terror that chokes the dawn.” A dozen black spikes appeared in each of his open hands. “I am the death of the very soul, Kara Honuron, and I find you amusing. Perhaps you will listen after I’ve torn you out of that feeble flesh.”
 
   Kara didn’t know if she could destroy him. She did know, however, that she could destroy the platform. So she scribed two Hands of Land and blew the platform into a thousand rocky shards.
 
   Revenants tumbled like droplets from a waterfall, spinning into the purple void. Kara slid backward on her Hand of Breath as Paymon launched dark black spikes, standing on air. Laughing.
 
   Kara incinerated each with Fingers of Heat, but they kept coming. Despite the power of Torn’s body, the conflict wore on her. Nothing she glyphed at Paymon harmed him. He slid aside or slipped through everything. It was like glyphing at a shadow.
 
   Kara realized the futility of what she was doing. She used her Hand of Breath to rocket further up the volcano. Paymon chased her, his feet replaced with roiling black clouds. He called up to her as he rose, his silky voice clear and amused.
 
   “What shall I shred first? Your arm? Your face?”
 
   Kara focused a great collection of air beneath her feet. Then she hurtled straight into the massive volcano, burrowing into its surface with no regard for the earth in her way. Earth exploded behind her, great chunks tumbling into the purple void.
 
   Paymon was still outside, but Kara didn’t care about Paymon. She burrowed forward, then down, heading for the volcano’s center. It might be the size of a mountain, but it was still formed from earth.
 
   She could not destroy Paymon. But if she found the center of this volcano, she could probably destroy his entire giant house.
 
   She wondered if he would still be smiling after that.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   BY THE TIME THEY REACHED the surface of Terras, Byn was tired of leaning against Xander to walk. He pushed off and stumbled forward on shaky legs. He had to remember how to walk at some point. Might as well start now.
 
   He was still reeling from Melyssa and Xander’s report that Kara had used her strange new glyph to swap bodies with Torn, High Protector. Now that man was dead and Kara was gone. Forever.
 
   Trell’s walk was shaky but steady, and as far as Byn could see, the people behind him didn’t walk much steadier than he did. Each step Melyssa took was difficult, but Jyllith helped her walk. Melyssa had healed them all enough to walk, and Byn had no idea how she had done that. No one had enough blood to accomplish that. He supposed Melyssa knew something about healing they did not.
 
   Aryn trailed behind them, glowering at Jyllith. Sera still would not meet Byn’s eyes, and Jair would not meet anyone’s. He stared at his feet, walking like a man marching to the gallows.
 
   Byn looked ahead and scowled. How could they come all this way only to see Kara die? That wasn’t remotely fair to anyone. Her father, Xander, held her lifeless body close as he carried her at the back of the procession. Kara’s victory. Kara’s funeral.
 
   When Byn had left Solyr he had thought of it as an adventure. It had been a death march instead. Why had Sera forsaken him? Did she believe that a simple demon glyph could drive them apart?
 
   When they reached the surface, a shaky Melyssa waved them to a halt. Xander settled Kara’s body against a ruined building. Bloodied and exhausted, Byn and the rest of the survivors sat down and stared at the riotous storm crackling overhead.
 
   Byn realized how ridiculous it all was. This sky was not much when compared to the Underside, but who was he to judge? He had seen the Underside. He felt himself laughing. The tension and terror that had weighed him down since he had escaped the moat of Highridge Keep rolled off him in waves. He was tired of grief.
 
   Wherever Kara was now, Byn knew that the Mavoureen wouldn’t have her. If anything, the demons would be running for their lives. Kara had saved him, saved their friends, and saved the world. Byn wouldn’t mourn her because she would hate it if he did.
 
   Beside him, Jair curled into a ball and clutched his ears.
 
   “Byn?” Trell asked quietly. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Better,” Byn said. “Better than I’ve been in a good while.” He leaned back to rest his back on the wall. “We won.”
 
   “We did,” Trell said. Cautiously diplomatic. He glanced at Melyssa. “Do we return to the stone?”
 
   Melyssa shook her head, still pale and weak. She had even healed Kara’s body before she stopped, for all the good that did. By the time she did that, Torn’s soul was already gone. None of them begrudged him that. Seventy years of torture was quite enough.
 
   Jyllith sat down beside Melyssa. “I’m sorry. That stone was bound to Cantrall’s soul. With him gone, its power has no meaning.”
 
   “You’re lying.” Aryn stomped over and grabbed Jyllith’s arm, dragging her to her feet.
 
   Melyssa stood as well. “Aryn! Stop.”
 
   Aryn clenched Jyllith’s arms in his charred hands. Her red hair flopped about as he shook her, violently. “You’ll take us back to Highridge, or I’ll tear off your wretched head!”
 
   Melyssa batted at Aryn’s arms. “Release her!”
 
   Aryn just snorted, but he did stop shaking Jyllith. “Why?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Jyllith said. “I can’t help you any longer. Do what you must.” She shuddered violently. “Five know I’ve earned it.”
 
   “No,” Melyssa said, but Xander took her arm.
 
   “Let it go. You’ve no stake in what she glyphed on Aryn, and you well know it. What good is she to us if she won’t help?”
 
   “I’m telling you the truth,” Jyllith said quietly. “I would take you out of here if I could. Five take me, I’d kill myself to take you out, but that link is gone. Cantrall’s soul is screaming its heart out with the Mavoureen.” She straightened. “He earned that.”
 
   “Then we’ve no more use for you. No use at all.” Aryn shoved her away. “It’s time for you to burn.”
 
   Jyllith fell to her knees and lowered her head.
 
   “I know none of you can forgive me for what I did to you. I never expected you to. But my life is yours, Aryn.” She took one deep, shuddering breath. “You ... you don’t have to make it quick.”
 
   The world went silent as Aryn stood over a woman who had made him into a demon. Tossed him into the Underside. Byn hated Jyllith. She had tried to feed Sera to the Mavoureen. Yet he couldn’t help but pity her as she knelt without pleading, without running. She knelt waiting for Aryn to burn her alive.
 
   Aryn lowered his blackened hands, stared at his ruined flesh. His whole body shook. He started laughing.
 
   “You want to suffer, don’t you? You’ve murdered countless innocents, and you think burning will allow you to atone. You’re wrong. You can never atone. You’ve damned yourself forever.”
 
   Jyllith stared at the ground, trembling.
 
   “It doesn’t matter whether your soul travels to the Underside or the Five when you die. Nothing can save you. You’re going to spend the rest of your life crying over the people you murdered, and when that’s done, you’re going somewhere cold and dark. Forever.”
 
   Aryn gripped Jyllith's hair and wrenched her up, bringing her face to his own. Blistered flesh stretched as he bared charred teeth.
 
   “There’s nothing, not one damn thing, I could do that will hurt you more than living with that. Have a nice life, you heartless bitch.” He shoved her away and strode off into the blasted academy.
 
   Jyllith collapsed. “He was to kill me. He said he’d kill me!”
 
   “He didn’t.” Melyssa placed a hand on her shoulder and stroked her red hair. “We’ll find another way to fix things.”
 
   Jair mumbled something, hands pressed to his ears. His eyes were darting around as if he didn’t really see them, and that worried Byn. Was another soul trying to take control? If it did, a good strong punch should put him down.
 
   Sera cleared her throat. “What now?”
 
   Byn scowled and thought back on Trell’s words when they first arrived at Terras. Sera had scribed demon glyphs because she loved him. As a result, she had convinced herself they could never be together. Byn knew now how to prove her wrong.
 
   He took the dream world and walked over to a gnarled, ruined tree. He cut a finger and scribed one of several new glyphs he had learned on this journey. The most recent of those was what he had seen burned into the door of the Terras glyphing room.
 
   Just before he ignited the glyph, a Hand of Breath slammed into him. It knocked him to the tiles of Terras. Sera jumped on him, beating him with clenched fists.
 
   “Why would you do that? Why would you even try?”
 
   He caught her fists in a weak grip, grimacing at how little strength he had left. “Stop.”
 
   “Why would you give yourself to them!”
 
   “Because it doesn’t matter whether you’re Demonkin or not. I love you and I always will.” Byn pulled her close. “We just beat them on their home turf! You think some demon glyph is going to steal your soul? I won’t let it. We’ll find a way to save you, but we’re doing it together, dammit!”
 
   Sera stopped struggling and pressed against his chest. “You giant idiot.” She nuzzled him, soft and warm. “You stupid jerk.”
 
   Byn stroked her gray-streaked hair and laughed. “I love you too, honey.” With her in his arms, his world made sense.
 
   So long as they were together, his world would always make sense.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA SAT ON A ROCKY ISLAND somewhere in the Underside. Paymon had seared her left arm clean off, evaporating the entire thing with a single spiteful shout. It wasn’t growing back and it appeared Paymon, unlike everything else in the Underside, had the power to permanently destroy things here. She wondered how he was dealing with his permanently destroyed volcano.
 
   Kara was tired. She had been running for what felt like years. Paymon was tracking her through the Underside, finding her no matter how far she flew or how often she fled. Unlike her, he did not tire. He also wasn’t interested in talking, not any more.
 
   Yet so long as he was hunting her, he would not be hurting anyone else. She would occupy him as long as she could. She doubted she could end her own life — she had tried it already — but at a minimum, she could blank her mind. Erase who she was. Paymon could not torture a senseless doll. 
 
   She sensed the soul when it appeared behind her. She spun, scribed a glyph with her one remaining arm, and tossed a spike of earth straight at its chest. The spike passed through the robed, spectral body.
 
   Kara sucked in her breath. “Cantrall!”
 
   “Hello, Kara.”
 
   “Your plan failed. You failed.” Kara didn’t bother with any other glyph. He was just a shade.
 
   “Thanks to you.” Cantrall raised his fingers to the bridge of his nose, attempting to squeeze it. He failed. He laughed.
 
   Kara glared at him. “What’s so amusing?”
 
   “You. You’re the most incredible person I’ve ever met. When the Mavoureen tore my soul apart and ripped open my mind, I did all I could to protect you. I’m so sorry I failed.”
 
   Kara swallowed against a wave of unwelcome guilt. “You hurt me. You hurt my mother!”
 
   “That was a puppet, whatever was left when they finished with me. I did not expect to become myself again. I suppose,” he glanced down at his spectral form, “there’s still a ways to go.”
 
   “You expect me to believe you were against this?”
 
   “I was there when Melyssa separated your parents. Melyssa wiped my memories after we were done, for my own safety, but some hint remained. If I had known those memories would reveal you to the Mavoureen, I would have died before I let them capture me. But I had to protect my brother.”
 
   “You killed your brother.”
 
   “And that’s going to haunt me so long as I exist.”
 
   Kara huffed. “What are you trying to do now? Gain my trust? Why? The gate is locked.”
 
   “That gate,” Cantrall agreed. “Not all of them.”
 
   “You’re saying there’s another way out?”
 
   “For the Mavoureen, no.” Cantrall smiled at her. “The Five made certain that those demons could never enter our world through the fabric of the Underside. Only a gate made by our own hands could admit them, and Terras has the only gate like that.”
 
   “So what are you saying?”
 
   “That the Mavoureen cannot escape the Underside.” He gestured to the swirling, purple clouds above. “Our mortal souls can. Tell me. From where does a Soulmage draw their power?”
 
   Kara tensed as her lessons at Solyr came back. “My spirit isn’t trapped here. A Soulmage could retrieve it!”
 
   “And do you know anyone like that?”
 
   Kara felt warm all over. “Jair.”
 
   “Good.” Cantrall stepped closer. “You’ve never done this before, so I’ll explain how to call out to him as simply as I can.”
 
   As Kara listened, she felt new hope.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “WELL,” XANDER SAID, as he watched Byn hug Sera on the ruined ground of Terras. “That was a rather idiotic thing to do.”
 
   “You stupid jerk,” Jair whispered.
 
   Trell blinked at him. His eyes had turned bright orange. Orange? Orange was Kara’s color!
 
   “Jair?” Trell barely dared believe it.
 
   “Trell!” Jair stood up. He rushed over and threw his arms around Trell. “Five take me, I think I love you!”
 
   Trell stared and gawked. Jair was Kara, somehow. Kara’s soul in Jair’s body. Then Xander pulled Jair away, almost crushing his shoulders. “Kara!”
 
   Jair stared up at him. “Are you really my father?” That was Kara, talking through Jair’s lips.
 
   Xander nodded as new tears welled in his eyes.
 
   “What happened to you?”
 
   “I wasn’t strong enough to keep you safe. I lost you and I lost Ona. Ten years passed before I remembered who I’d lost, how I’d lost you. I’m here now. I always will be.”
 
   Jair nodded. He held himself the same way Kara had, calm and poised with feet spread. Balanced and ready.
 
   “You must return to your body.” Trell glanced at her motionless corpse. “Do you know how?”
 
   Kara/Jair followed the direction of Trell’s gaze. When she saw herself, she frowned. “You saved my body? But ... it was shredded.”
 
   That’s when Sera and Byn all but tackled her, nearly knocking her to the ground. Trell felt a grin as they shared a group hug. For a moment, it was like they were in Solyr again.
 
   “We saved it for you.” Sera hugged Jair’s body tight. “How did you ever get back? Jair, how did you find her?”
 
   Kara/Jair hugged them back. “It was Cantrall. I couldn’t believe it. He told me how to call out to Jair.”
 
   “Then what are you waiting for?” Byn thumped Jair on the back. “Get back in your body!”
 
   Kara/Jair stepped back. “I can’t...” Then Jair shuddered, clutching his head. His eyes faded from orange to black as he dropped to his knees, staring up at them.
 
   “What’s happening?” Xander demanded. “Where’d she go?”
 
   “The Mavoureen found us.” Jair stood and grimaced. “They grabbed Kara. They’re trying to drag her back into the Underside.
 
   “Then stop them!”
 
   “I don't—” Jair stopped talking. He stared past Xander at someone none of them could see.
 
   “Jair?” Trell watched him and gripped the pommel of his sword.
 
   “I'm listening,” Jair said. There was silence for a moment, and then Jair’s eyes went wide. “I understand. Thank you.” He smiled, a warm, real smile. “I'll see you soon.”
 
   “What's happening?” Trell demanded. “Did you get Kara back? Did you find someone else?”
 
   “Yes.” Jair turned to Trell, eyes calm. "Give me your sword."
 
   Trell did that. He gave his sword to a man who had moments before been trying to kill them. Jair’s eyes widened as he took the weight, but he knelt and settled the pommel on the ground.
 
   He stood then, sliding his fingers up the blade, careful not to cut himself. Leaving the tip of the blade pointed at the sky.
 
   “I’ve failed you all in so many ways, but it doesn’t matter anymore. You saved me. You saved my soul from the Mavoureen.” Jair smiled wide. “Thank you for believing in me.”
 
   He tossed himself forward. He impaled himself on the sword tip, hitting so hard it thrust into his chest and out his back. Jair gasped and coughed, spitting blood, but then his head snapped up and his eyes flared bright blue.
 
   Trell dashed forward. “You fool!” He caught Jair just as he began to fall. “Why?”
 
   Jair coughed again and met Trell’s eyes, though it was hard to tell with all the glowing blue. That soon faded as Jair’s eyes changed, first black, then orange. “Trust me.”
 
   Byn stumbled over. “Drown me, Jair. Why?”
 
   “My mother.” Jair choked and coughed. “She told me everything. Kara has to live. We need her.”
 
   Jair’s chest heaved, and then he went still. Then he died, and it seemed none of the Five planned to bring him back. With Cantrall gone and the gate closed, they were past that now.
 
   Trell felt sick to his stomach. He held Jair until he decided leaving a sword stuck in him wasn’t appropriate. He pulled the blade out, carefully, and settled Jair’s body on the stones of Terras. Sera whispered a quiet prayer.
 
   “Did he go mad?” Xander asked. “What was he trying to do?”
 
   Someone gasped, and they all turned to look. It was Kara. Kara was gasping. Her body flailed, her eyes wide open. She coughed and struggled to breathe.
 
   Xander reached her a moment before Trell, and then Byn and Sera were there too. Only Melyssa watched, smiling.
 
   “Kara!” everyone shouted at once.
 
   She stared at them. Alive. “Jair saved me.”
 
   Trell went to hug her, but Xander beat him to it. He pulled Kara into his arms and held her, and none of them begrudged him that. He was her father, after all. Her real one.
 
   “I don't know how,” Kara said, “but Jair pulled me out of the Underside just before Paymon dragged me back. Then he led me back here. To my own body.”
 
   “Paymon?” Byn looked around. “Who’s Paymon?”
 
   Kara shuddered. “I think he’s the king of the Underside.”
 
   They shared a long moment of silence as each of them considered the magnitude of what Jair had done. What Kara had done. Finally, Xander settled back and let Kara go.
 
   “Rough seas.” Xander beamed at her. “You’re alive.”
 
   “As are we.” Melyssa chose that moment to approach, walking as steady as she had in some time. “Torn’s glyphs are unchanged by all that has transpired here. It’s time for you to leave.”
 
   “Where is Jair?” Sera looked up at Melyssa, then glanced at Trell. Her lips compressed. “Is he—”
 
   “In the Underside? No.” Melyssa tapped her own chin. “I was not aware he had learned that particular glyph, but I knew several Soulmages who used it during the All Province War. When we lost someone we could not afford to lose.”
 
   “Soulmages can resurrect the dead?” Byn asked. “We never learned anything about that!”
 
   “Nor would you. It is not a glyph I’d want any student to use.” Melyssa frowned. “Under normal circumstances, souls drawn from the Underside return there when released. They have no purchase here, nothing to anchor them down.”
 
   “Normal circumstances.” Trell glanced once more at Jair. He almost expected the young man’s eyes to pop open.
 
   “Long ago, a powerful Soulmage discovered a loophole. A lost soul can be anchored here if the Soulmage uses their own life to anchor them. They pass their anchor onto another as their soul travels beyond, die so another may live.”
 
   Xander grunted. “When I stand before Order and Ruin, I’m going to buy Jair a drink. I might even write him a song.” He crossed his arms. “Now how do we get back to Mynt?”
 
   Trell stood and shook his head. He could not imagine what would have inspired Jair to do this. Was it his mother? Something she had said to them? Or could he simply not live knowing he was part of the calamity that had sent Kara to the Underside?
 
   “The spectral storms won’t touch me,” Melyssa said, “or those with my blessing. That was Torn’s gift. His love.”
 
   “Love won’t get us back to Mynt.” Aryn chose that moment to return, and stopped dead when he saw Jair. “What happened?”
 
   “Jair brought Kara back.” Trell turned to him. “He gave his own life to ensure her soul returned here, to her body.”
 
   Kara hurried over to Aryn and pulled him into a hug. He went stiff, not moving. Kara didn’t stop hugging him.
 
   “Thank you,” Kara said. “For Sera. For everything.”
 
   Aryn awkwardly hugged her back. “Don’t mention it.”
 
   “I already did.” Kara let him go and turned to the rest of them. “I’d never ask Jair to give his life for me, and I can never repay him. But I’m determined to make his sacrifice worthwhile. I’m going to live and save my mother. All of you are going to live with me.”
 
   “Jair’s sacrifice won’t be forgotten,” Melyssa agreed. “But now that you have decided to rejoin us, Aryn, you must return to Mynt.”
 
   Aryn uncrossed his arms. “Are we to grow wings and fly?”
 
   “You have legs.”
 
   Byn looked between them and groaned. “You want us to walk?”
 
   “If you’ve a better idea, I’ll hear it.”
 
   Kara walked over to Trell and took his hand. She didn’t look at him, but she didn’t have to. Trell knew what she was thinking.
 
   He remembered very little about his wife, Marabella, but he did remember her face now. Tan skin, long lashes and beautiful blue eyes. Dark hair to her waist. Life had taken Marabella’s form so he would trust her, but she had given him something she’d never intended. She had given him back a memory of his dead wife.
 
   Trell squeezed Kara’s hand and then pulled his away. He wasn’t ready to deal with this yet. Their relationship, whatever it was. Instead, he looked to the broken gates of Terras. The land beyond was gray and dead.
 
   “Well?” he said. “Shall we go?”
 
   “Not yet.” Kara knelt at Jair’s side and settled his hands together, over his chest. “First we bury him. A proper burial.” She looked up. “Melyssa, where are we headed?”
 
   Melyssa shook her head. “I’m staying here.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “The library.” Melyssa glanced at Jyllith, and Trell only then remembered she was there. She had retreated to a dark corner after Aryn spared her life. She crouched there, hugging herself.
 
   “We have won a great victory today,” Melyssa said, “but work remains. Unless Jyllith and I find a way to fix it, both she and Sera will become Demonkin in less than a month. Given the defeat you’ve just handed the Mavoureen, their eternity will be worse than most.”
 
   Jyllith stared and rose. “So you are going to kill me.”
 
   “Not yet.” Melyssa pointed to a giant building that still stood. “There are books in Terras none have seen for seventy years. This academy was the center of all research regarding the Mavoureen. If there is a cure for the Demonkin curse—“
 
   “Right,” Kara interrupted. “So we’ll stay and help.” She looked at the others for agreement.
 
   “No,” Melyssa said. “You leave today.”
 
   “Why would we do that?”
 
   “You have family waiting. Your mother. It’s time for you to return to her and claim your place as the royal apprentice.”
 
   “So come with us! We can always bring you back.”
 
   “My place is here, with Jyllith. No one waits for either of us back in the Five Provinces.”
 
   “You think I’ll just leave you here to plot?” Xander advanced on Melyssa. “Not bloody likely.
 
   “So you still plan to kill me?”
 
   “Tempt me.”
 
   “You’re welcome to stay with us. To keep an eye on me. If, that is, you plan to abandon your daughter a second time.”
 
   Xander turned a deep red, glaring at her. Trell wondered if he’d need to step between them. Fortunately, Xander simply spit and looked away. “I’m never leaving my family again.”
 
   “Wonderful.” Melyssa strode to Kara. “Take my hand.”
 
   Kara took it. She blinked. “What was that?”
 
   “Things I need from Tarna’s library. Take Sera with you, and send her back once you’ve obtained them. Time is precious and it’s likely she won’t be able to access Tarna’s library without your help.”
 
   Kara glanced at Sera. “That work for you?”
 
   Sera shrugged. “As well as anything.”
 
   “All right. Consider it done.” Kara hugged her great-grandmother for the first time in all her life. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I mean it. We won’t fail you.”
 
   Melyssa smiled and held her close. “I know.”
 
   “What about me, Melyssa?” Aryn asked. “I scribed my soul to Balazel. Are you going to imprison me here, too?”
 
   Melyssa stepped back from Kara and eyed him up and down. “You are free of your curse. You have already been to the Underside. Your pact is complete.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense!”
 
   “Think about it until it does.” Melyssa turned back to Xander. “I give you my word I will never harm Kara or take her from you again. Now it’s up to you to make a choice. Stay here, watch me, or return to your daughter and wife.”
 
   He glared at her. “You had no right to take our lives away.”
 
   “Yet you still have them, don’t you?” Melyssa settled her hands on her hips. “If it was me, I would choose to spend the rest of my life with my husband. But I never had that choice.”
 
   “When you die,” Xander said, voice low, “I’ll be back to piss on your grave. I’ll make a special trip.”
 
   “I love you too.” Melyssa fixed him with a bright smile before she turned on Kara. “Now. It really is time for you to go. Jyllith and I will bury Jair and wait here, search the library, until Sera returns. Maybe we’ll have a cure by then. We won’t stop looking.”
 
   “All right.” Kara turned to Xander. “Let’s get moving.” She almost smiled. “Dad.” She marched for the gate, raising one arm and waving her hand. “We’re moving out!”
 
   Trell hurried after her. “Kara, wait. What if there’s something here that could heal your mother? Some cure in that library?”
 
   Kara glanced back at him. “I already have a cure.”
 
   “What?” Trell rushed to keep up. “Where?”
 
   “I understood what happened to my mother as soon as I examined Torn’s body, felt Torn’s blood inside me. I know how to fix her, and I’m going to ensure she lives to a ripe old age.”
 
   “Then the two of us will have lots of time to argue.” Xander threw an arm around Kara and pulled her close as they walked. “Assuming you still want to get to know your real father?”
 
   Kara did not push him off. “We could try that.”
 
   Trell glanced back. Aryn followed, scowling, and Byn and Sera walked just behind him. Holding hands. Jyllith stood at Melyssa’s side and stared after them, a ghost of the woman she had been before. A wraith left only with guilt and regret.
 
   Trell wondered what would become of her. He wondered if someone who had done as many horrible things as she had could ever be redeemed. He then decided, in her case, he didn’t care.
 
   They walked out of Terras and Kara led them resolutely east, the way Trell assumed would take them back to Mynt. They had no horses, no provisions. They would need to hunt on this journey. They would need to find something to eat.
 
   He watched Kara walk and tried to make sense of his conflicted feelings. Her death had been so brief that he had been unable to truly process it, but that did not make it any less disturbing. It had simply left him feeling ... empty.
 
   He could not know if what he felt for Kara was real or some aspect of Life’s influence. What he did know is Kara had saved his life and then saved their world. They had been through so much together that he could not imagine his life without her.
 
   For now, that was the only answer he had.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   FIVE DAYS LATER, JUST PAST SUNRISE on the same day fresh Sentinels were to arrive from Nevelaunt, Prince Beren received a report that his soldiers had captured a large gathering of gnarls at the border of the Unsettled Lands. They had a small group of humans as captives. He told Ona Tanner about it.
 
   Moments later Ona rode out with his guard, on Chesa, despite the agony in her body and the way each jolt made her want to scream. Ona had endured more pain than this for more years than she could count, and the thought of Kara, alive, could get her through anything. She would not lose her daughter now.
 
   Beren shouted orders as twenty of his best soldiers rode with them. If he had assumed their big warhorses would need to slow to avoid outdistancing Chesa, Ona’s mare proved them wrong. They rode just behind Beren, and Ona wondered if Chesa was eager to see Kara too. Solyr’s horses were unusually intelligent.
 
   As they rode Ona’s illness faded to a dull ache — it tended to come and go throughout the day, always worse at night — and today the pain was only a little bit agonizing. She could focus and think.
 
   Beren’s host thundered past disinterred skeletons, the reminders of the horrors a harvenger set loose upon her land. They rode hard until the sun was well risen. In early afternoon, they finally reached the edge of the Unsettled Lands. Ona gasped at the sight.
 
   The looming storms along the border of Mynt crackled with ominous light, gathered in an unnatural way, as if some invisible wall held them back. When Ona saw distant human figures among a horde of tall red gnarls, her grip tightened on Chesa’s reins.
 
   Beren halted his vanguard and Ona urged Chesa up beside his massive black warhorse. “My daughter’s out there?”
 
   “So I’ve been told.” Prince Beren was a massive man wearing gold armor that glittered in the sun, but Ona knew that was simply his ceremonial armor. What he wore to rally his legionnaires.
 
   She had seen his other armor, his real armor. Glyphed magesteel formed of interlocking plates. If Beren had intended to fight these gnarls, he would have come wearing that. Two scars marred his face, one on each side, and the left was far fresher than the right.
 
   Ona had earned her place at Beren’s side when she rode into his vanguard with a horde of gnarls and davengers on her tail, carrying Melyssa’s apprentice medallion. Beren’s legionnaires and Firebrands had torn the gnarl host apart, spears and shields and fireballs advancing as one. Ona still shuddered every time she thought about how close she had come to death. Now, her daughter was in danger.
 
   Another soldier hurried over to them, on foot. A legionnaire with four dark chevrons burned into his forehead. He stopped and saluted, armored plates clattering against his linked chain.
 
   “Captain Traeger.” Beren inclined his head. “Report.”
 
   “We have them contained on all sides, my prince, but they have hostages. With Sentinels in such short supply, we have none who speak their language. Do you wish to bargain? Or cut them down?”
 
   “Have they made to cross the border?”
 
   “Not once, but they’ve also made no move to release their hostages. Gnarls are hardy fighters, but if they were here to fight, they’d have started something by now. They want something else.”
 
   Beren stroked his thick gray beard. “Your soldiers are in place?”
 
   “Give the word and these gnarls die, my prince.”
 
   Ona stepped Chesa forward. “Send me. I speak a bit of their language.” Her memories of a life lived with Xander in a cabin in the woods had been returning, in pieces, over the past few days. “I think I can bargain with them.”
 
   Traeger frowned. “Begging your pardon, miss, but just who are you to make that kind of boast?”
 
   Beren narrowed his eyes at his captain. “You address the mother of the royal apprentice.”
 
   Traeger grimaced and bowed his head. “I did not recognize her without the robes.” He looked up, eyes soft and brown. He wasn’t a bad looking man. “Forgive me, my lady.”
 
   Ona raised an eyebrow at him. This “my lady” nonsense was interesting. “Nothing to forgive. Your skill and dedication has found my daughter.”
 
   “So, Ona.” Beren leaned in. “How will you approach them?”
 
   “Why, with palms open and hands unarmed.” When Beren opened his mouth, Ona continued before he could interrupt. “Gnarls have honor of a sort. As long as I don’t try to glyph at them, they won’t attack an unarmed woman.”
 
   “You’re certain of that?”
 
   “Certain enough.”
 
   Ona remembered how she spent months studying with Xander, learning about the life he had led as an exiled Glyphbinder. He had taught her bits of the ancient language as spoken by gnarls. He had taught her their customs and fears.
 
   Her husband had hidden nothing from her, or so she had always believed. He had never told her he scribed a glyph to keep her from getting pregnant. She didn’t know if she could forgive him for that.
 
   Beren snorted. “I’ll not stand between a mother and her daughter.” He nodded to his men. “You have but to shout the order and stay alive. Our spears will make short work of these.”
 
   Ona dropped from the saddle and winced. One of Beren’s Bloodmenders had spent three days restoring her leg, bit by bit, and it still tingled something fierce. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Shouldn’t we at least give them a chance to surrender?”
 
   A nearby legionnaire chuckled. Ona liked them already. Spreading her empty palms wide, she walked to the line of Mynt surrounding the gnarls. Her stomach roiled and her heart pounded as she smiled at the tribe of beastmen.
 
   Beren’s line parted when she reached them, legionnaires stepping aside and inclining their heads. The woman on the left spoke first. “We have your back, my lady.”
 
   There it was again. Ona frowned as the gnarls beyond offered warning snarls. None, however, drew arms. She stepped beyond the legionnaire line, careful not to step into the Unsettled Lands, and struggled to remember the ancient language. They still spoke it.
 
   “Concora.” It meant peace. She struggled until she remembered another word. “Satar?” That meant trade.
 
   One red gnarl stepped from the crowd. These were Firemakers, fur dyed red in worship to Heat. The gnarl spoke to her in a guttural dialect she could barely understand, but she caught bits and pieces. Leader. Quest. Charges. And one last word. Safe.
 
   “You’re worried the legionnaires will slaughter you when you release your captives.” Ona turned to those behind her. “My prince! Have your legionnaires lower their spears and step back from the border! The gnarls will bargain, but they fear for their safety!”
 
   None moved until Beren repeated her orders. Reluctantly, the entire line of legionnaires stepped back, long shields raised and spears bucking as armor clanked. Firebrands unscribed glyphs. Archers lowered bows.
 
   Ona turned back to the gnarls. “Satar?”
 
   The one who had spoken turned to its fellows and shouted a number of strange words. The red forms parted, and Ona could finally make out five distant figures huddled together in their ranks. Human figures. One stood and waved.
 
   “Mom!” Kara’s voice was scarcely audible across the distance. “You found us!”
 
   The gnarls parted, clearing a path between Ona and their captives, and they moved forward at a rapid pace. Ona felt tears welling up as she stared at her daughter. So strong. Still alive.
 
   Kara’s friends had saved her. Xander had saved her, and she almost couldn’t wait to see her husband again. They had so much history to recover, years stolen away by Melyssa.
 
   What few memories had returned in the past few days assured Ona she had loved Xander very much, and that was enough to make her heart ache with his absence. They deserved to be together. Kara deserved a real family.
 
   When the Gnarl’s captives were close enough, Ona counted and identified them all. Trell walked right beside Kara, still protecting her, and Sera and Byn were behind them. Yet Aryn led the procession, his blistered skin plainly visible to all.
 
   Where was Melyssa? Where was Xander? 
 
   Aryn walked like a noble, not a charred corpse. The gnarls bowed low as he passed, heads down. Were they worshipping him? One of the legionnaires behind her muttered.
 
   “It’s a thrice-damned demon.”
 
   Ona frowned and turned on him. “That’s no demon. That’s a good man, and he’s a friend. They all are.”
 
   The legionnaire shrugged in his armor. “As you say, my lady.”
 
   She had no sooner turned back before Kara reached her and dragged her into a tight hug. Ona cried out as agony split her calves, but it was welcome agony. She laughed. “Careful!”
 
   “Mom,” Kara whispered. “I know how to fix you.”
 
   Ona hugged her close, savoring the feeling of having her child back. “That’s wonderful, honey. But you might not want to sob like that in front of all Prince Beren’s legionnaires.”
 
   “Mrs. Tanner.” Byn inclined his head when he reached them. “Busy week?” His legs trembled.
 
   “I found help,” Ona said. “And now I have to ask. Why gnarls?”
 
   “They like me,” Aryn said. “Something about my charming black grin.” He faced the gnarls and spoke in the ancient language.
 
   Ona listened close. She recognized the word “Homes”. Guide. Heat. And one last word. God. The gnarls must believe Aryn was an avatar of Heat. That was not something for anyone to be playing at.
 
   The gnarls bowed their heads and chanted as they retreated. “Concora, Fari val Luma.” Then they dispersed. Ona heard legionnaires grumbling, but no one went after them. No one wanted to step into the Unsettled Lands and explode.
 
   “Come on.” Ona squeezed her daughter once before pushing her away. “It’s time to meet Prince Beren.”
 
   “Not yet.” Kara looked to Byn and Sera. “I’m not waiting any longer. We’re doing this now.”
 
   Sera nodded. “Ready when you are.”
 
   Ona watched as Byn, Sera, and Kara all scribed strange new blood glyphs on the air. She didn’t understand them. Xander had never been able to teach her, as much as he tried. 
 
   Those blood glyphs flashed white, and Ona’s vision flashed white with them. The pain of a thousand needles cut through her body. She gasped. She did not scream.
 
   When her vision cleared, her body felt as well as if she had just emerged from a warm bath. Every last bit of her agonizing pain had vanished. She could not remember the last day she’d lived without pain. She took a deep breath and choked back a sob.
 
   “Mom?” Kara shouted. “Mom!”
 
   Ona blinked her eyes and realized she was on her back. She sat up. She clutched her daughter’s arms and smiled, sniffled.
 
   “You did it, honey.”
 
   Ona had never been more proud.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   KARA NEVER WANTED to stop hugging her mother, not now that she was going to live again, but legionnaires still surrounded them and Prince Beren might be the impatient sort. Plenty of time for hugs later. In fact ... now they had all the time in the world.
 
   “Here, Mom.” Kara helped her mother stand. “I suppose you’d best introduce me.” She looked to her friends. “Just give me a moment to wrap things up.”
 
   She walked to Sera and leaned close. “Stay here. Don’t say anything about the curse. No one can know, understand?”
 
   “I do,” Sera whispered back. “Be careful.”
 
   Kara squeezed her arm. “Love you.”
 
   Sera managed a smile, and Kara knew a smile was rare on her these days. “Love you too.”
 
   Kara turned to Trell next and took his hands. She saw his cheeks color and decided not to worry about that. This man would walk into the Underside to save her, but he had just lost his wife. She gave him a peck on the cheek and left it at that.
 
   “All right.” She turned to her mother. “Let’s go.”
 
   Ona took the lead, taking each step gingerly, as if afraid her pain would return. Kara kept a firm grip on her arms.
 
   “How did you fix me?” Ona whispered.
 
   “Dad helped,” Kara said as they walked. “I learned what I needed at Terras, but I didn’t know how to work it into a glyph. We worked on it together. It took two days, but we figured it out.”
 
   “I suppose that was a long walk.”
 
   “It wasn’t so bad. We got to know each other.”
 
   “And how’d that go?”
 
   “Better than you’d expect.” Kara smiled. She had a father now, a real one, and it was anything but awkward. “Honestly, Mom ... he turned out to be a lot like me.”
 
   Ona squeezed her hand. “I’m so very surprised.”
 
   “He remembers everything about the two of you. He misses you terribly. I think losing us is why he’s so bristly all the time. He keeps his distance because he got hurt.”
 
   “That’s a good way to think about it.”
 
   “I’m serious. He even came to Solyr to watch me graduate. He chose not to reveal himself because he wanted me to be happy.”
 
   “Did he tell you why he never came back to me?” There was an edge to Ona’s voice.
 
   Kara grimaced. Now for the hard part. “He never came back because he’s a wanted man in Mynt.”
 
   “What?” Ona’s eyes went wide.
 
   “He didn’t want to drag you into that life. He was afraid he would get you hurt, that those who hunt him would find you and use you against him.” Kara shuddered as she remembered Cantrall.
 
   Ona looked forward. She was frowning now. Kara knew her mother didn’t like to be worried about by anyone.
 
   “Anyway,” Kara continued, “he knows things about glyph magic that never occurred to me. Once I learned what was wrong with you, we worked on it together. We figured out how to fix it.”
 
   “Well. I’m glad you talked.”
 
   “There’s one other thing.” Kara reached into the pocket of her ruined shirt. “Dad gave me two letters. This one’s for you.”
 
   Ona tucked the letter into the pocket of her woolen dress. She didn’t open it. “Just so you’re aware, I’ve told the prince quite a bit about what happened in Highridge Pass.”
 
   “I see.” Kara’s steps faltered. “Have you told him about my great-grandfather?” Melyssa had assured her that was a very bad idea.
 
   “I may have left out a few choice bits. Your true heritage, and something or other about the Five Who Made the World.”
 
   Kara squeezed her mother’s arm. The less people who knew about what had happened at Terras, the less likely anyone would try it again.
 
   Prince Beren dropped off his horse when they approached, a gesture of respect that both surprised and relieved Kara. He waited as they walked, hands clasped behind his back.
 
   “Kara Tanner. Your mother has told me much about you. It’s a right fine tale.”
 
   “It’s all true.” Ona wrapped an arm around Kara’s shoulders. “You have my word as well as hers.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t doubt you, or Solyr. But I wonder why one of your talents waited twelve years to journey to Tarna.” Beren fixed her with a rough grin. “We’d have taken you on at age six.”
 
   Kara bowed as she had practiced. “I’m honored.” She prayed her knees weren’t shaking, but she was too nervous to be sure. After facing down the king of the Underside, this should have been easier.
 
   “We’ll see soon enough who’s honoring whom. Now, tell me what happened at Terras.”
 
   Kara told him everything — at least, everything she could without revealing the involvement of the Five Who Had Made the World. She related how Melyssa Honuron had led her and her friends to Terras on the trail of a renegade Soulmage, caught him as he tried to reopen the gates, and killed him before he could do so. Melyssa had allowed them to travel through the Unsettled Lands without being killed. Some key details were missing.
 
   “And Melyssa Honuron,” Beren said. “She did not return?”
 
   “There were matters at Terras she had to resolve. I don’t know if she will return, my prince, but I hope to see her again. Some day.”
 
   “We encountered the army Ona warned us about on the road. We’ve killed many of them, and I have soldiers sweeping the Martial Steppes for more. Rest assured they will slaughter no more villages.”
 
   “What about the Tellvan? Are we still at war?”
 
   “We’ve sent peace envoys to the Seven Sheiks. They’ll carry news of what happened at Taven’s Hamlet. It won’t convince the sheiks entirely, not without proof, but it may halt their assaults. You and your friends, Kara, may have to testify regarding what you’ve seen.”
 
   “We’ll do all we can. Sera ... the Bloodmender who traveled with me from Solyr ... has clear memories of our enemies admitting they planned to start a war. If nothing else, that’s something.” 
 
   “It certainly is.” Beren placed a hand on her shoulder and Kara froze. What was he thinking? He was a prince!
 
   “Your bravery is quite uncommon, and I know your journey hasn’t been without loss. You have my sympathies.
 
   Kara had never imagined a prince of Mynt could feel sympathy for her, but then again, it really wasn’t just her. It was everyone else. Even those who hadn’t died on this journey had their lives upended forever. She didn’t deserve their sacrifice, but she refused to waste it.
 
   She remembered Elder Halde, screaming as he burned. She remembered Jair, choking on the ground of Terras. Aryn, Byn, and Sera would never be the same. Those she loved had sacrificed far too much. She would make her life worth it.
 
   Kara lowered her eyes. “Thank you.”
 
   “Thank me when we’re in court. They like that sort of thing.” He released her shoulder and turned to his subordinate. “Captain Traeger!”
 
   “Yes, my prince?”
 
   “Act as witness to my next decree.” He turned to Kara once more. “Kneel, apprentice of Solyr.”
 
   Kara blinked at him. She knelt.
 
   “You and those under your command have risked your lives to save our province from its enemies. You have proven your worth and loyalty repeatedly. On behalf of the crown of Tarna and of King Haven, I accept Solyr’s nomination to the post of royal apprentice.”
 
   Kara felt like she was dreaming. She wondered if she was.
 
   “Rise, Apprentice Kara of Tarna.”
 
   Kara did so. As one, the legionnaires gathered around them drew their swords and fell to one knee. They placed their sword tips on the ground and bowed their heads.
 
   “Welcome to the royal court.” Beren grinned at her.
 
   Kara took her mother’s hand and squeezed. With friends at her side and a path before her, she saw no challenge in Tarna she could not overcome. She would stop the coming war, lift Sera’s curse, and become the best mage in all of Tarna’s history.
 
   She couldn’t be satisfied with anything less.
 
    
 
   THE END
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   Demonkin Excerpt
 
    
 
   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 had 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 extremies, 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 had 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 had 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 had 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 had smiled when she 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.”
 
   Then 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.
 
    
 
   To be continued in December 2015…
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