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As dusk divides the night

Forever from the day,

I stand before the light

And hold the dark at bay.



I am the guard at the gloaming.



From ruination’s tide

I ward the twilight shore;

Against the fires that bide

I seal the fatal door.



I am the guard at the gloaming.



While mortals fall to dust

And mortal hearts must fail,

My stone will keep its trust,

My heart of bone prevail.



I am the guard at the gloaming.
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I still didn’t know her name.

Her bright eyes caught the light of the summer sky in each dark, liquid iris. The mountain wind teased a loose wisp of rippling brown hair across her mouth—so serious now, when usually it dimpled with mischief.

“The question,” she said, “isn’t what you are. It’s what you will do.”

Her face was achingly familiar, striking deep into my heart. I drowned in the memory of her, my own place and time faded and nearly forgotten. If I could only remember who she was…

No. I ground my teeth, bracing against the inexorable pull of those soul-piercing eyes. I didn’t know this woman. I’d only met her in snippets of memory that Madness had loosed in my mind. The yearning that hollowed my chest wasn’t mine; it belonged to the demon I’d been.

The demon I must not become again.

Sweat beaded my temples. I struggled to stay grounded in the present, to focus on the morning light in the Rookery sitting room, the coarse threads of the tapestry rug digging into my palms—when had I fallen to my knees?

Curse it, this was a terrible and dangerous idea, and it wasn’t even working. I’d been braced to remember something dark and bloody, tragic and awful, fraught with storms and fire—and I’d gotten a peaceful conversation on a pretty mountaintop with an undeniably human woman. Which was fascinating, and raised many questions, but wasn’t the tactical knowledge we needed right now.

“Can you remember anything?” Foxglove’s urgent words seemed to come from far away.

“I’m trying,” I said through my teeth. “It’s not that simple.”

I strove to dredge up something useful from the lake of ancient memory that lay deep and murky beneath the ice crust of my consciousness. Some practical tidbit that could tell us how to confront the demons newly loosed on the world—what to expect, weaknesses, weapons, anything. We didn’t have much time.

Instead I got the bright-eyed girl again, waiting for my answer in the cloud-dappled sunshine of a millennium long past.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked her. I gestured around the mountain meadow where we sat together with a third woman on my great gray rock, open to the breezes that chased each other among the scattering of late-spring flowers. “I’m up here for a reason, you know. Your kind are safest if I stay away.”

My voice wasn’t my own. Deeper, with a roughness of passion to it. The hand I waved was browner.

The third person leaned forward, her gaze intent. A mage mark golden as candle flames ringed her pupils, and a tight braid bound her hair against her skull.

“We’re dying,” she said urgently. “They’re killing us, and you have the power to fight them. It’s past time for you to use it.”

Far below us, a thin, faint sound rose from the valley on a gust of wind. Screams.

“The village,” the braided woman whispered, horror dawning on her face. “She’s here!”

Someone shook my shoulder, scattering the memory to pieces. A sick dread remained in my stomach.

“Ryx. Hey, are you all right? You don’t have to do this, you know.”

Kessa crouched before me, frowning. The pale light of dawn through the windows set soft lights in her hair. My mind pivoted around itself, time folding and settling into place; I was in Castle Ilseine, not on a mountaintop, and no one was screaming in the distance.

Yet.

“I agreed to this.” I tried a loose approximation of a smile, but it wouldn’t stick to my face. “We desperately need intelligence on the demons.”

“No doubt of that. But we can explore other options before we shake your brain upside down to see what loose change falls out. Especially if you think those memories might…” She grimaced. “You know, rub off.”

That was the fear that weighed in my gut. So far I still felt like myself. But would I know if I didn’t? If every time I dragged up new memories, bits and pieces of my old demonic self came with them, would I even be able to tell?

“We don’t have other sources.” I tried to sound unconcerned. “If I start acting differently, or smoke comes out of my ears or something, let me know.”

“Did you get anything we can use?” Foxglove asked, pausing in his relentless pacing. He was going to wear a groove in front of the hearth at this rate; his cane thunked fiercely with each step, channeling whatever fury of suppressed emotion he managed to keep from his face.

I’d guess fear, mostly. We were all afraid. Seasons witness, I wouldn’t be doing this if I wasn’t.

“Nothing concrete.” Beneath the clear and overwhelming image of that inexplicably important face, incoherent flashes and shreds of memory cluttered the back of my mind. I sorted through them, forcing myself not to cringe away. “Feelings, impressions. I think… I’m most worried about Carnage, out of the three new demons Hunger freed.” A shiver of dread snaked up from my belly.

Kessa’s brows pinched together. “I’m guessing they weren’t happy and comforting feelings and impressions, given the look on your face.”

“No.” My skin prickled with a fever-sick sense of what was coming—both to that poor doomed village in the ancient past and in the bleak reality we inhabited now.

A red sword cutting a deadly arc through the air; a vicious grin. The fallen strewn among the flowers, humps and huddles barely rising above the sweet nodding grasses. Rage rising in my core, hot and wild with grief.

The anger stayed with me, burning in my bones. Hunger had released the remaining demons out of spite: Carnage, Corruption, and Despair. Now the horrors of the Dark Days were about to be unleashed on Eruvia—could be happening right now—all because he’d wanted a bit of petty vengeance.

“It was bad,” I rasped. “Carnage left a wake of death behind her. Sorry, I know that’s not helpful; I can try again.”

The door banged open, and Severin strode through. My eyes leaped with instinctive concern to the wrist Nightmare had broken, splinted with a sort of filigreed bracer of gleaming dark wood and held protectively close to his chest as he glared at Foxglove.

“You should do no such thing. Don’t let him bully you into this, Ryx.”

“It was my idea.” I rose, brushing off clinging shreds of memory like cobwebs. “I’m perfectly capable of making my own choices, thank you.”

“Your own exceedingly poor choices,” Severin retorted. “There’s no point torturing you if all you’ve got for us is the shocking news that the Dark Days were bad and the Demon of Carnage likes killing people.”

I had no desire to delve any deeper into a past that could unmake me. But after a frenzy of messages, waking the world’s leaders in the night with our dire news of more demons on the loose, it had become clear that the one thing Eruvia needed most was information. And that was also the one thing I had to offer, if I was willing to pay the price.

I rubbed the heels of my hands into eyes gritty from a sleepless night. “I’ve got to get some use out of this cursed situation. Maybe if you ask me specific questions, it’ll help trigger something.”

Severin had the look of a man with acid words ready on his tongue, but Bastian spoke first, his pencil poised over his leatherbound notebook.

“Let’s try looking at this practically. We know Hunger let them through the gate yesterday, but what happened after that? Could they even get out of the Black Tower?”

That was easy, squarely within my sphere as the Warden of Gloamingard. “Hunger had to open three seals to bring them through. First the door to the Black Tower, which Whisper told me he opened with blood—probably mine. I left enough of it around the Summer Palace.”

“Bet you it was Aurelio who got it,” Ashe put in from where she crouched gargoyle-like in a deep stone windowsill. “It’d be his style to pocket some bloody scrap just in case he ever wanted to open a portal to the Hells someday.”

“The second seal was the circle around the obelisk,” I went on. “He probably drained that one of power to bypass it. And the last one is the obelisk itself, the seal on the tear between this world and the Hells.”

“Do you think he drained that, too?” Bastian asked, worry puckering his brows.

“I… I don’t think so. I doubt he could.” I shuddered at the memory of my palm flat against the white fire of the Hells, my mortal body in agony from the vast power ripping through it. “I unravel magic, destroying its structure; he just drains the power out. I think there’s too much power there for him to drain. The door to the Hells was designed to be opened and closed, though. My grandmother clearly did it, or I wouldn’t be here.” Those words lay bitter on my tongue. I couldn’t believe she’d broken the Gloaming Lore all those years ago, to save a life she’d made into a lie.

Bastian’s pencil scratched across the page. “So once they were through, then what? Would they possess the people nearest to the gate, or—”

“No, thank the seasons.” That was the first thing I’d asked Whisper, terrified for Odan, alone in the castle with four demons. “My grandmother apparently did something to seal the lives in her domain against possession. That’s why Nightmare and Madness wound up in Loreice; they couldn’t take hosts in Morgrain.”

Foxglove stopped pacing. “If they couldn’t take hosts, what happens then? What is a demon without a human to contain it?”

“I…” A wave of dizziness came over me, and I closed my eyes.

So cold. My energy bled everywhere as I fled in desperation into the dark, snowy forest. Trees glowed around me, pillars of life, but I scrabbled against them pointlessly, with no waiting mind to slide into. The warm souls of animals shone like candles in the night, bright with fear at my unseen presence, but I couldn’t get a grip on them, either; they were too simple, not deep enough, like trying to pour a full bucket into a thimble.

I tried to hurl myself away from the bright constellation of human lives in the town far behind me. But it drew me, sucking me down inexorably as a riptide. The forest slipped away, the trees receding; warmth and light rose around me and dragged me in until, with a sharp gasp of horror, I had lungs again, and eyes to blink open, and a human mind dying in terror within my own inhuman one. It sputtered out like a candle and was gone.

My gut twisted with revulsion. Severin’s hand fell on my shoulder. I opened my eyes to find him scanning my face, his own guarded and wary.

“What?” I snapped.

The muscles in his cheeks relaxed. “You looked strange for a moment there.” He hitched one shoulder in a shrug. “It’s nothing.”

“I’m not possessed, if that’s what you’re wondering.” The words came out sharper than I intended. “I’m the same person I’ve always been.”

“I know.” His voice dropped to a murmur, and he shifted to put his lips close to my ear. “Look, I grew up watching my father for the slightest change in mood. A pensive frown might mean he was doing math or that he was about to send vipers after me and my brother to see if we were strong enough to survive the venom. So sometimes I read a little too much into facial expressions. Sorry.”

His hand dropped from my shoulder. I stared at him, shreds of the past slipping away, my horror at his explanation grounding me in the present. His mouth twisted with bittersweet victory—Hells, he’d done it on purpose.

Foxglove and Bastian were still waiting for an answer. I tore my eyes away from Severin, struggling to salvage useful facts from the muddle of impressions and emotions.

“Demons without a host are just energy. Intangible, effectively invisible.” I ran my fingers down my braid to compose myself, the familiar bumps soothing. “After coming through the gate, they’d find a host who isn’t sealed against them, or be drawn into one. Either a visitor to Morgrain who’s not part of the domain, or someone beyond our borders.”

Ashe grunted. “Can’t imagine they’ll stay in Morgrain either way without your grandma’s permission.”

“So they take bodies and leave, in whichever order.” Foxglove started pacing again. “Together, or separately?”

“Separately?” The answer came instinctively. I tried to trace down why. “I think that not even the other demons like Carnage or Corruption.”

Severin’s brows rose. “Given how charming Nightmare and Hunger are, that’s hardly reassuring.”

“They’ll probably cross the border soon, if they haven’t already.” Bastian looked up from his notebook, frowning at the air as if a map hung before his eyes. “That means the domains of Gened, Kar, or Alevar.”

Severin swore softly as Bastian named his domain. I wished I had some comfort to offer him, but right now it was in short supply.

“There’s one more place they could go from Morgrain,” Foxglove said grimly.

It hit me, too, like a pit opening at my feet. “Here.”

In her windowsill, Ashe rose from her usual languid sprawl to a feral crouch with the fluid urgency of a cat confronted by a hawk beyond the glass.

“You’d better come see this.” Her voice had gone flat. “Someone’s coming up the road in a full-on murder walk.”

We crowded to the window. The question What do you mean, murder walk? died on my tongue; I only had to look down to see my answer.

This room was high enough in the Rookery keep to have a view past the outer bastions and down the low hill on which Castle Ilseine stood. A lone figure approached on the road that wound up the hill, and even from this distance there was no mistaking the sheer intensity and violent purpose in her stride.

I knew that walk. Knew it, in some old place where it tangled up with primal fear and an undying, ancient rage.

“It’s her.” My fingers dug into the window frame. “Carnage.”
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A low mist clung in the folds of the hills. Across the border in Morgrain, a mantle of dark forest covered everything, evergreens interspersed with splashes of early autumn gold. On the imperial side, tidy farms climbed the hillsides, a patchwork of fields bordered by neat lines of trees to break the wind. The pale light of early morning gilded the countryside and warmed the castle walls. A hush lay over the world, the land only just awakening.

The woman who stormed up the road toward the castle promised to shatter that peace.

We crowded at the parapet on one of the bastions overlooking the main gate, giving plenty of space to the teams of soldiers poised at the cannons or standing ready with artifice devices and muskets aimed toward the approaching figure. Training and discipline kept them silent and ready, but white showed at the edges of their eyes.

No one wanted this to be a fight. No one wanted this to be a demon.

“Are you sure it’s her?” Kessa whispered.

“No.” I stared down at the figure striding tirelessly up the road. She looked like a Loreician farm girl: perhaps fifteen, with a loose fall of wind-tousled brown hair, a freckled face, and a simple bodice over aproned skirts. But she moved like the inevitability of death. “She could just be a regular Loreician villager with a… very strong sense of self-confidence.”

Ashe snorted. “She’s marching up here to pick a fight with an entire castle. That’s some confidence.”

Her hand lay on Answer’s hilt, every line of her ready for violence. Ashe knew her monsters and her killers—and so did I, well enough. I wasn’t fooling myself, let alone anyone else.

A short distance along the wall, a young soldier drew in a sharp breath and let it out shakily. Someone muttered a prayer.

The girl came close enough to see the light gleaming in her eyes. She strode straight up to the gate without so much as a glance at the cannons aimed at her from the bastions. If she were truly Carnage, she wouldn’t know what they were; they hadn’t been invented four thousand years ago.

She stopped before the gate, looking it up and down as if assessing a foe. I didn’t breathe.

When she raised a fist and banged on the heavy oak door, it shook as if she’d pounded it with a battering ram.

“Knocking seems like a good sign,” Kessa said uncertainly. “Maybe she wants to talk.”

I shook my head, apprehension clawing its way up my throat.

A small steel plate in the door swung open. “What do you want?” a soldier called through it, stern and wary.

“Give me a sword.” The girl’s voice was well-oiled steel.

“Oh, Hells.” My knees had gone weak with a sudden surge of horrified recognition. Bodies strewn everywhere, dead and dying, maimed and bleeding. One woman standing among them with a red-streaked sword, lifting her head with slow, satisfied menace to meet my eyes.

I whirled to Foxglove. “We can’t fight her. Tell them not to fight her.”

“What do we do, then?” he demanded.

I shook my head in frustration. “I don’t know.”

Down at the gate, the soldier barked, “We don’t just hand swords out to random strangers. Who are you?”

Everyone along the parapet tensed, waiting for her answer.

A terrible grin spread across the girl’s face. “Give me a sword, and I’ll show you.”

“I told you—”

The girl’s hand shot through the tiny window, lightning fast. A choked cry came up from below. The girl drew her hand back, two fingers dripping red, still grinning.

“I don’t need a sword,” she said, “but I prefer one. It’s cleaner. Last chance.”

From the far bastion, a shot rang out, then another and another. On ours, an officer snapped, “Hold your fire!”

The girl jerked and staggered back, red blooming on the soft blue bodice, staining its lovingly stitched embroidery. She touched a wound in wonder, then stared up at the parapet where the shots had come from, her eyes narrowing. A wet cough sent blood trickling down her chin; she licked her lips.

I spun toward the officer who’d given the call to hold fire. “Don’t try to kill her! She’ll just take another body. Incapacitate or trap, but don’t kill!”

The officer gave a sharp nod, grim understanding in his eyes.

The girl didn’t wait to see if they’d shoot her again, or to figure out how she’d been hurt when her attackers were so far away. She turned dismissively from the bastion, as if musket balls were no more relevant than mosquitoes, even as blood continued to spread on her chest.

Carnage rolled her neck and shrugged her shoulders.

Oh pox. “Get everyone away from the gate!” I shouted, well aware it was too late.

The outer doors were meant to take cannon fire, reinforced with iron and runes—but the air rippled with magic around the wounded farm girl’s fist, and her punch exploded them into kindling. The impact rattled the stone beneath my feet.

Cries of pain and alarm rose up from below. The soldiers on the parapet swore, their discipline wavering as some of them stepped back in horror. Carnage bared bloody teeth in a wide smile and stepped through the shattered remnants of the gate.

Ashe eased Answer an inch from its sheath and then snapped it home, weight on her toes, looking ready to launch herself off the parapet after her. “She’s in the kill tunnel,” she muttered. “Poxy lot of good that does us when we don’t want to kill her.”

Bastian shifted nervously from foot to foot. “They’ve got the portcullis down, and it’s iron and quite heavily enchanted, so we can hope it’ll hold a bit longer.”

Muffled shouts and clamor came from the kill tunnel; the stones shuddered beneath us again. In the open courtyard beyond the portcullis, ranks of soldiers lined up in a defensive arc, wheeling cannons into place to aim at the entrance. Falcons in scarlet uniforms hurriedly laid out warding chains on the ground.

The dread only grew in my stomach. Flickers of memory teased my mind: A castle of golden stone in ruins, smoke rising from a massive hole in its walls, a great cloud of crows circling above it. A shining army bristling with pikes and gleaming with ring mail, and one figure carving through their careful formations like a knife through layer cake. The woman with the tight braid and golden mage mark who’d asked me to join the fight fallen to her knees in a village square strewn with bloodstained bodies, a scream of rage tearing from her throat.

Carnage hadn’t faced much artifice before, though. Maybe its delicate intricacies of power would confound her, with her reliance on blunt force. Still, if I was going to risk losing myself to these unnerving scraps of memory, I’d better at least heed their warnings.

“I’m going down there. I can’t do anything to stop her from up here.”

“Can you stop her?” Foxglove didn’t sound hopeful.

A terrible scream, rising up to split the sky itself. The primal thunder of the land breaking, so loud I felt it in my soul. The great bass roar of the ocean, as if a monster vast as the world itself had come alive in anger.

The bright eyes I loved staring at me with the deepest sorrow. The lips that had refused to call me a monster parting in horror. “What have you done?”

My mind shuddered away from remembering more. “Probably not. But maybe I can get her talking. I don’t think we were friends, but even an argument might keep her occupied.”

“At this point, I’d try dancing with her if I thought it had the remotest chance of working.” Kessa started across the bastion toward the stairs down to the courtyard. “Come on.”

Foreboding growing like a cancer in my heart, I followed.

I’d gotten used to troops assembling for drills in the wide, dusty courtyard of Castle Ilseine, but this had none of the feel of a drill. Everyone stared toward the portcullis, tension raw in the air. Silence had fallen in the tunnel, the soldiers who hadn’t gotten out in time lying in broken and huddled bundles on the ground among the blasted timbers.

Beyond the rune-scribed grating of the portcullis, Carnage stood laughing, blood drenching her apron and spattered across her face. She had a sword now. It hung gory in her hand; she gave it a sharp snap to shake the worst off.

“Don’t you use shields anymore?” she called, scanning the hundreds of troops arrayed before her with contempt. “Or are you too fond of your little rock throwers?”

Even from some distance behind the ranks of imperial soldiers, I could feel her presence. Unlike Nightmare’s, it didn’t spill out beyond her human form, but rather occupied it precisely, with a concentrated intensity that made her seem somehow more real than everything else around her. Bloodlust lit her face in a calculating sort of rapture.

“Why is she here?” Ashe muttered, shifting onto her toes and back again. “If we don’t know what she wants, we don’t have a tactical goal. Math isn’t my strong point, but I can tell you that no tactical goal plus an unkillable opponent equals an unwinnable fight.”

Ancient memories moved in the back of my mind. “I think…” My mouth went dry. “I think she just likes killing.”

“That’s not better.”

Carnage laid an experimental hand on the portcullis. Sparks flew up, and she snatched it back with a thoughtful sort of grunt.

Foxglove muttered a curse, glancing around the courtyard with the feverish swiftness of a man desperately searching for something precious he might have lost. His eyes flicked up and fixed on the roof of the Rookery keep; the tension didn’t so much go out of his shoulders as settle into different parts of them.

“Lia,” he exhaled. “And Teodor’s inside. Thank the Graces.”

Right. For me, facing Carnage was alarming enough, but Foxglove had family here. This castle was the Rookery’s home. If someone had just blasted down the gates to Gloamingard, I’d be in a frenzy. Somehow, I had to help them protect this place.

Carnage seemed to decide that the iron-carved enchantments of the portcullis would be too much to punch through. She stepped back, eyeing it a moment longer, then turned away.

“She’s not leaving?” Kessa asked hopefully.

“I think it’s a safe bet that we’re not that lucky,” Severin said.

Carnage rolled her neck and shrugged her shoulders again.

Exploding into motion, she unleashed a series of quick, vicious slashes on the arching stone wall of the tunnel. With sharp cracks like gunshots, great chunks of masonry sheared off, and the wall began to crumble.

“It’s coming down,” I breathed in horror.

“It can’t be,” Kessa objected. But her dark stricken eyes knew the truth.

The ground shook. The soldiers on the ramparts streamed away from the tunnel, fleeing the unstable wall. In the courtyard, the defensive formations held; an officer with flaming-red hair lifted her sword and shouted, “Wards ready!”

The entire massive stone-sheathed earthwork from which the tunnel emerged fell into rubble on one side, dust rising in a great cloud. The portcullis slumped off-kilter with an ear-scraping squeal and clang. The lines of soldiers wavered, some stepping back with a clamor of frightened curses.

Carnage stepped through the gap into the bright morning sun, blood-soaked and grinning.
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First row, wards up!” the redheaded officer roared.

Several people shouted keywords, and the first ring of warding chains that formed a half circle around the entrance flared to life. I had to admire their impeccable planning and coordination, even if they’d developed these defenses and tactics to fight my own people; the precision and power on display was impressive.

Carnage frowned at the wards with the mild annoyance of a traveler finding a fallen log across their path.

“Those won’t last long,” Foxglove muttered. “All this is doing is delaying her. We need a better strategy.”

“My turn, then.” The idea of approaching her set a sharp, unpleasant tingle racing along my nerves, but I had to try.

“Ryx…” Foxglove shook his head. “Graces go with you.” He winced slightly at the irony as the words left his mouth, but he didn’t retract them.

I took a deep breath and walked between the rows of soldiers standing ready with their muskets and cannons, pikes and devices, swords sheathed at their hips and uniforms crisp and unsullied. Fear showed in the stiffness of their shoulders, the sweat on their temples, the whites of their eyes. The Empire had been at peace for decades; many of them had probably never seen battle. I doubted any of them had imagined their first fight would be against one of the Nine Demons.

How many of them knew that another demon walked among them? Surely they’d flinch from my passing if they did, but their eyes stayed fixed on Carnage, and their muttered prayers to the Graces didn’t name me. My secret hadn’t leaked yet.

It was about to.

I strode up to the outer ring of warding chains, trying to project a confidence I didn’t feel. Across fifteen feet, Carnage’s eyes met mine.

They hit me with the focused cold malice of a sword thrust. Unspeakable age, unchecked violence, and a soul that reveled in destruction gazed out of the dead girl’s face. Fury surged up in response, my senses fogging at the edges with the force of it, but I pushed it back. Without knowing what history lay between us, I needed to stay sharp to bluff my way through this.

“Carnage,” I greeted her.

Her eyes narrowed. “Do I know you?”

“It’s complicated.” I swallowed to wet my throat. “Things have changed since the Dark Days. Have you talked to any of the others?”

She let out a laugh like a cascade of knucklebones. “The other demons? Why would I? They have nothing to say that could interest me.”

The glowing runes on the first circle of ward chains flickered and began to fade. Behind me, the officer barked, “Second row, wards up!”

“Then you should try talking to the humans,” I challenged. Contempt twisted her face; before she could reply, I pushed on. Speak her language. “You like to fight? Well, they’ve been doing it for millennia while you were out of action beyond the gate. They have new weapons, new techniques, new tactics. You could learn a lot from them, if you stopped killing them long enough to let them teach you.”

She flicked her sword tip negligently in front of her; the failing first ward sputtered and died on contact. She stepped over the inert chain, walking straight up to the second ward, narrowing the distance between us.

“Killing them is how they teach me.” Drying blood painted her chin, turning her smile to a thing of horror. “My school is the battlefield, and I am its most devoted student.”

This was what she did, I knew suddenly—this was all she did. Took a body, found a sword, and started killing. Sought out those best equipped to fight her, to make it a challenge, and fought her way from one end of the continent to the other and back again—day and night, without stopping. She rode each body into the ground until someone finally defeated her, and then she took their body so that some of their combat knowledge might adhere to her, crumbs left behind as their ousted soul perished. Unlike other demons, no fear of merging with a human held her back from taking one vessel after another; she welcomed the occasional merge, since the only human souls who wouldn’t utterly reject hers were those who shared her bloodlust.

I couldn’t reason with her. No one could. Like me, her nature was destructive; unlike me, she’d embraced it utterly.

“You could fight without killing them, you know,” I said, knowing it wouldn’t work, an old argument rising hot and ready to my lips. “If you leave them alive, you can fight them again and again, and—”

“Enough.” She cut me off. “Enough words. Rambling on so much, you must be Discord, or Hunger, or—no, wait.” Her gaze narrowed. “It’s you.”

A chill struck deep through me at the look that came into her eyes.

Carnage stepped right up to the second warding circle, until sparks leaped in a halo at the edges of her face and body. Her teeth bared as if she’d love to rip my throat out with them.

“Disaster.”

I didn’t want to claim that name. Not ever, and especially not in front of a large and heavily armed audience. I didn’t have much choice, though.

“Yes,” I admitted.

A jolt of warning pulsed through me, too late. I’d made a mistake. I’d gathered we weren’t friends, but what flared in her eyes wasn’t mere recognition, or dislike, or even the anger that sang hot in my own veins.

It was hatred.

“You dare. Oh, you precious arrogant fool, you dare show your face to me after what you did.” The power of her presence intensified, until I half expected her to start glowing red-hot as iron in the forge. Her glare stabbed through me like—

Her sword ran through my heart, rammed in all the way to the hilt. I stared at her in horror, my face inches from hers, the rage I’d gathered against her dissipating in a rush of pain and plunging weakness as the human body I’d worn for a hundred years failed at last. I was dying—no, it was dying, the body whose rightful soul had perished so long ago, the heart I’d kept beating in magic-fueled youth for a century split asunder.

And Carnage leaned in, grinning wider, her cheekbone nearly pressed against mine, to whisper in my ear: “Maybe you could have saved them if you weren’t such a terrible fighter.”

I gasped, shocked to find my lungs still working and my heart still beating; pain twinged in my chest, but from freshly healed scars, not from a mortal wound dealt centuries ago.

“You killed me,” I blurted.

“And I’ve waited four thousand years to do it again.”

A glow kindled deep in her eyes, a spark flaring to life in anticipation. I took an instinctive step back, suddenly very aware of the fragility of the heart pounding in my chest.

The second ward flickered and went out. The third and final one was up already—the officer must have called it, but I hadn’t noticed. Carnage paced closer, eyes locked on mine with the intensity of a cat closing in on a mouse, sword low and ready at her side. Only a few feet separated us, the air shimmering with faint opalescence from the invisible barrier.

I was almost out of time. Diplomacy was useless; I had one tactic left to try, though I doubted it would work as well on Carnage as it had on Hunger and Nightmare.

“These humans are under my protection. If you try to hurt them—”

“I know what you can do,” she barked. “Better than anyone. Don’t think for a moment I’ve forgotten.”

That’s good, because I have forgotten.

A sickening void of memory opened in my mind, trying to suck me in, an endless black pit with a final and terrible mystery waiting at the bottom. This was the reason Nightmare and Hunger were afraid of me, the reason Carnage hated me, the reason every visceral instinct screamed that no, I didn’t want to remember. She knew, and that knowledge burned in her stolen eyes.

“I remember exactly how much it hurt,” Carnage continued through her teeth. “But I also know how destroyed you were over what happened to your darling little humans. You’d never risk that happening again. You’re bluffing, Disaster. You won’t touch me.”

I knew, at a bone-deep level, that she was right. Which left me with no cards in my hand.

A grin of pure relish spread across her face. “I, on the other hand, have no hesitation touching you.”

Without warning, she brought her sword down on the chain between us.

Light blasted my eyes in a flare of power; I staggered back from it just in time for her sword tip to tear a slash in my vestcoat rather than my abdomen on her follow-up stroke.

Every nerve in my body lit up at once with wild energy. I barely jumped out of the way of her blade’s next vicious arc; there was no time to so much as draw my knife. She stepped over the broken chain, inexorable and deadly, coming after me.

A sharp crack sounded from above. Carnage dropped to one knee with a hiss, energy crackling around her leg. An enchanted musket ball.

“Get out of there!” the redheaded officer roared at me. I didn’t need the encouragement; I was already scrambling away, even as the soldiers hurried to lay down more wards on the ground.

Another crack split the air, and Carnage hunched, red blooming on her shoulder. Golden light sizzled down her arm, and the sword dropped nerveless from her hand.

I glanced up at where the sound had come from and spotted Lia, perched on the roof of the keep, calmly reloading a long musket that gleamed with bands of engraved runes and copious artifice wire. My heart lifted with a thin, fierce strain of hope. The Empire’s preparation and cleverness was working; they couldn’t defeat Carnage, but they could force her to a standstill.

She seemed to come to the same conclusion. “Enough of this,” she said with disgust.

Her eyes went blank, and she crumpled to the ground, dead.

Oh, Hells.

I whirled, panic leaping like bile to the back of my throat, scanning the orderly ranks of soldiers around me. And the Rookery—where was the Rookery?

“She jumped bodies!” I yelled. “Look out, she’s taking a new host!”

A stir ran through the soldiers, everyone glancing around in alarm, not sure what to do—and then it was too late. One crumpled with a cry as the redheaded captain drew her sword and slashed his belly open. She whirled at once to run through the man beside him next.

“Ha, this is more like it!” Carnage crowed, kicking the dying soldier off her sword and cutting open the throat of a woman who’d raised a blade against her. “More strength, more reach, good reflexes, good conditioning. Yes.”

Officers shouted orders, but she was in their lines, falling on them like a cat in a box full of mice. Everything erupted into chaos and blood and screaming; gunshots split the air, and Carnage’s delighted laughter rose above it all. In just a few seconds, the situation had gone from under control to a massacre.

The Rookery appeared around me as if summoned. Ashe had her sword in hand. Kessa’s lips pressed tight together, and they all looked grim; some of the soldiers lying bloody on the ground were surely their friends.

“Come on,” Severin urged, shaking my shoulder as if to wake me up. “We need to regroup.”

We hurried halfway across the courtyard into a blessed empty space away from the violent churn of active combat. There was no escaping the shouted urgent commands and desperate pleas for help, the clanging steel and booming guns, the smoke and dust rising up in a grim cloud.

“This isn’t working,” Foxglove said, voice rough and strained. “None of the wards here can hold her for long, and if we physically incapacitate her, she just jumps bodies. How do we stop her?”

“We don’t.” My throat was dry as dust. “We have to abandon the castle. Scatter into the countryside.”

The Rookery stared at me. I was asking them to give up their home for lost. Kessa drew in a sharp little breath of distress; it fell into a pause in the clamor of violence. They must have gotten some kind of temporary ward up again.

Ashe shook her head, a hard look coming into her eyes. “That’s not enough, either. She’ll just come behind us, killing the slowest.”

“Good point.” I drew in a breath deep enough to make my chest twinge. “I’ll draw her off. She can’t possess me. If I can get her away from everyone else, they can escape.”

“Except she’ll kill you,” Severin pointed out. “You can’t fight her, Ryx.”

“Here’s an idea.” Ashe’s eyes drew irrevocably back toward the fight; she nearly hummed with the need to be part of it. “I saw what happened. She only jumped to a new body because she couldn’t fight in the old one anymore. You draw her off; the rest of us slow her down so she can’t quite catch you, but she can keep moving forward. Once we’re far enough away, we put her to sleep with alchemy or something and make sure we vanish before she wakes up.”

“That might work,” I approved. “Once we’ve got her isolated, we can evacuate the whole area. Let her wander the countryside looking for someone to kill and not find anyone at home.”

Kessa gave Ashe a suspicious look. “Wait a minute. When you say the rest of us will slow her down, please tell me you’re not thinking about throwing yourself in her path with your sword. You’re still wounded, you know.”

“I want to fight her, sure,” Ashe breathed, staring at Carnage with some strange cousin to longing. “This is what I’m for, Kessa. But don’t worry, I’m not an idiot.”

Kessa’s eyes narrowed further. “I’m not so sure about that.”

An explosion shook the fortress. I staggered; a blast of hot wind hit my face. On the battlements, smoke rose from the mouth of an artifice cannon.

A shallow, scorched pit cracked and cratered the courtyard floor. Bodies sprawled everywhere, but they bore sword wounds; the soldiers had drawn back before the cannon fired its shot.

The silence lasted barely long enough to find our feet and draw a breath. Then a tall woman with close-cropped hair drew her sword and began laying into her comrades with unbridled glee.

Kessa’s face spasmed as if she felt Carnage’s blade in her own flesh. She started toward the fight with a desperate, instinctive motion—maybe recognizing a friend among the fallen, maybe simply unable to ignore so much suffering any longer.

Foxglove’s sharp call jerked her short: “Kessa!”

The silent look she gave him stretched wide and wild with pain.

“We need to send birds warning local towns to evacuate.” Foxglove’s voice softened into gentleness. “You and Severin are the only vivomancers in the castle, and he has to cover Ryx.”

A touch of grim reason returned to Kessa’s face. She gave him a sharp nod.

“Fine. But by the Eldest, you’d better hurry.” Without waiting another instant, she ran off to find birds, skirts bunched in her hands.

Bastian hefted his satchel. “I’ll tell the fortress commander what we’re doing so the drum officers can pass along the plan.”

“I…” Foxglove’s face tightened for a moment in unexpected struggle. His eyes pulled up to the keep roof, where Lia trained her artifice musket on Carnage. “I’m sorry,” he rasped. “I need to make sure Lia and Teodor make it to safety. I just need to.” He shook his head. “It shouldn’t take long. I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

Bastian shot him a surprised look, but I nodded. Some ties ran deeper than reason.

“You do what you have to,” I told him. “I’ll get Carnage’s attention.”

Ashe eyed Severin. “All right, mage boy, let’s get into position to back her up. It’ll work better if we can hit by surprise.”

Severin glanced around the stone courtyard in frustration. “Why do these imperials feel the need to scour all life from their fortresses? I’ve got nothing to work with here.”

“Maybe because your Witch Lord kin keep invading and trying to murder them with every blade of grass they let sprout. Come on.”

I didn’t stand around to watch them go. Carnage was cutting her way through a group of soldiers who’d been trying to lay down a warding chain behind her, moving with the joyous grace of a dancer.

Shadows of memory clinging to me like tatters of grave shroud, I strode across the courtyard to meet her.
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I picked up a sword from the scorched, bloodstained flagstones. It wouldn’t do me much good against someone who’d fought nonstop for over a century, but it made me feel better.

I tried not to look at the faces of the dead and dying scattered around the courtyard. I’d only been at Castle Ilseine for a few weeks, but still, I knew some of these people, and right now I needed all my focus. I couldn’t let myself be shaken at the sight of a face I’d seen illuminated with laughter or kindness now shuttered by death.

More than anything, I didn’t dare get angry. I was all too aware of the power seething within me with an ancient rage I didn’t want to understand, ready to boil over and wreak destruction on everything around me if I lost control for one second.

“Carnage!” I called, her name rough in my throat.

She drew her sword from the chest of a fallen soldier and casually flicked blood off the blade. Everyone else backed away, opening a space for the two of us. A drum beat out a rapid, irregular rhythm in the background, spelling a coded message; Bastian must have talked to the commander.

Carnage lifted the sword before her and turned it in her hand, eyeing the blade thoughtfully.

“These swords are too narrow.” She said it with condemnation, as if this age of the world had disappointed her utterly. “Made for dueling, too reliant on the thrust. I need a good slashing weapon for a general melee. And I am disgusted at the lack of shields. Not so much as a buckler.”

“The world has changed.” If she wanted to talk about differences in weapons over the centuries, I’d be more than happy to strike up a conversation. It certainly beat murdering me. “They fight wars differently now, with magic and guns. Most of the time the battle is over before anyone gets within sword range.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” She shook her head. “There’s no art in it. There’s no satisfaction in pointing a stick at someone and watching them fall down. I want to feel the bones breaking. I want their last impaled heartbeat to resonate up my arm. I go away for a few thousand years, and somehow the humans have managed to ruin war.”

“War isn’t supposed to be fun.”

“Then you’re doing it wrong.” Carnage stalked toward me, giving her sword a sharp swish and twirl as she walked as if to get used to both the new blade and her new arm. “For instance, I’m going to really enjoy carving up that body you’re wearing, Disaster. And the next one, and the one after that. It might take a hundred deaths for me to get bored of killing you.”

So much for conversation. I forced myself to hold my ground, to hide the thrill of fear that ran along my nerves. I had to keep her busy, but without using my power, I wouldn’t last ten seconds against her. If Kessa released my jess, I could attack her energy directly, like I’d done with Hunger—

A wave of revulsion hit me at the thought. The sky gone black with ash. The terrible roar of an ocean unleashed. No. Whatever had happened last time I tried to magically attack Carnage, it had been worse than dying.

She was almost upon me. I had to trust Ashe and Severin and do my job: playing bait.

“Right.” Carnage lifted her sword. “First death.”

“It doesn’t have to be this way,” I blurted.

She paused, meeting my eyes. There was so much old, cold anger in them, but also a flicker of pain.

“That was true once,” she said, her voice deadly soft. “We’re past that point now, you and I.”

Her sword blurred into motion. I raised my own in a surge of panic—too slow.

Carnage staggered suddenly, red blooming against the blue imperial uniform on one leg.

Halfway across the courtyard, by the keep door, Foxglove supported Lia, holding her crutches as she lowered her smoking artifice musket. A heady surge of gratitude and relief swept through me.

Carnage spun and started toward them, jaw set. She walked with a hitch; whatever magic ammunition Lia had used, Carnage couldn’t ignore the wound like she had most of her earlier ones. Lia handed her musket to Foxglove and grabbed her crutches with smooth and practiced ease, but desperation showed in the whites of Foxglove’s eyes as he stepped protectively in front of her. They didn’t have any defense against a demon; I had to get Carnage’s attention back.

“Hey,” I called, lifting my sword. “I’m right here.”

She paused. With a glance flicked up and down, she assessed my stance. “I suppose this won’t take long.”

I backed up before her advance, hoping to keep out of range. My heart pounded as if it strained to use up its full allotment of beats before she skewered it. For a minute, it worked; I retreated, and she came inexorably after me.

I stumbled on a corpse, and she lunged. My sword wrenched from my hand and clattered to the ground.

“You’re not even trying,” Carnage scoffed.

I scrambled backward, hands empty, off balance. Magic flared in response to the panic jangling in my veins, hitting in a sharp rush of energy. The stones trembled beneath my feet, a faint vibration as if someone had dropped something massive nearby.

No. I clamped down on my power before it could leak any further. I was Ryxander of Morgrain, no more and no less, and I’d fight and die that way if I had to.

Her eyes narrowing, Carnage raised her blade.

Suddenly she swore, and the sword rang on the stones at her feet as she shook out her hand. A wasp rose lazily up to the bright morning sky.

I almost laughed. Thanks, Severin.

He must have enhanced its venom; Carnage snatched her sword up with her left hand, her right curled and useless.

She cut a few quick arcs though the air. “You think I care which hand I use to kill you?”

“I might if I had any plan to die.”

I took the chance to scoop up my own sword, feeling much braver. My friends were watching over me, like the Graces themselves.

I circled away from her in a widening arc, opening distance. She closed in a tightening one. I put anything I could between us—abandoned cannons, a supply cart, a covered stone well—and she smoothly sidestepped or slashed them into oblivion. It felt like a thousand years. It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes.

At last she backed me up against the outer wall, near the ruined gate. My sword trembled in my hand. I was too battered from our harrowing confrontation with Nightmare to keep this up any longer.

Carnage could see it. My death shone like a gift in her eyes.

“Hey,” called a voice from above me. “I hear you like to fight.”

Ashe strolled down the stairs from the parapet, smiling a cocky challenge. She came to stand beside me, drawing Answer in a long, languid movement.

Carnage assessed the liquid grace with which Ashe moved, the wiry muscles of her arms, the confident ease with which her sword rested in her hand. A slow grin spread across her face.

“You look like maybe you could give me one.”

“I’m not giving you anything,” Ashe said. “But you can come try to take it.”

She didn’t look at me, but from the corner of her mouth she added, “Out the gate and nice and easy down the road. They’re setting up a surprise.”

“You can’t fight her,” I whispered back, alarmed. “You’re wounded.” She’d barely been able to walk yesterday, for Graces’ sake.

“Bastian gave me the good stuff. I’m all hopped up for about half an hour, and then I need a physician.” She nudged me. “Come on. We take this out the gate like we’re leading a dog.”

Retreating from Carnage with Ashe was nothing like retreating on my own. Instead of wearing myself out running away and desperately dodging, I could hurry down the road and then catch my breath while Ashe faced off with Carnage; once I’d opened a good lead, she disengaged and loped to catch up with me, her gait as springy as if she were fresh and unwounded. Carnage came after us at a steady pace, hitching with each step, Lia’s musket ball still doing its magic to slow her down.

Their first exchange was deliciously exploratory, all shifting stances and intent gazes and the barest touch of steel on steel. Their second exchange erupted almost at once into a flurry of blows, too fast for me to follow, over quickly as Ashe jumped back out of range. Carnage wiped a streak of blood from her cheek after that one, her grin going even fiercer and wider. The third time, Carnage came at Ashe hard and ruthless; instead of retreating, Ashe slipped inside her guard and ran Answer up alongside her neck, close enough to kiss. It was Carnage who leaped back.

“You could have killed me there,” she pointed out.

“I don’t want to be possessed, thanks,” Ashe replied.

Carnage laughed with vicious relish. “You’re going to make me work for this. Excellent. It seems this millennium has something to offer after all.”

Ashe bounded to meet me with as much vigor as ever, but blood seeped through her vestcoat along her side.

“You’re hurt!” I greeted her, alarmed. “Did she cut you?”

Ashe glanced down, seeming surprised. “Oh, no, that’s just my old wound opening up.”

“That’s not good, either!”

“It’s fine. I won’t feel it for a while yet. Kessa’s going to be mad, though.” She gave a sort of stiff bounce on her toes as we hurried down the road. “Good thing, too. Once that demon gets the hang of a rapier and figures out her ranging in this body, I’m going to have Nine Hells of a time holding her off in prime shape, let alone wounded.”

“You sound excited,” I said, torn between disbelief and acceptance of the inevitable.

“Better excited than peeing my breeches, and those are the two options.” Ashe glanced back over her shoulder. “I’m up again. We’re almost there. Keep going.”

This time, Carnage approached Ashe more carefully, analyzing her guard and choosing her moment. When Ashe closed for one of her quick lightning flurries, Carnage slid a long, shallow cut along the outside of her arm.

I stifled a cry; the last thing Ashe needed was for me to distract her. She disengaged successfully and hurried to meet me, but she switched Answer to her other hand, grimacing. Scarlet ribbons ran down her arm.

“She’s learning fast,” she muttered. “All right, over this bridge, come on.”

The bridge in question was a simple, pragmatic stone span leaping a narrow cut that a cascade had worn into the hillside. Beneath it, the stream dropped steeply down in a long tumble of moss-garnished rocks toward the valley floor far below. We hurried across; on the far side, just before the road rounded a shoulder of the hill and vanished behind it, Ashe stopped.

“All right,” she muttered. “Look like you’re making a dramatic last stand with me. Like you’re too exhausted to go on. Play it up.”

She turned to face Carnage, leveling Answer at her in a shining line, her bloody arm hanging at her side. I raised my own sword; I didn’t have to feign my exhaustion. My legs trembled, and my arm sagged with the trivial weight of my rapier.

Carnage seemed to have no such concerns. She limped implacably toward us, the blood of her victims drying on her sleeves, a joyous light in her eyes.

“Get ready to cover your face,” Ashe muttered.

“What?” I glanced at her, confused. And then the glimmer of a suspicion awakened in my tired mind.

Carnage stepped onto the bridge. “Ready to end this?”

“We’re ready, all right.” Ashe flashed her a grin, shifting her weight as if preparing to charge. Carnage paused in the center of the bridge, taking a defensive stance to meet her.

With a rapid series of earsplitting cracks, both ends of the bridge shattered. Chips and shards of stone exploded everywhere; I barely threw an arm up in time to shield my face. Tiny cuts shredded my hands and vestcoat; I gasped and breathed in rock dust.

The bridge tumbled down in a great clamor of stone, taking Carnage with it.







[image: image]


The Rookery came running around the corner at once; Kessa let out a low cry and threw an arm around Ashe, careful of her wounds.

“Did we get her?” Bastian asked, peering at the crumbling edges of the bridge.

“Yes, but we need to get out of here.” I coughed on the stone dust that still hung thick in the air, waving them urgently onward. Carnage was even more dangerous dead than alive. “If she jumps to a new body…”

“Right.” Foxglove broke into a surprisingly fast stride with his cane, face grim; the rest of us followed. “That fall probably won’t kill her, but let’s not take any chances.”

“You barely made it this far on that leg, Foxglove,” Kessa protested. “You can’t walk much farther, let alone run.”

“I can with the right potions. Bastian?”

He let out an aggrieved sigh. “Consider my usual protests lodged.”

“Naturally.” Foxglove extended an expectant hand without slowing down; Bastian pulled a small bottle from his satchel. Kessa looked as if she might protest, but a shadow crossed her face—the memory, perhaps, that Foxglove was not only her friend, but her brother’s killer—and she said nothing.

“I’ve got birds watching Carnage.” Severin glanced back up the road as we hurried down the hill. “They’ll let us know if she seems to be dying—or if she gets up and comes after us. Not that I’m certain we can do much about either, but at least we’ll be well informed when we perish.”

“Ashe, you’re a mess,” Kessa chided, her brow creased with worry. “We need to treat those wounds.”

“Let’s get far away from the angry demon first,” Ashe said. “I think she took a shine to me, and I don’t…”

She swayed, her face gone pale as snow, and collapsed into Kessa’s arms.
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Dark birds wheeled around the gaping wound in Castle Ilseine’s side. Carnage had left it a gutted wreck on its hill, visible for miles in a countryside suddenly full of frightened people fleeing for their lives. From our vantage on the crest of a nearby rise, the green fields and pretty little towns of Loreice spread out around us, it was starkly apparent that the devastation didn’t end there.

In the pale ribbon of road that stretched deeper into the Empire from the fallen castle, a scattered trail of tiny dark humps sprawled, unmoving. Down that carrion-haunted road, from the hazy green distance, black smoke rose up in thick obscene clouds. Orange flames licked at their bellies from the roofs of one of those idyllic villages. Beyond came the faint pop of gunfire.

Carnage had left a wound in the countryside behind her, and ragged miserable lines of people fled from it like trickling blood.

“She did this in one morning,” Kessa murmured, stricken.

“And she’s only one demon.” Severin’s eyes pulled northward. “The others are likely leaving just as much wreckage in their wake, wherever they are.” I knew he was thinking of Alevar, sure as my own blood and bones strained to run to Morgrain to make certain all was well.

In the grass beside the road, Kessa made a semiconscious Ashe as comfortable as she could in her lap while Bastian applied wound-sealing salve and bandages. This stop was necessary, but I couldn’t help feeling incredibly exposed—we were still so close to Carnage.

I turned to Foxglove, who looked as restless as I felt, leaning on his cane instead of sitting, even though his leg must be aching. “Did you get Lia and Teodor out?”

“They’re heading to a neighboring fortress with some of Castle Ilseine’s Falcons. Neither of them is a frontline fighter.” He turned his head away, a muscle working in his jaw. “I shouldn’t have run off to take care of them. It was too critical a moment.”

“You did the right thing, and it turned out well enough,” Bastian assured him. He tied off Ashe’s last bandage, and his tone went brisk. “So, what’s the plan?”

I stared at Bastian in surprise; I’d gotten used to thinking of him as the most easily flustered of the Rookery, but now he exuded rock-solid composure. Maybe that was how it went, when you were part of a group like this—maybe they just took turns holding themselves together, and he’d seen the others crumbling and knew it was his time.

“Plan?” Kessa stared at Bastian in disbelief, sweeping an arm out over the ravaged valley and its stink of smoke and death. “I’m all one for optimism, but this is a lot to tackle. Carnage took out a major imperial fortress in, what, twenty minutes? Plus we’ve got Despair, Corruption, and Hunger out there as well, no doubt doing equally appalling things. We’re injured, and we don’t have so much as a biscuit on us.” She visibly struggled to pull up the ragged remnants of her usual cheer. “We’re in a worse scrape than when Ashe got drunk and fought that bear chimera without her sword.”

“I won,” Ashe said weakly, from where she lay in Kessa’s lap. “And who got me drunk in the first place?”

“Kessa did.” Bastian shook his head at the memory. “And Foxglove placed bets on you instead of trying to stop you.”

Foxglove straightened, as if Bastian had issued a call to battle. “Of course I did. And I walked away with a purse heavy to splitting. Do you know why?”

“Because I’m bloody amazing,” Ashe said, her words slurred with potions.

“Because the Rookery always finds a way.” He swept us all with a sharp gaze. “We clean up magical messes, and this is the biggest magical mess of all. Let’s get to work.”

It was bravado, and we all knew it. But despite the swath of death and ruin laid out before us, I wanted to believe him. And Hells, why not? This was the kind of crisis I could deal with. I’d take a planning challenge over an existential one any day.

“We need access to intelligence and communications, not to mention a physician,” I said decisively. “With Castle Ilseine fallen, where can we go?”

Bastian lifted his head, hope sparking in his eyes. “There’s a military magical research division at Castle Liret, not far from here. I’ve been corresponding with them about anti-demon enchantments, and I heard they had something quite promising in the works. If we want a weapon to use against Carnage and the rest, that’s the place to go.”

“Perfect.” Foxglove cleared his throat. “In full honesty… that’s also where I sent Lia and Teodor.”

“All the better,” Bastian said firmly. “It’s going to be a long way with some of us wounded, though, so we should get moving.”

Far away, more gunfire sounded, and a thin trail of black smoke lifted up from another village. A cold thread of certainty coiled around my heart: for every moment we rested, Carnage was murdering more people.

Foxglove tugged his cuffs into place with grim intent. “We’ve no time to waste. Let’s go.”
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We found Castle Liret in a state of furor.

Grim parties of soldiers erupted from its gates, thundering along the road after Carnage, the bright scarlet uniforms of Falcons and Falconers among them; wounded stragglers trickled back, shaken by grief and terror. Messengers scattered to farms and villages too small to have a courier-lamp post, bearing warnings to evacuate from Carnage’s bloody path. We’d seen plenty of fleeing families on the road, children clutched tight, pale-faced and searching desperately for missing loved ones.

The Empire was already drawing threads of order through the chaos. Everyone was afraid, many were grieving, but by the Graces, they were organized. Artificers were already fixing damaged courier lamp relay poles, and teams with clipboards and wagons full of food and blankets organized evacuees. At Castle Liret, they had tables set up in the broad, tidy courtyard to take in and triage arrivals of people displaced from Castle Ilseine. A man with gray-streaked temples and a resplendent gold-trimmed uniform strode around prominently calling orders and distributing encouraging back pats to harried and shock-pale soldiers.

There was a line. I’d never stood in a line before. Given what I was—both a Vaskandran atheling and one of the Nine Demons—I felt like an impostor here among all these imperial soldiers, a ruffled owl trying to blend into a well-ordered flock of geese. It was a relief when we reached the front, where an officer waited with a leatherbound register, and Foxglove gave her his name.

“The Rookery!” The officer’s face brightened, going almost hungry. “I’ve heard of you. The whole castle’s talking about your victory at the Summer Palace. It’ll give everyone hope that you’re here.”

Foxglove seemed taken aback, as if the notion that he could bring anyone hope was a ludicrous idea. Kessa struck a dashing pose and tilted her feathered hat at a rakish angle.

“We’ll do what we can,” she said, with heroic gravitas, and flashed a brave smile.

The officer’s expression melted into something that bordered on worship. Heads turned in the line to stare at us, some craning to get a better look.

Foxglove brushed the attention off like a bothersome fly and rattled off the rest of our names, clearly eager to get the logistics over with and find his family. He finished with “… and Lady Ryxander of Morgrain. Prince Severin of Alevar is also with us.”

The imperial title fell strangely on my ears, but the officer’s eyes grew wide. “Prince? We do have a small diplomatic guesthouse within the fortress, but I’m afraid we’re not really set up to accommodate royalty, Your Highness! We can…” She broke off as the man with the gold-trimmed uniform strode toward her table. “Ah, I’m sure Colonel Farrow will want to greet you.”

She saluted as the colonel reached us, but he took no notice, his dark eyes sweeping the Rookery. His jaw led his face like a plow blade.

“What’s this commotion? Ah, Bastian! Welcome back to Castle Liret. I’m glad to have a mind like yours on our side in these dark times.” He spoke with booming, carefully modulated resonance as if he were an actor, playing to his audience of soldiers as much as addressing us.

Bastian bobbed his head. “I’m eager to see what your artificers have been working on, Colonel. I’ve heard very promising things about a weapon they’ve developed against the demons, and I was hoping to—”

“Yes, the energy absorption device. You’ll love it. Brilliant use of recursive coiling, and that’s just the beginning. Our research is Eruvia’s great hope right now.” His gaze traveled along our line. “Foxglove, leader of the Rookery. I believe we’ve met once.”

“Twice,” Foxglove murmured.

Farrow had already moved on, his guarded face less than entirely welcoming despite his hearty tone. “That means you must be Ashe, the fabled swordswoman, and the charming Lady Kessa, and… ah.” His gaze fixed on me, and that formidable jaw flexed. “The Lady Ryxander of Morgrain.”

Tension knotted my back. I wasn’t sure what he knew or where this was going, and everyone was watching us. “That’s me.”

His stare could have bored holes in rock. “I have certain intelligence about you.”

Well, pox. “I don’t doubt it.”

In the listening hush, his voice went hard and frosty. “You are not welcome in my castle. I’m afraid I must ask you to leave.”

I should have seen this coming. Of course he wouldn’t want a demon inside his walls; I was the enemy, an unholy abomination, a danger to his people. I was lucky he hadn’t ordered an attack.

That didn’t stop me from feeling like a sack of grain with a hole in the bottom, something vital spilling out and leaving me hollow.

I offered him a stiff nod. “I won’t force myself upon your hospitality.”

Severin bristled, his power flaring around him like a breeze-caught cloak. “Exalted Ryxander is an atheling of Morgrain,” he said sharply. “Is it imperial policy to refuse to host Vaskandran royalty?”

“Severin,” I muttered, my face heating.

“Not at all. You are quite welcome, Your Highness, and our castle is honored to host you.” The colonel offered Severin a bow slight and stiff enough to make me suspect he spent far more time on military magical research than diplomacy. “I’m refusing something else.”

I drew a breath, ready to cut this short and get out before Farrow spilled my secret to the whole castle, but Kessa stepped in first.

“I completely understand your reservations, Colonel, but political necessity sometimes does need to take priority.” She leaned toward him confidingly, her tone sympathetic. “Ryx was instrumental in defeating the Demons of Nightmares and Madness. Have you confirmed with your superiors that the Serene Empire truly wants to issue an insult to Morgrain and reject the alliance that allowed us to defeat two demons? Now, of all times?”

He regarded her with a calculating frown. His gaze flicked around the courtyard, where whispers of the Rookery’s arrival ran with a sharp thrill of excitement among a shaken force desperate for hope. Down the waiting line, soldiers from Castle Ilseine who knew the Rookery muttered and craned their necks to try to see what was going on. Farrow might not know diplomacy, but he understood appearances.

“Colonel Farrow.” I let my weariness color my voice. “I’ll leave if you wish. I don’t want to hold up the line.”

“We can all leave,” Kessa added, her voice smooth and bright as the flat of a knife.

“No.” Farrow brushed imaginary dust from his immaculate uniform. “No, that won’t be necessary. We can house you in the diplomatic quarters for now, with appropriate precautions, until I can confirm orders from Raverra.” He drew himself up and gave a regal nod to the officer at the registration table. “Carry on.”

Colonel Farrow folded his hands behind his back and strode away. At once he began barking orders to hurrying soldiers to essentially continue what they were already doing; my inner Warden winced.

“What an ass,” Severin said between his teeth.

Bastian glanced after Farrow and lowered his voice. “I understand from my correspondents in the research division that he’s mostly a good superior—smart, respects and supports their projects, gives them freedom and resources to pursue their ideas. But he does like to, ah, let the glow of their accomplishments shine on him first, if you know what I mean. He’s from a powerful family and rather invested in enhancing his own image.”

“I can’t blame him for not wanting me in his castle,” I murmured, “given circumstances.”

“I can,” Severin growled. “I can blame whoever I like. He should count himself lucky the constraints of hospitality prevent me from inflicting a plague of stingroaches on my host.”

Foxglove had already turned to finish our registration. Kessa was talking in low, worried tones to another officer about getting Ashe to the infirmary while Ashe, who could barely stand, protested. Too many eyes remained on me. I might be used to getting strange looks—the only thing missing was the flick of fingers in the warding sign—but I’d be glad to get to that diplomatic guesthouse they’d promised and close the door.

Except that we didn’t have time for me to hide. We didn’t have time for any of this. Carnage was slaughtering people every minute, to say nothing of whatever destruction Corruption, Despair, and Hunger were wreaking. I glanced up to find the courier lamp spire thrusting into the air above the fortress and traced it down to the building that must house their communications. That seemed like a likely place to start.

Severin’s good hand closed on my arm. “Where do you think you’re going?”

I’d stepped forward without thinking. “To get some useful intelligence. I need to—”

“Sleep,” Severin finished firmly. “You need sleep. You can save the world in the morning.”

“The demons won’t sleep.” I frowned. “Hells, maybe I don’t need to sleep, either. I should—”

Severin released my arm to rub his forehead. “Ryx. For blood’s sake. You can’t do anything more today. Half the Rookery is wounded. We all need rest; have mercy.”

There was a softness in his eyes, almost pleading; the corner of his mouth made an exhausted twitch toward a smile and gave up, but the trace of humor remained.

It hit me that if I said no—if I pushed myself to go shake actionable information out of this castle, if I ventured out in pursuit of demons who might be more amenable to persuasion than Carnage, if I strode off into the night looking for refugees who I could help find safety with my own two human hands—he would come with me. He’d scrape his weary bones together and follow me, just to make sure I didn’t go alone.

I cleared a suddenly scratchy throat. “All right, if you put it that way, I’ll rest. For a little while.”

“I’ll take what small miracles I can get.”




[image: image]







“They think you’re some wise hermit, down in the village.”

The bright-eyed girl laughed as she pulled things out of her basket: a cloth, which she spread on the meadow grass, a crusty round of brown bread, and a generous hunk of flaky yellow cheese. “They say your magic is so pure that you can ward the land against demons, and that’s what keeps their village safe when the rest of the countryside is in ruins.”

“None of that is true,” I protested, eyeing her with some alarm as she continued to lay out what was unmistakably a meal. “I’m up here because I’m too dangerous to be near people.”

No. Not now. I didn’t want to remember, didn’t want to be that person again—if a demon could be considered a person at all.

My hands had gone slack in the washbasin I’d filled to finally clean off the grime of the day’s violence. I gritted my teeth and rubbed at dried blood and road dust, trying to sort the hard details of the present out from the rush of strange feelings and images and impressions. The glint of lamplight on the water—that was real. The muffled murmur of voices in adjoining rooms, too—that was the Rookery settling into the little diplomatic guesthouse they’d given us, discreetly separate from the more sensitive research and military buildings.

But the girl. Those eyes, so bright and knowing, mischief and compassion mingled in a heady dark cocktail. I couldn’t push her away. I didn’t want to forget her; something in me strove powerfully to remember.

“Oh, I know you’re dangerous.” The girl flashed me a smile across the millennia. “I know exactly what you are.”

“Then you should know not to come near me!”

The villagers kept insisting on bringing me gifts, laid on a rock at the edge of the mountain meadow: a warm hat, baskets of food, a bright woven blanket. All things I didn’t need but treasured nearly as much as their tentative smiles and occasional waves. They at least knew to keep their distance. This girl was too close, too friendly, too unafraid.

Who was she? She’d lodged like a splinter in my mind, and I had to know—but I didn’t dare find out. I scrubbed fruitlessly at my hands, blinded by memory and a sudden warmth pooling in my eyes. No, this was too dangerous. If I started caring about her, started caring about things that happened in my old demonic life, I could lose myself forever.

But her laugh. Warm and liquid as a summer cascade.

“My friends do tell me I’m reckless.” She dropped me a teasing curtsy. “Pleased to meet you, Disaster. I’m Laeka. Would you care to join me for a picnic?”

Laeka. Her name settled in my chest with a weight of grief and longing. I still had no idea who she was, curse it.

A chill brushed the back of my neck around my braid, as if a door to somewhere dark and cold had opened in the room behind me.

“I leave you alone for five minutes, and you start a fight with Carnage,” said a voice woven of silk and shadow.

I turned, a truly irrational degree of relief flooding my heart, to face the Demon of Death.
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Whisper sprawled across my borrowed bed as if it had been made exclusively for him, a puddle of indolent darkness. He might be mysterious in purpose, unreliable as an ally, and capable of snuffing out my life without blinking, but he was also a fixed pillar in my crumbling world and the most welcome sight I’d seen all day.

“I assure you, I wasn’t the one who started that fight.” A tendril of something like foreboding wound through me, only for an unremembered past rather than the future. “I wouldn’t.”

“I should hope not.” His yellow eyes narrowed. “She’s probably counting on that.”

“She said as much.” Whisper no doubt knew what exactly had happened between us—why Carnage wanted vengeance, and why so much as thinking about it made me feel ill. That was one question I had no urge to ask him, however. Whatever I’d done, it had apparently hurt Carnage but also quite a lot of innocent bystanders, and that was all I needed to know.

There was much more pressing information I wanted. I forced myself to sit down next to Whisper on the bed rather than confronting him, no matter how much I might want to grab him and shake answers out of him.

First, and most important: “Is Morgrain safe?”

“Morgrain was never safe.”

“You know what I mean.”

“No other demon has chosen to challenge Discord there yet, if that’s your concern.” He glanced away, which might signify he was hiding something, or merely that he was done with the topic. I swallowed the urge to press him for more details; Whisper could sometimes be cajoled but never bullied.

“Do you know where the others are? Or what they’re doing?”

“Yes.”

I waited, but of course he didn’t say anything more. “All right, fine. Will you tell me?”

“Would you want me to tell them where you are, or what you’re doing?”

“No.” I couldn’t keep a trace of frustration from my voice. “When you told me they’d come through the gate, you seemed to feel this was a problem for all of us. Yourself included.”

“It is.” His ears flicked. “But I can’t be part of the solution. That’s why I brought it to you.”

“You don’t want this world ruined any more than I do. Surely your neutrality can bend a little.”

His tail lashed. “I remained in this world for millennia without harming it. I did not do so by bending my rules. If you wish to do the same, I suggest you learn to refrain from meddling, yourself.”

“I don’t want to meddle,” I objected. “I want to help.”

“Ryx. You can’t help them.” His voice went soft and surprisingly compassionate, with no trace of condescension. “If we try to help, they won’t accept, and it only leads to more conflict and destruction.”

A lean man with a fall of loose hair stood silhouetted on a low grassy rise. Around him sprawled dozens of bodies, each without a mark on them, weapons still clutched in their hands. He gazed over them with a weary, cynical expression, eyes gleaming gold in the dim light. Then he turned and walked away.

I shook the memory off. “Maybe so. But I have to keep trying.”

“Suit yourself,” he said. “For us, trying can be very dangerous.”

“That I believe.” I hesitated, working through the snarled skein inside me. “I’ve been remembering more.”

Whisper let out a sigh so soft I felt it rather than heard it. “I imagine you have.”

I had so many questions, and he probably didn’t have answers for any of them. Was I going to lose myself, piece by piece? How I thought of the other demons was already changing, from terrifying legendary forces of evil to something more… well, like my most fraught relationships with my human family, times ten. Would I become truly one of them, leaving a visible scar of bloodshed and chaos in my wake like Carnage? Who was the girl with the bright eyes, and why did she stick in my mind like a shard of the most gorgeous stained glass?

I reached out and scratched behind his ears. His fur was so incredibly soft.

“I’m afraid,” I whispered.

“You should be.” He leaned into my hand, closing his eyes. “You’re likely not afraid of the right things, though.”

“The memories are coming back so strongly, and they’re bringing all kinds of feelings with them.”

Whisper’s muzzle wrinkled. “You always did have a lot of feelings.”

“I don’t want them to change who I am. To make me a true demon, like Carnage or Nightmare or—”

“Me?” Whisper asked pointedly, drawing his head back from my touch.

I smiled; I couldn’t help it. “Even if I were a pure demon, I could never be like you.”

“Hmph. No, I suppose you couldn’t.” He spread his claws, admiring them, and then sheathed them again. “You’re far too stubborn to become anything but yourself. It’s the others you should be worried about. We don’t have much time before they damage this world beyond the point where it can recover.”

“What do I do, then? How can I stop them?”

He looked away, the tip of his tail weaving an intricate and agitated dance against my bedspread.

“You don’t know what to do, either, do you.” I slouched on the bed, strangely disappointed. “You seem like you know everything, but you don’t have access to any mystical pool of infinite wisdom after all.”

His eyes narrowed. “I do. It’s called common sense, and you humans seem to utterly lack it.”

I laughed. There should be nothing reassuring about Whisper—he was the Demon of Death, for Graces’ sake, and nothing he’d said came close to a word of comfort. But something in me eased in his presence, no matter how dangerous he might be.

“Fine, then. I bow to your common sense, which insists you remain neutral. Mine tells me that you’re right, and we need to stop Carnage, Corruption, Despair, and Hunger before they wreck this world beyond salvaging. So give me a hint, if you can’t tell me outright.” I spread my hands. “What should I watch out for? What am I overlooking, to my folly? Give me a fateful warning or an ominous portent, since you love them so much.”

His ears swiveled slightly back, his stare offended. He began grooming a paw with unusual aggression, but then he lowered it, seemingly forgotten, his gaze gone broody.

“There are too many warnings to give,” he said. “Last time, we did unspeakable damage out of sheer ignorance. This time, some of us are doing it with purpose and intent. You and I can’t stop them without inflicting far worse harm. It’s up to the humans, as it always was.”

“I’m human,” I pointed out to him. My shoulders tensed at the importance and audacity of what should have been a simple statement.

Whisper’s tail tip swished. For a moment, I was afraid he’d disagree with me.

“Yes,” he admitted at last. “For good or ill, you are.”
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“Do you not eat, then?” Laeka cocked her head at me, eyes twinkling. A dimple carved an amused comma into one cheek. I could have looked at her face all day; the liveliness and humor in it soothed my soul.

“I can.” I frowned at today’s picnic spread, laid between us on the cloth. I’d forgotten it was there. “I don’t need to. I can’t run out of energy like you humans can.”

“You might feel better if you do, though. You look a mess.” She ran her eyes over me, and the dimple grew deeper. “Here. Let me braid your hair.”

“What?” I touched the brittle, tangled mass at the back of my head.

“I brought a comb, and a friend gave me a potion to help work the snarls out when I told her how dire your need was. It may still hurt a bit, though. Have you ever brushed it?”

“I don’t…” My borrowed face felt strange, like a mask slipping off-kilter. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Do you mind if I touch you?”

In some hosts, ones with an extra ring in their eyes, my touch meant death. I’d learned that the hard way over a hundred years ago, and avoided such hosts ever since. This one was safe enough, but still… I wasn’t sure a human had touched me in kindness before. If they had, it had been so long I couldn’t remember.

My core tried to flare with unsteady emotion. I clamped it down with the absolute control I’d spent the past century learning on this mountaintop.

“All right.”

She came around behind me. I sat perfectly still as she worked something damp into the mass of my hair, exclaiming in dismay over what a mess it was.

“This is a disaster—well, of course it is.” She laughed. “I suppose it’s just hubris, trying to put order to the chaos.”

It was the most extraordinary feeling in the world. My whole core felt ignited with new colors; I couldn’t see them like Nightmare or Madness or Despair could, but surely they must be brighter than they’d ever been.

“Thank you for trying,” I said softly. “And thank you for coming up here so often. It’s wonderful to have someone to talk to.”

“You could come down to the village, you know.” She began working the teeth of the comb through my hair; I didn’t mind the tugs. Pain was a distant and curious thing. I’d worn this body for far longer than its original inhabitant had, but it still wasn’t mine, and whatever discomfort it suffered never quite seemed to stick to me. “Your control really is amazing. They tell stories in the village of how storms and earthquakes wracked this mountain for decades, and everyone stayed away; but then it became peaceful, and people came here as a refuge, since no demons will come near it.”

“That’s just plain wrong. Death visits me here all the time.”

The comb went still. “Does he, now.”

“Madness too, sometimes, though I haven’t seen her in a while. I hope she’s all right.”

Laeka made an odd little sound. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about her. Anyway, you should come down to the village sometime. I think there’s a festival coming up soon. We could go together.”

“I… That sounds absolutely terrifying.” Agitation churned in my core at the thought, but not a wisp of energy escaped the bounds I’d set beneath my borrowed skin.

“Sometimes the most frightening things are also the most fun.”

She gathered my hair in her hands; her strong fingers worked through it, dividing and weaving. I wished I could somehow dwell in this moment forever: the peaceful afternoon, the warm sun brightening the scattering of flowers across the meadow, and Laeka’s faint scent of woodsmoke, cooking spices, and human teasing at my senses as her fingers brushed the back of my neck.

“Laeka,” I asked at last, “you said you think there’s a festival. You’re not from the village, are you?”

“No,” she agreed. “My friend Siska was born there. She comes here often to visit her parents, and sometimes I come with her.”

“But you’ve been visiting me so often.” It was obvious now; I felt foolish for not realizing sooner. “You came here for me. You came all the way here, from wherever you live, to meet me. To… make friends with me.”

“I did,” she admitted. “I wanted to see if it could be done. My friends thought I’d lost my senses, but I told them you must be lonely and bored up here, and you hadn’t hurt anyone in generations. And besides, I’m lucky.”

So she’d had her own motives. I asked myself if I cared, and discovered that the answer was no. She was my friend now, and that was what mattered.

“That festival.” I cleared my throat. “I’d love to go with you.”

I could somehow feel her smile, behind me. She tugged my braid tight and tied it off with a bit of leather cord. “Then let’s do it.”
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I woke from my dream fuzzed with the tattered remnants of an interrupted sleep. Cries and alarms in the night had sent me to my window more than once, ears straining for news as parties of wounded or exhausted soldiers staggered in through the gates. I yearned to burst into the courtyard and ask what was going on, but given Colonel Farrow’s cold greeting, I doubted that would be received well without the Rookery at my side. The others seemed to be sleeping through the commotion with the deep oblivion of exhaustion.

Now the rosy-gray light of dawn filtered through my window at last. I muddled around getting dressed in my small but comfortably appointed room, unwilling to waste another moment in restless slumber.

It wasn’t until I was sitting on the edge of the bed, halfway through braiding my hair, that it hit me.

My fingers froze, knotted through the dark strands of my hair. Hot salty tears gathered in my eyes. Sweet Hells have mercy.

I’d worn my hair in a braid my whole life because four thousand years ago, half of me had fallen in love.
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I should have had nothing on my mind besides defeating demons as we wolfed down a quick breakfast and followed Foxglove across the courtyard toward the communications building, but I couldn’t let Laeka go. Shreds of memory clung to me like the scent of woodsmoke. Artificers laid depleted warding chains across the flagstones to draw energy from the rising sun, squads of nervous soldiers mounted up to ride out on some dawn mission, and urgency hung palpable in the air around me—but my fingers kept stealing up to touch my braid, as if I might find her hands lingering there.

She didn’t matter, curse it. The person I’d been, the one who loved her, was gone. She was gone. I was Ryxander of Morgrain, no more and no less, and all that mattered was the present time and the present crisis. Never mind what liquid mess of ancient feelings threatened to burble to the surface of my heart.

The guards on the communications building let us in without question once Foxglove identified himself; Farrow must not have given orders to keep me out. We started across a great busy space full of clerks’ desks and rushing messengers toward the courier lamp room, but before we reached it, Kessa stopped and drew in a sharp breath. Her eyes fixed on the wall, her face pinched with sudden pain.

I followed her gaze, and the present came back into focus with sharp and awful clarity.

It was a map of the region, the hills that divided the Empire from Vaskandar rising up into mountains as they marched westward from the ocean. Neat ranks and clusters of blue and gold pins must represent Raverran forces, bunched around the carefully inked border fortresses that formed a staggered line against the domains of Gened and Morgrain to the north. Probably I shouldn’t be seeing this map, as an atheling of Morgrain who might have a more than neighborly curiosity about their defenses—but that wasn’t what stopped me as if my feet had grown roots.

A swath of red pins cut like a bleeding gash from Castle Ilseine into the Empire, with one large black pin at the end of it, as if it left a wake of blood. Another black pin marked a spot in Vaskandar near the border, not far from Castle Ilseine, surrounded by a large irregular blob of gray pins that spread out from it like a stain. A third black pin stuck in the map north of Morgrain, right at the doorstep of Severin’s domain of Alevar; the trail of sickly green pins it left was sparser and more irregular, as if the Empire had fewer data points and less surety about what was happening deep in Vaskandar, but it covered a disturbingly large area. More black pins marked the castles of Gloamingard and Liret, with two in the Summer Palace. A small cluster of purple pins surrounded the latter.

The known locations of the Nine Demons, and the spreading devastation they’d already caused. Each one of those pins represented lives shattered, land and homes ruined, people displaced or dead—and they already covered half the region, after one day. Some of those green ones were in Kar, Ardith’s home domain—Hells, I hoped Ardith was all right.

People bustled around us, carrying messages back and forth, calling out urgent orders or news. Clerks at the desks scribbled furiously, passing notes to pages who took them and ran. In the short moment that we stood frozen, an officer referring to a slip of paper stuck more red pins in the map and moved the black pin that must represent Carnage to an ink-drawn imperial fortress. They pulled a blue flag pin from the fortress, face grim, and a groan rose up from the room.

“So much destruction already,” Bastian murmured, his fingers moving to calculate the grim progression of those colored pins. “I don’t like where these numbers are going.”

I remembered what Whisper had said: Last time, we did unspeakable damage out of sheer ignorance. This time, some of us are doing it with purpose and intent. We weren’t just seeing the Dark Days repeat themselves—we were getting an accelerated version.

Kessa’s hands flew to her mouth. “I have friends in one of the red pin towns,” she breathed through her fingers. “They just had a baby—oh, I hope they got out in time. I stayed in Greenbriar village for a couple of weeks, and the people were so kind and welcoming, and it’s got a gray pin. Do you think that’s Despair?”

“Probably.” Unsettling images picked at the edge of my mind: a woman lying on the ground, staring at the sky unblinking as rain fell in her face. A man sprawled in the shattered pieces of the dishes he’d been carrying to the sink, blood on his cut hands and a thin shining trail of drool on his cheek. “If it’s any consolation, I don’t think Despair usually kills people.”

As for the green pins… When I tried to imagine what kind of wake Corruption might be leaving, my stomach twisted in instinctive horror.

“Why is there a black pin in Castle Liret?” Bastian asked suddenly, alarmed. “Is that—oh.” He shot a glance my way, his voice dropping. “Sorry, Ryx.”

I’d already figured that out, and shrugged it off. I very much disliked how the demons seemed to form a ring around Morgrain—but then, they’d come through the gate in Gloamingard and been chased out by my grandmother, so that only made sense. Still, it hurt not to be there now, working to keep the domain safe as society crumbled all along its borders.

“That one pin is far too close to Alevar.” Severin’s hands curled tight at his sides. “I’m having unaccustomed feelings of personal responsibility, and I don’t like it.”

“If there’s a demon at Alevar’s doorstep, it’s not your doing,” I told him.

His eyes stayed fixed on the map. “No, but leaving my domain under the sole protection of my questionably stable brother is.”

“He exiled you. You didn’t have a choice.”

I couldn’t read the complicated murk of the glance he gave me. “You’re the one who taught me that we always have choices.”

“Come on.” Foxglove started moving again, his cane striking the floor with more force than usual. “Let’s get to the courier lamps.”

The courier lamp chamber was crowded to overflowing. We could only hover near the doorway and peer in. Pages scurried in and out with transcribed messages; lamp clerks’ fingers flicked impossibly fast, tapping out code while uniformed officers bowed anxiously over them. Rows and rows of lamp crystals glowed in their niches around the circular room, some flickering furiously with desperate messages, others shining with the steady light of an active connection. A disturbing number stood milky and inert, their niches full of shadows. As we watched, a light that had been flashing with great urgency went abruptly dark under a lamp clerk’s fingers. He exclaimed in despair, rocking back on his stool as if he’d been dealt a physical blow.

Colonel Farrow stood near the center of the room, the picture of vigilant concern, frowning at the darkened lamps with thick patrician brows lowered. Either he was proving a calm rock in the center of the storm, or he had no idea what to do. To be fair, I was far from sure how to face such a widespread and proliferating crisis myself.

One clerk handed him a slip of paper, and he read it twice before crumpling it in his fist.

“Damn,” he said, and then again, more forcefully, “Damn.”

Kessa slipped up beside him, conveying the confident compassion of someone you could safely confide in.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

He frowned at her, then at Foxglove, and seemed to decide with a small, unconscious shrug that the Rookery could know this information.

“We sent out an elite team with an experimental device to try to entrap Carnage. I had high hopes that it might prove to be exactly what we need to turn the tide.”

Bastian went alert as a hound hearing its name. “The energy absorption device you mentioned yesterday? That’s the reason we came here—it sounded like our best chance against the demons.”

“It was.” Farrow’s square jaw clenched to trembling for one brief moment before his stoic mask slipped into place again. “The team failed. A scout heard screaming but didn’t dare get close. They’re likely dead, and the device lost.”

Bastian’s hand rose to his mouth. “Oh dear.”

Farrow whirled on an officer who stood at his elbow. “This outcome is unacceptable. We’ve got to retrieve it. Send every soldier we have available to get it back.”

The officer’s brows rose in alarm. “Colonel, with all respect, I saw that report. We lost them right on the border, probably across it. We’re not authorized to send a large armed force into Vaskandar. That would violate the treaty of—”

He cut an arc through the air with his hand. “A small, competent scouting force, then. Our best. People who can get in and out quickly and stealthily with the device.”

“Colonel…” The officer passed a weary hand across her brow. “I’m trying to think who has the right sort of training and isn’t already out on a mission, injured, or dead. I’m coming up blank, sir. In a few hours, perhaps, if the group we sent to remove magical devices and sensitive documents from Castle Ilseine returns—”

“We don’t have a few hours!”

Foxglove tugged his cuffs straight. “The Rookery will do it.”

Farrow spun as if Foxglove had attacked him, staring at him with the crumpled paper still clenched in his hand. “You?”

Foxglove stood there radiating competence, his grip relaxed on his cane as if it were merely a fashion statement. “We have the permission of the Conclave to work in Vaskandar. We have experience handling dangerous magical devices and evading demons, and the skills to get in and out quickly and discreetly. Most importantly, we’re available.”

The colonel’s gaze took in Foxglove’s cane, Ashe’s bandaged arm, and Severin’s filigreed splint. “You think your people are fit for duty?”

“It’s the Dark Days, Colonel.” Foxglove gave a tiny shrug. “We’ll manage.”

“True enough. Perhaps…” Farrow’s glance fell on me, and his face hardened with anger. “You are not allowed in this room.”

Severin stiffened, and Kessa seemed about to speak; I beat them to it, holding up a placating hand.

“It’s fine.” I forced a smile. “I probably wouldn’t want me here, either, if our positions were reversed.” It was an easy sacrifice to make if it built goodwill, especially since I was sure the Rookery would fill me in afterward.

Farrow’s brows rose, as if he’d expected resistance. “Good. I’m glad you see it my way.”

I gave him a curt nod—I’d given up on ever getting the bow I’d normally expect as an atheling in return—and turned to leave before my composure could slip. Severin caught my arm.

“Do you want me to make a fuss and go with you?” he murmured.

“No, stay and listen, if he doesn’t throw you out,” I whispered back. “I want your perspective.” More to the point, I didn’t want him seething along at my side while I was trying to remain calm and detached. No matter how much I told myself it was fine and understandable that Farrow didn’t want a demon lurking around his command center, my insides curdled with shame.

I could feel Farrow staring after me all the way out past the hectic clerks and running pages, his eyes burning into my shoulders like coals.
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“We have the mission.”

Foxglove didn’t slow his pace, sweeping me up to join the rest of the Rookery as they strode across the bustling courtyard where I’d been waiting. We swerved around a pavilion set up as an overflow infirmary and headed for the stables.

“Oh, good.” Relief broke over me at the prospect of doing something, anything, to help.

“Should be a simple retrieval,” Foxglove said. “It’s not far, and they’re sending the artificer who created the device with us to identify and handle it. We find the soldiers—or more likely, their bodies—and get out with the device. We don’t expect any trouble.”

“But we’re ready for it,” Ashe added, almost hopefully.

Kessa glared at her. “Don’t get any ideas. You’re not healed yet, you know.”

“Bah. I’m almost good as new.”

Ashe rolled up her sleeve to display the stitched-up and salve-smeared wound marring the pale, lean-muscled grace of her sword arm. She cast a sideways glance at Kessa to see if she was appreciating it properly. Kessa made a tutting sound and planted a quick consoling kiss on Ashe’s tousled head, which probably wasn’t quite the reaction Ashe had been hoping for.

“If this turns into a fight, something has gone very wrong,” Foxglove said, with unruffled calm.

At the stables, a team hurried to prepare a coach for us. A tall, elegant woman with a glorious cascade of braids approached from the main research building, quickly doing up the last button on her scarlet Falcon’s uniform—presumably the artificer who’d made the device, coming to join us.

Bastian froze when he saw her. “Oh,” he breathed. “Oh, I didn’t realize it was her.”

The Falcon’s step faltered.

“Bastian?” Incredulity sharpened her slight Ostan accent.

“She’s not Zenith Society, is she?” I whispered to him.

“No, no! Nothing like that, just…” He swallowed and waved to her. “Ah, hello, Hylah. It’s, uh, been a long time.” His voice was dry and cracked, a ghost of itself.

A tentative smile lit Hylah’s face, like the sun slipping out through a gap in an overcast sky. “It is you! Graces, after all these years! How are you? I was so worried when you just disappeared from the University of Raverra.” She looked him up and down, the green-gold rings of her mage mark gleaming with a liquid brightness that seemed mostly pleasure but with a dash of pain. A faint frown puckered her brows. “You look—”

“I’m fine,” he said quickly, and let out a nervous laugh. “Well, aside from the Dark Days returning and being about to set out on a dangerous mission and all that, of course.”

“It’s not how I imagined I’d run into you again, that’s for certain.” Hylah’s smile remained bright and fond, but her voice tightened a little. “I kept waiting for you to turn up in classes. What happened? Were you ill? Did the Rookery recruit you in secret and swear you to silence?”

Hells. She must have lost touch with him when Bastian got abducted and turned into a chimera. By the devastated look on Bastian’s face, he had no idea how to begin to answer her question.

“I… missed you, too. I’m sorry, I…”

Kessa intervened like the Grace of Mercy. “I’m absolutely delighted to meet an old friend of Bastian’s! I want a proper introduction over drinks when things are calmer, but since we’re on an urgent mission to help save the world and all—hello, I’m Kessa!” She flashed a warm smile. “What can you tell me about this device we’ve got such high hopes for?”

Hylah’s face lit up. “Ah! The device uses principles of magical pressure differential to…” She checked herself, clearly thinking through how to explain this to someone who wasn’t an expert on artifice and probably didn’t want a half-hour technical lecture. “Suffice to say it’s essentially an energy trap, based on the kind used to mitigate the force of magical explosions.”

“We have some of those,” Foxglove murmured.

“Yes, I imagine you do, in your line of work. I’ve created one with heavy modifications to try to use it to entrap demons instead, since they’re made of energy.” She dropped her eyes, her voice dwindling to a murmur. “For the binding aspect, I drew from the work you did on the ward enchantment at the Summer Palace, Bastian.”

Foxglove let out a low whistle. “A portable demon trap would make this a lot easier. I doubt another demon will stay still long enough for us to spend days carving wards around them like we did with Nightmare.”

Hylah nodded. “That’s why the colonel is so eager to retrieve it. Unfortunately, I’m not certain I could re-create the device—I made it in a burst of inspiration, and Bastian could tell you I take terrible notes.”

He grimaced. “She always borrowed mine.”

Foxglove hefted his cane. “Then let’s go get it back.”
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The landscape we rumbled through on our short trip to the border was shockingly transformed from what I’d gotten used to during the weeks I’d lived in this area with the Rookery. Farmhouses stood hollow and abandoned, towns eerily empty; sometimes smashed windows or scattered possessions spoke of recent violence, whether from Carnage’s passage or the panicked reactions of humans. Crops languished unharvested in the fields, an omen of a hard winter to come even if all our demonic problems mysteriously vanished tomorrow. All those displaced people must be crowding into towns and cities ill-equipped to welcome them, with few resources and an uncertain future. The ripples of suffering spreading from Carnage alone were unfathomable, and from what I’d seen on that map, the others were leaving similar wakes of devastation.

All this in one day. Seasons spare us.

We were close to Morgrain, and I couldn’t help but think about the impact all this disruption would have on my domain, even if my grandmother kept it safe. So many of our people depended on elixirs from the Empire; we needed to arrange alternate sources, or people would miss vital doses and die. Our vivomancers should start working now to produce extra food to sell cheaply to the Empire or give outright to build goodwill at a time when no one trusted us. There’d be a whole tangled mess of people with family outside Morgrain desperate for news, travelers trying to make it home, letters that never crossed the border—all details that I’d have attended to for my grandmother, and which I doubted anyone was taking care of now.

While I stared moodily out the window, Kessa chatted with Hylah, easing the tension in the carriage.

“So you’re an artificer and a researcher here at Castle Liret?”

“Yes. Though my other major area of study was theology, and I’m also the castle shrinekeeper.” Hylah chuckled, somewhat ruefully. “Recent developments are certainly going to shake up that department at the University of Raverra, let me tell you. I can hear the pens scribbling out new monographs now.”

Oh, this was awkward. She was a steward of the religion founded to celebrate my defeat. I tried to make myself as small as possible on my end of the bench.

Kessa shook her head. “I’ll bet you’d much rather have gotten firsthand experience of some nice, pleasant stories about the Graces rather than the ones about the Dark Days and the Nine Demons.”

“Well, that’s the key question, isn’t it?” Hylah leaned forward, her eyes brightening with the ardor of a scholar whose unsuspecting companions have raised her favorite topic. “I’ve had more than one person ask me: If the demons are back, where are the Graces? Shouldn’t they have returned, too? And I have a theory about that.”

Foxglove lifted his head slightly, listening, even though he kept staring out the window.

“What has the message of the Graces always been?” Hylah asked, with the expectant air of one eagerly building to a point.

No one else responded, so I murmured, “The Graces inspire us to discover what was within us all along. They offer no divine aid; we have to use our own gifts to save ourselves, and each other.”

“Precisely. What makes the story of the Graces so compelling is that though the Nine Demons were horrifying eternal forces from a world beyond our own, in the end what makes us human is stronger.”

I winced a bit at that. Severin’s hand folded over mine on the bench between us.

“Some of us like horrifying eternal forces from a world beyond our own,” he whispered, his breath tickling my ear.

“So what answer do you give,” Foxglove asked, his deep voice deceptively casual, “when someone asks you where the Graces are?”

“I say look around you. Or within you. Any of us could be the next Graces. Whoever takes that inspiration and finds a way to stand up to the demons and defeat them—those people will be our Graces come again. We all have that potential inside us.”

Ashe snorted. “By that logic, we’d be Graces, since we beat Nightmare.”

Hylah extended an elegant hand, her brows lifting in challenge. An uncomfortable silence fell over the carriage, broken only by the rattle of wheels and the creaking jostle of wood.

Foxglove leaned suddenly forward, looking almost relieved. “There!” He thumped the ceiling of the coach with his cane. “That’s the trail they told us to look for.”

The coach rumbled to a stop.

“What trail?” I asked.

Foxglove’s face was grim. “The last place Farrow’s team was seen alive.”
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We left the carriage at the height of a pass to follow a dubious trail that wound down out of the wind into a scrabbly wood of low conifers. This was the Vaskandran side of the border, no question; if we turned east, we’d be in Morgrain soon enough. I could feel the whisper-faint tingle of life magic in the land around us, all too aware that without my jess, I’d be cutting a swath of death through it.

Maybe it was that awareness that made me notice occasional boughs with yellow withered needles, always ones that dipped over the trail. Right where I had to sidestep or duck to avoid brushing them. It was as if I’d been here ahead of myself.

A sudden foreboding came over me. “Are we sure it was Carnage who took them out?”

Foxglove paused, giving me a troubled glance. “Interesting you should say that. This place doesn’t seem to be near where she was last spotted, based on that map we saw this morning.”

Bastian tipped his head. “Well, she’s been jumping around a lot from one body to another.”

“I believe they’re charting her course by the wake of death she leaves,” Hylah said, frowning. “So if something else were killing large numbers of people in this area, they might have simply assumed it was her. Should we be concerned?”

Ashe checked the draw on Answer, sliding it half an inch in and out of its sheath with the absent ease of long habit. “One way or another, I’d walk in the middle of the group if you’re not up for a fight.”

Hylah edged closer to Bastian.

We advanced along the path more cautiously, senses straining. It was far too still—no birds flitting from tree to tree, no insects singing. Something was wrong.

“What’s that?” Ashe asked suddenly, pointing down the rocky trail, her whole body vibrating like a plucked string.

A dark lump lay in the path ahead.

“Ah, Hells,” Severin breathed.

“Is that a…” Hylah’s voice rose to a squeak, and she clamped her mouth shut.

I could almost tell myself it wasn’t a body. My mind kept trying to wrest the shape into something else: a sack of abandoned trash, or a lost cloak.

As we got closer, I couldn’t lie to myself anymore. It was a corpse. Sprawled in the road, still and empty in an imperial uniform, flies rising and settling on his face.

“This isn’t Carnage’s work,” Ashe said flatly.

Hylah hung back, fingers pressed to her lips. “How do you know?”

“Wasn’t stabbed.” Ashe shrugged. “Not a mark on him.”

I tore my gaze away from the hollows of the soldier’s flat, dull eyes. “How did he die, then?”

Kessa shook her head. “I don’t know. Severin, you’re much more powerful a vivomancer than I am—can you tell?”

Severin gave the body a long, distasteful look, then glanced away. “Unfortunately, I’m all too familiar with what killed him. Look at the bones showing through him and tell me I’m wrong.”

The dead man’s flesh was sunken and wasted, cheeks and eyes hollow, in a way that made no sense given that he couldn’t have died more than a few hours ago.

“Hunger,” I growled. “Curse him straight back to the Hells he came from.”

Foxglove’s hands dropped to his belt. “This changes things. We don’t know where Hunger is. He could still be in the area.”

“Should we withdraw?” Bastian asked nervously. “Forgive me, but we’re not in what I’d call fighting shape.”

Foxglove’s fingers drummed against one of his leather pouches. “This device. It can trap demons in the field?”

Hylah bit her lip. “I’m confident the theory is sound. But clearly the team Colonel Farrow sent wasn’t able to use it successfully, so I can’t be certain.”

Foxglove rubbed his forehead. “So it’s a possibly irreplaceable device that could be the best chance we have of averting the destruction of the world. And Hunger might still be in the area. There are too many unknowns.” He looked up, fixing his gaze on a carefully neutral space. “We need someone to scout ahead.”

Silence fell as we all tried very hard not to look at Bastian. A beat too late, Ashe said, “I’ll do it.”

She started to move, but Bastian blurted out, “No! No, you’re wounded.”

Ashe patted her sword hilt. “It’s okay. I hung Answer for left-hand draw.”

She vanished into the woods, and for a long, tense moment, we waited. But she came back soon enough, springing up the path with a grim expression.

“There’s a town up ahead, if you can call it that,” she said.

Kessa let out a nervous laugh. “I know the place. More of a permanent smuggler’s camp. I hid out there for a week or two once when things got a little too hot for my liking in my spying days. Their leader cooked a mean breakfast.”

Ashe grunted. “I hate to tell you, but he’s probably not going to be doing that anymore.”

Kessa’s face fell. Ashe wrapped an arm around her in a quick hug.

“So there’s some dead smugglers,” she said, “and a bunch of dead soldiers, all of them looking like that poor bastard in the path back there. But there’s one who’s still alive.”

“We have to help them,” I said immediately.

“He may not make it,” Ashe warned. “I came right back when I found him, mind you—I have no idea where Hunger or the device are.”

The implied choice hung in the air: stick to the mission, or help a dying man. I could almost see the calculations passing through Foxglove’s eyes.

“We’ll have to hurry, then,” Kessa said firmly. “Where is he, Ashe?”

By his brief flicker of a frown, I doubted that was the choice Foxglove would have made. But he offered no objection as we followed Ashe down the path into a smoky camp of rickety cabins built from scraps of wood and weathered logs. Laundry hung between the trees, and the faint scent of soup wafted from an open-sided kitchen pavilion.

Bodies sprawled everywhere, mostly in the blue and gold of imperial soldiers. Some still clutched pistols or swords. All of them had the same hollow, wasted look of the man we’d seen in the path, as if they’d starved to death. Kessa averted her eyes, mouthing a curse.

Ashe led us to the far end of the camp, where a uniformed man lay propped against a barrel, a neat roll of blankets cushioning him beneath and more blankets above.

“I did what I could for field aid, but cursed if I know what to do about strange magic stuff like this.”

The man had the same wasted look as the others, but his eyes retained a glassy, feverish life. When he saw Hylah, his dry lips parted; he strained fruitlessly to sit up. A thin rasp wheezed from him, like the last breath squeezed from the lungs of a corpse.

“Lieutenant Crespi!” Hylah visibly wrestled her distress under control, moving to kneel at his side, drawing a shrinekeeper’s spiritual calm around her like a ragged mantle. “Don’t push yourself, now. Rest. We’ve come to do what we can.”

He shook his head, letting out a weak rattling cough. “Too late for me. It was Hunger, Hylah. We went after Carnage, but it was Hunger who got us.”

“What happened?” Foxglove crouched down to look the man in the eyes.

“Tried to use the device on Carnage, but our timing wasn’t right.” He caught Hylah’s sleeve with a withered hand, urgency in his feeble grip. “Won’t work if the host is still alive. Have to wait for the demon to leave its body, so it’s pure energy.”

“That’s very good to know.” Hylah squeezed his shoulder gently. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

“Lost half of us to Carnage. Then on the way back to the castle, Hunger…”

He struggled for a moment, his breath coming thin and weak. Bastian offered him a small bottle of something; the man took a swig and sighed, the pain in his ravaged face easing a little. When he spoke again, it came looser and softer, as if he were drifting slowly away.

“He came after us. He knew, Hylah. Somehow, he knew about the device.”

“That’s impossible,” Hylah objected. “Only a few dozen people know it exists.”

“He knew,” Crespi insisted. “He came for it. So we ran. Ran all the way up here, and then we had to make a stand.” He let out the dry ghost of a chuckle. “That didn’t go too well.”

“Did he get the device?” Foxglove asked sharply.

“No. I hid it before he caught us. If you go back down the trail a little way, there’s a tree growing out of a boulder. I marked the tree with nine cuts, for the Nine Graces. It’s in a hollow under the roots.”

“Well done, Lieutenant,” Hylah approved. “You’ve done the Graces and the Empire proud.”

Bastian handed him another bottle. “Drink this, too. Then we’ll see about getting you out of here.”

Crespi gently pushed the elixir away. “You can’t drag me along. You need to move fast. Some of my people led Hunger off into the woods, pretending to have the device, hoping the Vaskandran forest would kill him. If he finishes them off, he’ll realize they don’t have it and come here looking for it.”

A chill and a shadow fell over us, as if something sucked the very light and warmth from the air. A horribly familiar tingle of power crawled up my spine.

“Indeed he will,” said the Demon of Hunger.
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I whirled to find Hunger’s cold eyes staring at us from Aurelio’s ragged, unshaven face. He stood some fifty feet away, a bloodstained leather satchel marked with the imperial army insignia dangling from his hand. He cast it contemptuously to the ground.

“Empty,” he said. “Which means you hid it. And no doubt now you’ve passed it along to…” His eyes snagged on our faces, and his face crumpled with disgust. “Ugh, you again.”

The Rookery slipped into their roles with practiced ease. Ashe slid Answer from its sheath; Foxglove reached for one of his artifice pouches.

Bastian hesitated a moment, a hand on his jacket, glancing at Hylah—but she was staring at Hunger in horrified shock, and Kessa smoothly moved between them to block her line of sight. He tore his jacket off, colors swimming across his skin, and was gone.

I stepped forward, pulse quickening, trying to draw Hunger’s attention to me. He wasn’t the type to seek out conflict, but it would be trivially easy for him to kill us all—and given the number of bodies strewn around, he’d already gotten over any initial reluctance.

“I might say the same thing to you.” The words came hot from my lips, anger burning my fear for fuel. “I can’t believe you set the others loose just for petty vengeance. Every time I think I have your measure, you find a way to sink lower.” I wasn’t sure which of them I was talking to, Hunger or Aurelio—maybe both.

For a moment, something like guilt flickered in his hazel eyes. “Ryx…” He shook his head sharply, Hunger taking back control. “No. I’m not here to argue with you. I want the device. Give it to me.”

“How do you even know about it?” I demanded—stalling for time, but so much the better if he actually answered.

“The boy remains useful,” Hunger said smugly, patting Aurelio’s chest in a proprietary sort of way. “Now that I know this era holds threats to us, he’s helping me eliminate them.”

Curse it, that was the last thing we needed. As a former Falconer and Zenith Society member, Aurelio had inside knowledge of the Empire’s best potential weapons against demons; if he was directing Hunger to them, our chance to stop the Dark Days would rapidly narrow to nothing.

“For instance,” Hunger continued with relish, “after our little altercation at the Summer Palace, he came up with a strategy for me in case we ran into you and your rooks again. It’s wonderfully simple: stay out of your reach and kill your friends.”

Pox.

Ashe launched into motion, taking his threat as her cue, lightning crackling up Answer’s blade. Foxglove cursed and whipped out some device from his pouch, tossing it into the air. It glowed at once with brilliant light.

“No!” I started forward in panic—if this turned into a fight, we were done for.

The air darkened, and a faint breeze seemed to suck at me.

Ashe dropped to one knee in midstride. Foxglove’s device guttered and went dark, thudding to the ground. It was useless; Hunger could drink the energy from any attack the moment it launched.

He frowned. “You should all be unconscious. How are you still…”

His face twisted abruptly into something human and frustrated, and Aurelio scrambled back a step, whipping his head around in alarm. “The device was a decoy, you fool!” he shouted. “It released so much energy that you sucked it up instead of—”

A blur of colors wrapped itself around him, clamping a cloth over his mouth. Aurelio’s eyes rolled into his head, and he sagged in Bastian’s near-invisible grip.

Relief swept through me. The attack had been a ploy—a distraction.

Ashe rose, grinning. “Very nice! Now we… ugh.”

Her legs folded, and she tumbled to the ground for real this time, sudden as if someone had cut her strings. My heart lurched.

Weakness swept over me in a giddy wave. Bastian collapsed, panting, his colors swirling in a senseless jumble; Foxglove and Hylah fell to their knees, heads bowed, and Kessa staggered. The soldier leaning against the barrel let out a horrible rattling gasp that I knew with a pang of despair must be his last. Only Severin and I remained standing—and his breath came labored, his face gray.

We were in trouble.

Hunger straightened from his swoon, brushing himself off with distaste. “Good try, but I can drain the power from potions nearly as well as you can, Disaster. Now, I believe you were about to give me the device so I don’t have to kill your friends.”

Every muscle in my body tensed to rush him, shouting for Kessa to release my jess—but the distance between us was too great for me to close before he could kill the others. Something more made me hesitate, too: that same buried knowledge that had left Carnage so sure I wouldn’t turn my power against her, a warning like a gaping chasm in the back of my mind.

Foxglove pulled a chunk of wire-wrapped obsidian from his pouch and held it out toward Hunger with a trembling hand. “Here. Take it. Just spare us.”

Hunger’s eyes lit, and he took a step forward, reaching. But he stopped at once, his expression going sour.

“That’s an explosive device,” Aurelio accused. “I know what the energy trap looks like, Foxglove. You can’t trick us.” His gaze turned to me. “Just give Hunger what he wants. It’s the only way.”

“Do it,” Hylah urged, an edge of fear in her usually composed voice. “It’s not worth dying for.”

My hands curled into fists. Giving Hunger what he wanted never solved anything; he always took more and more. And I wasn’t ready to admit defeat. I was more than just a demon, after all, and the Morgrain border was close at hand. I had arrows left in my quiver.

Arrows. Well, that was something to try.

“Stop.” My voice rang out through the encampment. “Leave them alone, Hunger—Aurelio. Or I’ll tell my grandmother what you did.”

“What do you mean, what I—” He gasped, the color draining from his skin. “Ryx! You can’t tell her! She’ll kill me!”

“If it’s you or my friends, that’s an easy choice.”

I folded my arms across my chest in what I hoped was an implacable stance as expressions of confusion and horror warred for control of Aurelio’s face. Hunger must not know that his host had killed Discord’s daughter. I needed Aurelio’s fear to prevail; I couldn’t let Hunger call my bluff.

A cool wind stirred the hair at the back of my neck, wafting the scent of pine across me.

In eerie silence, a barn owl swooped from the forest, wings flaring wide against the air to brake its momentum as if it would land on an invisible tree. Pale light shivered over its feathers.

My grandmother’s booted feet touched down on the earth beside me, her feathered mantle flaring, orange-ringed eyes fierce. Her power hung around her with the oppressive force of a breaking storm.

“Or you’ll tell me what?” she asked with ominous mildness, her gaze fixed on Hunger.

Oh, Hells.

I should have felt joy at the sight of her—I should have felt rescued—but it was dread that opened its dark flower in my chest. My grandmother’s rage had always been rare and unspeakably dangerous. I didn’t want to see what it looked like when combined with the power and volatility of a demon.

“Discord!” Frustration twisted Hunger’s brows together. “I have no idea what she’s talking about. Something to do with my current host, I think. Boy! Come out and speak for yourself!”

By the vexation on his face, Aurelio wasn’t obliging. The pressure in the air increased until I nearly staggered beneath the force of my grandmother’s gathered anger.

“Your host. I see.” There was death in her voice.

The Rookery’s breathing eased and color improved as Hunger relaxed his hold on them, but they stayed frozen, watching the two demons warily. The space between them seethed with tension and conflicting energy.

“Don’t look at me like that.” Hunger took a step backward. “I’m doing exactly what we discussed! We agreed this device had to be destroyed. I’m your ally!”

“Then tell me.” Her mouth curled into a terrifying smile. When Hunger only shook his head, she turned to me. “Ryx, what did he do?”

Graces preserve me. The force of her gaze hit me like a spear to the gut. I had no reason to protect Aurelio, and less to protect Hunger—but still, I hesitated.

“I’m not sure,” I said slowly, “that I want to feed this side of you.”

My grandmother’s eyes narrowed. “Ryxander,” she warned.

“Don’t!” Aurelio’s voice shook.

Severin stepped forward, casual as if he were visiting his neighbor Witch Lord as an invited guest in Gloamingard. He gave Aurelio a grin vicious as a hooked dagger.

“Whatever she does to you, it’ll be no more than you deserve.”

“Severin,” I hissed, “what are you doing?”

“Justice, for a change.” He turned to my grandmother and bowed with precise courtesy. “Most Exalted, Aurelio is the one who killed your daughter Exalted Karrigan and nearly killed Ryx.”

Utter silence fell. It was the stillness at the apex of a leap off a cliff, just before gravity claimed its due. The silence of a lightning flash, seconds before an earth-shaking crash of thunder.

My grandmother’s head turned with agonizing slowness toward Aurelio.

“I didn’t know,” Hunger protested, his eyes growing wide. “That was before I possessed him. Don’t destroy this host, Discord—I don’t have another willing one, and I can’t risk merging!”

My grandmother’s hair lifted into spikes like an animal’s hackles. A sound too deep to hear pressed at my bones; my ears popped, and an electric tingling ran along my nerves. A primal dread crawled between my shoulder blades and up the back of my neck.

“Oh, bloody Hells,” Ashe muttered, backing away with Answer in hand.

“Ryx,” my grandmother said pleasantly, “I suggest you and your friends run now.”

Aurelio tried to flee. A faint sound rang in my mind—like faraway music, or laughter, or the rolling of hollow metal dice.

His bootlace came suddenly undone, and he stumbled. Hunger started to rise, snarling, drawing the light from the air around him until he was wreathed in darkness—but that distant music grew louder, and his foot slipped on a round stone, spilling him back to the dirt.

My grandmother glided closer to him, serene as death, her mage mark blazing with orange fire. The shimmer of music swelled around her like the falling rain.

We ran.
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We fled up the path through the scrubby trees, Foxglove cursing with every step on his wounded leg. Wrath flowed through me from my connection to my grandmother, vast and scalding; that music still chimed in the back of my head, sweet as children singing. I had to think past all of it—if two of the Nine Demons were fighting, human legs might not be able to carry us away fast enough.

“Wait!” Hylah called, looking around in desperation. “Where’s Bastian? I lost track of him in the scuffle!”

“He’s coming,” Foxglove assured her gruffly.

“Is she going to kill him?” Kessa asked, her voice high and breathy with fear. “If Aurelio dies and we’re the closest possible hosts for Hunger…”

“We’d better run faster,” Severin suggested. “Witch Lords aren’t known for their mercy.”

“If she doesn’t kill him, it won’t be mercy,” I said grimly.

Bastian caught up to us, his jacket only half-closed, breeches barely yanked on. He gave Hylah a panicked glance, clearly wondering what she’d seen or figured out.

She broke off from her smile of relieved greeting with a gasp, suddenly veering to the edge of the path.

“The tree growing from the boulder! Nine slashes…” She rummaged under its roots and drew forth a small leather pouch with a cry of triumph, and then we were all running again.

The screams started shortly after that.

“Holy Hells, what is she doing to him?” Kessa blurted. “No, don’t tell me—I truly don’t want to know.”

“She could defeat him that quickly?” Foxglove sounded worried. “What sort of power does Discord have?”

The answer floated to the surface of my mind, borne by the awful familiarity of that faint unearthly music.

“She’s a disruptive energy.” The words were strange on my tongue, like something Whisper would say. “She thinks it’s more fun to do things without her powers, so she doesn’t use them much—but she works on a more fine and delicate scale than anyone except possibly Madness.”

“Smaller words, mage girl,” said Ashe.

“She can manipulate probability,” I clarified.

“Smaller than that.”

“Luck,” Bastian said, with wonder. “You’re saying she can control luck.”

Severin shook his head. “She wouldn’t need that to defeat him. We’re right near the border of Morgrain. Aurelio was a fool, and he’ll suffer a fool’s fate—you don’t trifle with a Witch Lord on their home ground.”

“You did,” I pointed out.

He flashed me an irreverent, fear-edged smile. “If you believe I’m not a fool, you don’t know me as well as I thought.”

“If you want to be a live fool,” Ashe growled, “save your breath for running.”

We did. Which left me alone with a panicked jumble of feelings. Dread that Hunger would at any minute stare at me from the eyes of one of my friends. Fear that my instinctive, easy knowledge of Discord’s powers meant that the barriers between my demonic and human selves were eroding, and the former would wash out the latter like a rising tide erasing marks from the sand.

In the distance, Aurelio screamed one last time, and my grandmother’s rage and music began to subside. I flinched.

“You all go ahead.” I couldn’t get enough breath, my scarred lung hitting a painful wall with each inhalation. “He can’t possess me, and I can’t run anymore.”

Severin gave me a grim look, well acquainted with the terrifying forms a Witch Lord’s cruelty could take. “I don’t think we have to worry about possession. I don’t think he’s that lucky.”

“We’ve done what we can to open distance. If he’s dead, it’s up to the Grace of Luck now.” Foxglove dropped to a more sedate pace, limping heavily. “Let’s walk.”

Hylah clutched the leather pouch protectively to her chest. “I’m concerned that he knew about the device,” she said, with the deliberation of someone choosing her words carefully. “It certainly wasn’t public knowledge. How did a demon learn of it?”

“Treachery, of course.” Kessa tipped her feathered hat. “Most likely through Aurelio’s Zenith Society contacts.”

“There used to be Zenith Society members in the research division at Castle Liret, but they were all discharged or arrested once the Empire learned they were associating with demons.” Hylah gave me a strange look. “Speaking of which…”

My stomach twisted, knowing what was coming.

“Lady Ryxander, I was fairly overwhelmed back there, so I may be misremembering. But I thought the Demon of Hunger called you… something other than your name.”

An awkward silence fell, punctuated only by Ashe muttering, “Whoops.”

I needed to get used to this. My secret was out; I was going to have these conversations for the rest of my life.

“I’m sorry. Someone should have briefed you before you joined us on this mission. Probably I should have told you myself.”

“So you really are the—”

“Yes.” It came out curt, almost harsh, but there was too much energy jittering along my nerves. “I only found out recently myself. It’s a long story.”

Hylah seemed to struggle with that, her eyes flicking tactfully away from me and then drifting inexorably back again. Well, at least she’d probably forget anything she might have glimpsed of Bastian’s chimeric nature now. He was taking advantage of her distraction to discreetly fix his clothing.

“Let’s save long stories for when there aren’t two angry demons behind us,” Foxglove said grimly.

We walked the rest of the way back to the carriage in silence. Soon birds began calling to each other in the trees again, as if nothing had happened to disrupt their peace.
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We’d left Castle Liret buzzing like an overcrowded hive, full of soldiers from Castle Ilseine as well as its normal population, all readying themselves to go forth and risk their lives to hold back chaos and destruction for another day. A grim, hollow emptiness hung over it when we returned. Only the wounded and a light guard remained behind to protect the frantically working Falcons repairing and restocking the Empire’s magical arsenal.

Kessa swept for rumors and quickly learned that in the few hours we’d been gone, Despair had overcome an entire small city near the border, plunging its thousands of inhabitants into a waking slumber. Castle Liret had dispatched a team of alchemists to try to find a way to revive them, complete with a large military escort; but with no known way to protect against Despair’s aura it was entirely possible that none of them would return.

I couldn’t help but run a tally in the back of my head. Thousands fallen already to Despair and Carnage alone, and I had no doubt Corruption was claiming a similar toll in Vaskandar. Sweet holy Hells, I hoped Hylah’s device worked.

Colonel Farrow still didn’t want me near his precious communications building, so I stayed outside while the others went in to make their reports. I wandered across the courtyard, sobered by the sight of more infirmary tents, wounded soldiers limping to fill water buckets and fetch bandages, and apprentice artificers stumbling with exhaustion from sleepless nights as they carried crates of supplies to the research building. It was the afternoon of the second day of the new Dark Days, and these people were already hurting, gathering strength as best they could to keep fighting tomorrow. Knowing they didn’t have enough left in them for many more tomorrows after that.

“Lady Ryxander, may I have a moment of your time?”

I turned to find Hylah standing at my shoulder, her dark eyes troubled. She didn’t cringe away from me, at least.

“Don’t they need you inside?”

“The Rookery is reporting to Lady Cornaro on the courier lamps, so I have a moment.” She gestured graciously across the courtyard, where pages moved recharging artifice devices to keep them ahead of the lengthening shadows that stretched to devour the remaining sunlight. “Shall we walk?”

Without waiting, she began strolling along, her hands clasped behind her back; I matched her stride as best I could, though her legs were much longer than mine. Several different expressions flitted across her face, settling at last on pensive. All my muscles tensed, ready for some accusation of evil, a lecture on my demonic nature, demands to know why I hadn’t told her—something unpleasant and deeply awkward.

Instead, she said wistfully, “How is Bastian doing, really?”

“He’s…” What could I tell her? “Well, we just came from a palace that was under the control of the Demon of Nightmares, so I think it’s fair to say he’s been having a rough time.”

“I can’t begin to imagine.” She hesitated. “He seems… changed. From when I met him.”

More literally than she could guess. “Was it a long time ago?”

“Oh, five or six years, I think.” An affectionate distance softened her deep brown eyes. “Did he ever tell you how we met?”

“We haven’t had a chance to talk much about his university days,” I said carefully. “It’s pretty much been one nonstop emergency after another since I joined the group.”

“I’d come to the university from Osta, and I didn’t know Raverra. I was out of my gender elixir and in a panic to get more before it could wear off.” She grimaced. “It’s the sort of thing where you really need a meticulous alchemist—the formula varies by the individual, and if they get it wrong, ugh, it’s a mess—and I had no idea which apothecaries I could trust. Bastian was in some of my classes, and his notes were certainly, ah, impressively detailed—”

I smiled. “Some things don’t change, I see.”

Hylah laughed. “Yes, well. He also seemed impossibly nice, and he’d mentioned doing gender elixirs in his hometown before he came to the university.”

“So he made your elixir for you?”

“Stayed up all night brewing it, since I was so worried about it.” A tender little smile crept across her face. “There was a lot of sitting around watching things simmer, and he told me I should just go to bed, but I stayed up with him, and we talked and talked.” She sighed. “He’s a good man.”

“He is,” I agreed wholeheartedly.

“I don’t suppose he…” She broke off. “Well. I’m glad I got to see him again, even if the circumstances are less than ideal.”

“That’s for certain.” I could practically smell the fear and grief in the air, along with the faint too-fresh scent of medical elixirs and a distant whiff of smoke. “I never thought I’d live to see a time like this.”

“That makes two of us.” She paused delicately. “I’ll admit I never thought I’d find myself conversing with the Demon of Disaster.”

There it was at last. My mouth tried to take a sour turn; I suppressed it. “I’m still becoming reconciled to the idea myself.”

“That sounds like quite something to grapple with, I admit.” Faint lines deepened beside her eyes in a sympathetic wince. “Does your family know?”

“I… It’s been one crisis after another. I haven’t had the chance to…” I pushed away sudden memories of my father’s brokenhearted face when he’d told me that I had to go live with my grandmother, and the tears my mother had hidden with a quick glance away. “Right now, I need to focus on preventing this already terrible situation from escalating, not on my personal troubles.”

Hylah’s eyebrow hiked up. “An interesting attitude, coming from someone who—forgive me—most of us would consider part of the terrible situation.”

“I’m trying very, very hard to be part of the solution instead.”

“You seem to be doing a fine job so far.” Hylah stopped and gestured toward the wall we’d been walking alongside, almost apologetically. “I hope you can forgive us a little alarm, considering.”

A row of outdoor shrines stood against the wall—a familiar sight in the Empire. Bigger than the roadside ones that dotted the Loreician countryside, these were three-sided miniature houses with nearly life-sized statues rather than the usual foot-tall figurines. They overflowed with fresh offering ribbons and candles, as frightened people turned to the Graces for protection now that news of the return of the Nine Demons was irrevocably out. A pair of soldiers lit memorial candles at the shrine of the Grace of Love, heads bowed; a handful more knelt in prayer before the shrines of the Graces of Victory and Courage.

The afternoon light fell warm and full on the paintings that covered the inside walls of the shrines: lavish, fanciful scenes showing the defeat of the Nine Demons. The artist had depicted the demons as monsters, their forms barely human, surrounded by fire or sprouting tendrils of darkness.

My eyes went instinctively to the shrine of the Grace of Luck, who legend said had defeated the Demon of Disaster. The Grace stood radiant in her mask, light shining around her, hair streaming loose along with an inexplicably Raverran-looking cape and gown in a wild thunderous wind. The snarling creature into whose heart she plunged a dagger was formed of smoke and fire, its hair a halo of branching lightning. Volcanoes erupted in the background, beside a storm-lashed sea.

“It wasn’t like that,” I muttered.

“What was it like, then?”

Fragments of images tried to crowd into my mind: a roaring sea more terrifying than the artist’s worst nightmare. Laeka’s brown eyes dimmed with sorrow, her hand reaching gently toward my face. A white fire burning on a hill, reality rippling terribly around it like shimmer from a hot road, welcoming me with the promise of undoing.

“Not like that.”

“You must…” Hylah hesitated, uncertainty entering her voice. “You must have met the Graces. Or at least one of them, if they banished you.”

Legions of memory crowded at the doors of my mind like ghosts, whispering answers to her questions, showing me quick flickers of hauntingly familiar faces. I grabbed my own forearm and sank my nails in as hard as I could, giving myself something else to focus on. Perhaps eventually I’d have to grapple with my past, but I sure as Hells wasn’t going to do it in the middle of the crowded courtyard.

“I… yes. I think I did. I don’t remember much.”

A rueful smile flitted across Hylah’s lips. “Forgive my questions. I can’t help but find you fascinating, as a shrinekeeper.”

“My apologies if I’ve unintentionally triggered a crisis of the faith.”

“Not at all, but you do present quite a morally complex situation.” Her eyes traveled over the shrine depicting me as a horrific monster as if it were the beloved face of an old friend. “As a shrinekeeper, I’ve told countless stories, offered up innumerable prayers, and presided over many ceremonies whose sole focus was to protect against the Demon of Disaster or celebrate your defeat. I’ve given lectures about how you represent the disruptive forces beyond our control, the terrible and unforeseen twists of fate that can destroy our lives—and yet here you are, an entirely pleasant person, seemingly doing your best to protect us. Philosophically, you’re fascinating.”

“Thank you?” I shrugged uncomfortably, feeling the painted monster eyes staring at me from the shrine, full of baleful flames. “Even with the best intentions, I’m well aware that I’m dangerous. That’s been the case for my entire life—it’s just more, ah, dramatic than I realized.” All those years that my aunt and uncle and cousins had shunned me took on a new light—maybe it hadn’t been my broken magic after all. Maybe they’d sensed some instinctive warning: a prickle in their bones, a shiver on their skin. “I can’t tell you with any certainty that it wouldn’t be safer and better for Eruvia to banish me to the Hells.”

“The shrinekeeper in me wants it to be a question of redemption.” Hylah strolled up to the shrine and trailed her fingers over the colored ribbons tied to its frame, each one a prayer. “It’s the sort of theoretical question my professors would have put to us. Can a demon be redeemed? Can an inherently chaotic and destructive being help create a more peaceful world?”

“I like to think so,” I said quietly. “I have to think so.”

She turned toward me, her eyes strangely sad. “But that’s not the right question. It’s an ethical quandary, not a theological one. Do the very real rights and welfare of one person outweigh a theoretical but incalculable risk to multitudes? And that question is one the Serene Empire has grappled with for all its long history, with variable degrees of success.” She gestured at the jess on my wrist, the evolving moral compromise on how to treat the mage-marked that the Empire had negotiated with itself over the centuries.

I pushed the jess up under my sleeve, self-conscious. “I’m not a philosopher. I’m a Warden and an atheling. All I care about is keeping my people safe. If I thought I represented a massive threat to Eruvia that couldn’t be contained or prevented, I’d step back through that gate to the Hells myself.”

Hylah raised her brows. “That’s easy enough to say, and you sound like you believe it. But how can we, the humans who bear the risk, know it’s true?”

“Because,” I said, with sudden certainty, “I’ve done it before.”

“Oh? The legends say otherwise.” She carefully didn’t gesture at the painting of my violent defeat.

“No one banished me. I chose to leave of my own free will.”

The painting in the shrine was wrong. The knowledge poured through me with the relief of sweet rain. Before I was human, I’d cared enough to give up this world rather than risk destroying it. Whatever this demon soul was that I bore within me, I wasn’t the monster the world had been raised to despise. I never had been.

“And the Grace of Luck?”

Tears flooded my eyes for no cursed reason whatsoever. I blotted at them with my sleeve, trying not to panic at the inexplicable wave of emotion.

My voice a bit strangled, I managed, “It’s complicated.”

I had no idea what that meant, but it was true.
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Hylah got called back to the communications building for a word with Colonel Farrow. I stood awkwardly at the shrine of the Grace of Luck, the faith learned from my mother in childhood warring with the bitter ironies of the present until at last I gave in and bowed my head in a quick prayer. I muttered my thanks for getting all my friends out of our clashes with Carnage and Hunger alive, keeping my eyes on the Grace’s carved and inexplicably bare feet to avoid looking at the paintings.

I suddenly knew, with a bone-deep certainty, that she’d worn boots like anyone else. Hells… apparently I really had met a Grace. It was a profoundly strange feeling.

Behind me, someone cleared his throat.

Bastian stood at a respectful distance, rocked onto his toes as if he’d been barely holding himself back from interrupting.

“Sorry you had to wait outside, Ryx. I came to tell you we have a new mission.” His expression fluctuated between excitement and worry. “They’re going to test and fine-tune Hylah’s trap device tonight, and tomorrow morning we’re going to try to use it against Carnage.”

I let out a long, nervous breath. “Good. That sounds impossibly dangerous, but still… good. Do we have a plan?”

“We were going to talk about that over food, and then I expect we’ll be hashing out details with Colonel Farrow and the artificers all night.” He grimaced. “Or the rest of us will. He was unfortunately adamant about not bringing you into his councils. We tried to convince him, but he said he wouldn’t associate with a demon and risk tainting his soul—though Kessa said he meant his image.”

I shrugged it off. “I don’t mind. It’s the Rookery’s councils I want to be included in.”

“Of course! Teodor is making us an early dinner, to fortify us through all the meetings. Honestly, that’s the only thing you won’t want to miss.”

“Let’s go, then.”

Bastian didn’t start walking. He shifted uncertainly, and his voice dropped to a mumble. “Er… do you have a moment first? I think I need some advice.”

Ah. “Is this about Hylah?”

“I don’t know what to tell her, Ryx! I don’t think she saw anything, but what if she did? Even if she didn’t, she’s bound to ask me what happened when I disappeared.” He fixed me with an imploring gaze. “What do I do?”

“Will she accept it if you shrug her off with some vague response?” I suspected I already knew the answer to that one, given how interested she seemed to be in him.

He let out a despairing little laugh. “I owe her more than that. She… Well, the day Moreni knocked me out and dragged me off to Cortissa’s workshop, I was supposed to meet her for dinner.”

Oh. Oh. “Wait, do you mean dinner dinner, or—”

“I’m not sure!” He all but wailed it. “We were very good friends. I thought there was a certain subtext in our relationship—I mean, at the time I was seventy, seventy-five percent sure.” He twisted his fingers together. “I had a new jacket made for that night, and I bought her a book I knew she’d like. And then three hours before we were supposed to meet, I found Moreni’s notes, realized how he’d been using my work, and confronted him. By the time I woke up in a cage in Cortissa’s workshop, it was too late.”

Oh, Bastian. “Did you ever write her, or let her know you were all right, or…”

“No.” He glanced away. “I was the Zenith Society’s captive for over a year. When Kessa and Foxglove rescued me, well… It seemed too late to try to go back to my old life. I wrote to my family to let them know I was alive, but no one else. I… I thought she might hate me.”

“She doesn’t hate you,” I said with confidence.

“You think so?”

“Absolutely. But I can see what you mean about the situation being awkward. You’ll notice I didn’t tell you what I was right away, either.”

Bastian nodded eagerly. “This is why I can talk to you about it. You’ve been through essentially the same thing. So what do I do?”

I felt utterly unqualified to give advice. Most of my decisions in handling personal relationships had historically been bad ones.

“Well, hmm. Maybe…” Curse it, what should he do? What should I have done? Not waited until the Rookery found out in the worst way possible, with fire and nightmare. “Maybe tell her that something awful happened that day, which kept you from meeting her, and you’re not ready to talk about it yet, but you’ll tell her when you can. Then you’re being honest, but you’re also putting it off.”

“Oh, that’s good,” he said eagerly. “I’d love to put it off.”

“Then if she does find out on her own, which she might because she seems very smart—”

Bastian’s eyes lit up. “She’s brilliant.”

“Yes. So if she finds out, instead of feeling betrayed, she’ll understand.”

“And then maybe I won’t have to tell her at all!” Bastian concluded cheerfully. “Thank you, Ryx. You’re a good friend.”

I would have fought a lion for him in that moment. I smiled back as we started for the guest quarters together, but I couldn’t overcome the sinking feeling that maybe the Demon of Disaster wasn’t the best person he could have asked for romantic advice.
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The diplomatic guesthouse had its own small kitchen. Teodor used it to quickly whip together a Raverran dish of thick noodles with a sauce of anchovies and onions, complaining all the while about the things he couldn’t make because various fresh ingredients weren’t available due to the havoc Carnage had wreaked on the castle’s supply chain. Lia had come, too, and we all settled around the dining table to strategize and eat together. Foxglove’s family were clearly well aware how dangerous tomorrow’s mission was; Teodor fussed quietly over him, nudging him to eat more, and Lia sat close by his side with her arm draped around his shoulders as if storing up his warmth while she still could.

Foxglove stared broodily at the third helping of pasta Teodor had loaded onto his plate, poking it with his fork.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Colonel Farrow changed his mind about giving us this mission. You saw the look he gave me when I volunteered us. He wants his own people to be the ones to catch the demon and get the glory.”

“Let him,” Teodor said gruffly. “You’re hurt. Ashe is hurt. You all need rest. Sometimes it’s all right to let other people accomplish things.”

Foxglove grunted. “Only if they can accomplish them competently.”

Kessa dropped her voice, as if someone might overhear us. “I’m not actually sure he has enough of his own people left to send.”

“But this castle is full of soldiers. Or… it was this morning, anyway.” I heard my own words, and my stomach sank.

“A lot of them are from Castle Ilseine—so not his people, for glory purposes. Remember, this is a research fortress, so they never had great masses of troops in the first place, and they’ve taken heavy casualties trying to fight Carnage and Despair. And…” Kessa took a long drink. “I heard that a whole squad was found dead in the road not an hour ago. Wasted and drained like they’d starved to death.”

“Hunger. Curse him.” So he was alive—but of course he was. The question was whether Aurelio had survived, or if he’d found a new host.

Foxglove pulled Lia closer against his side and let out a long breath. “This is why we have to take the mission. I know we’re hurt and tired, and it’s dangerous, with only a slim chance of success—but we’re running out of time. If Carnage kills everyone who can fight, and Hunger goes after our strongest magic, and Corruption ravages the land the Witch Lords depend on for power, there’ll be no way left to resist. Humanity will be consigned to a long, dark road of suffering, unless the Graces come again to save us.”

A grim silence fell over the table. I stared into the remnants of my pasta, agonizingly aware that this could be the last good meal I shared with friends for a long, long time.

Bastian cleared his throat. “About that—it almost being too late. I agree, and I’m not certain we want to prioritize Carnage first.”

Foxglove lifted his head, seizing with apparent relief on the practical subject of strategy. “Why? She seems like the more pressing threat.”

Ashe grunted. “She seems that way because the Empire is screaming about her like a kid with their finger caught in a door. Corruption is in Vaskandar, and Witch Lords would sooner die than show weakness. Everyone in a domain could be slaughtered and you’d never hear a peep about it.”

Severin’s mouth flattened into a grim line. Ashe wasn’t wrong, and Corruption might be in Alevar.

“Precisely,” Bastian agreed. “Though I can certainly see why the Empire is concerned. Carnage seems to prefer a challenge, so she’s targeting castles and fortifications. She’s hacking her way from one to the next, leaving a trail of empty and ruined fortresses behind her.”

The implications sank in with an unpleasant chill. “If she’s single-handedly collapsing the Empire’s defenses, some Witch Lords may not be able to resist the temptation to take advantage of that, even in the middle of a global apocalypse.”

Bastian nodded. “The imperial military has switched strategies from isolating her to keeping her engaged in the field so she won’t get bored and jump to the nearest fortress or city looking for someone to kill. They’re trying to keep the combat as low-casualty as possible, but it’s hard for even the most skilled fighters to last against her for more than a minute. So even in the best case they’re sending over a thousand soldiers a day to certain death.”

Ashe straightened, her eyes gone intense as a raptor’s spotting prey. “I could keep her busy for more than a few minutes.”

Kessa squeezed her arm. “Don’t you dare even think about it.”

“Yes, well, terrible as those losses are, the fact that one can keep her busy is why I think we might want to consider going after one of the other demons first,” Bastian said. “Because of what Foxglove said about how they’re destroying our ability to fight back. We don’t have a mitigation strategy for the others.”

Kessa tapped her fork thoughtfully on her plate. “What do we know about Corruption? Is he one of the really destructive ones? Or do you think he’s the more amicable type you could talk to like you did with Madness, Ryx?”

She said it so casually, without any of the hesitation or awkwardness she might have shown even a few days ago. Granted, this was Kessa, who was almost disturbingly willing to give me the benefit of the doubt, but still, it was nice to not have the whole table fall into a gloom of silence at the implicit mention of what I was. Only Lia visibly tensed, her hand going to a charm pendant of the Grace of Victory’s flaming sword.

A shred of memory caught on the edge of my consciousness: bending over another map with Laeka and the woman with the golden mage mark, struggling to understand the lines on the paper that clearly meant so much to my friends.

“They’re all dead, Siska? The whole city?” Laeka was grimmer than I’d ever seen her.

“Yes. But much worse than that.” Siska laid her palm over a section of the map as if to spare us the sight of it. “Best you think of it as… gone. Unmade. The whole region. I’m sorry. There was nothing I could do.”

I shuddered. “I don’t think he’s the diplomatic sort, no.”

Bastian got a thoughtful look. “Stories and what few reliable texts we have seem to agree that the Demon of Corruption moved across Eruvia leaving a trail of plague and rot behind him. Given what we now know about how demons’ powers work, I suspect it wasn’t actual, mundane plague and rot. I was wondering if he might do what you do to magical energy, Ryx, except to physical matter.” He scrabbled his fingers in the air.

Lia copied him, tilting her head inquisitively. “What do those finger wiggles mean?”

“Entropic degradation, basically.” Bastian flipped through his notebook. “Look, some of the oldest—and, to my mind, most reliable—sources talk about not just people getting sick, but bridges and buildings crumbling.”

My heart sank, thinking of the stables I’d accidentally collapsed as a child. “I… may sometimes do that as well, a bit.”

“Right, but Corruption seems to operate on a finer scale. There are a couple of stories about armed forces coming after him only to find their weapons rusted to the point of disintegration, for instance.”

Ashe hugged Answer protectively. “Oh, he’d better not try it.”

Bastian’s words stirred up a muddle of images: leaves turning brown and cascading off trees one after another, in a telltale line. A village square full of people falling to their knees, moaning in agony, vomiting gray sludge as their bones liquefied. A man walking away from me, trailing his fingers along the side of a brick building full of people; the mortar crumbled to powder in his wake, the wall buckling toward collapse as I screamed at him to stop.

“He’s one of the demons who really are monsters.” I repressed a shudder. “Your old texts are right, Bastian. He’ll destroy everything in his path.”

“Hmm.” Foxglove stroked his chin. “We should go after him next, then.”

I raised my brows. “After or before Carnage?”

“I doubt we’ll get authorization to use an imperial artifice weapon on a demon deep in the heart of Vaskandar before tomorrow morning, so we may as well see if this device works on Carnage first.” Foxglove pushed back his plate. “Speaking of which, this has been lovely, but we have to go meet with the colonel and his artificers now.”

Everyone rose, complimenting Teodor and helping clear the dishes until he shooed us all out. The others pulled on jackets against the early-evening chill; I stood in the little entry hall with them, forcing a smile and waving them off to discuss the fate of Eruvia without me.

Severin lingered behind.

“It’s sheer idiocy that you’re not allowed to come with us,” he said fiercely.

“What do you expect Farrow to do? Treat the Demon of Disaster like an honored guest?” I pushed my fingers up into my hairline, frustrated. “He can’t do that, Severin. He doesn’t know me, and he’s heard stories since he was a tiny child about how I’m a terrifying monster who nearly brought about the fall of human civilization.”

“I don’t care. You’re an atheling; you don’t need his approval. To the Nine Hells with him and his entire Empire.” Severin gripped my shoulder. “You and I don’t belong here anyway. We need to look after our own domains. You saw those pins on that map—for all I know, half of Alevar could be a wasteland.”

“I know.” A sick worry for Morgrain and everyone I loved there had lodged in my chest as if I’d swallowed some indigestible lump of metal. “While you’re in those meetings, I’m going to write my family and contacts in Morgrain. To find out what’s going on and how we can help. You could write home, too.”

Severin let out a hollow laugh. “I already sent a message to my brother, but he’s not going to answer me. He exiled me. I betrayed him. I’m sure he doesn’t want to talk to me. I know I don’t want to talk to him.”

“Surely you must have someone else you could write. It’s your home. You’re its atheling.”

“There’s no one else.” He turned his face away from me. The shadows of the entryway made the scars on his neck dark as blood. “Anytime I started getting close to anyone, anytime I was in danger of making a friend or even an overly congenial acquaintance, my brother put a stop to it. Sent them away if they were lucky, or found some treason to accuse them of if they weren’t.” His mouth twisted bitterly. “I learned quickly enough not to put people at risk by liking them, and everyone else learned not to court his ire by being friendly to me.”

“Hells, Severin.” Every time I thought I understood how horrible the Shrike Lord was, how wretched he and his father had made Severin’s life, I learned some new murky layer to the depths of their awfulness.

Severin shrugged, attempting to force lightness into his tone. “So you see why I wasn’t the most popular person in Alevar.”

“That’s over now. You have friends, and people who care about you.” I took his hand tentatively in mine, rubbing my thumb across the back of it. “Like me.”

He closed his eyes as if the sight of me hurt him. “You shouldn’t.”

“Maybe not. But I do.”

“Of course the only good thing to ever happen in my life would be the Demon of Disaster.”

My lips tugged toward a smile. “I have to admit that does appear to be in character for you.”

His arms went around me, unexpected and fierce. “I don’t want to lose you. You keep doing the most foolish, dangerous things.”

“You won’t lose me.” I stroked his hair, the silkiness of it a wonder.

It hit me then that he was very mortal, a fragile life sustained only by the beating heart pressed against me—and I was not. I was going to lose him. If not tomorrow on this dangerous mission, then someday, to chance or the slow violence of time.

My eyes stung. I squeezed them shut and buried them in his shoulder, breathing in the precious scent of him, and held him to me as tight as I could. As if somehow we could press ourselves together so close we’d fuse into one person, and he could stay with me forever.

This was foolish, a ridiculous thing to worry about now, when we were barely fending off the apocalypse. But here we were.

“You won’t,” I whispered again, and kissed him to drive our fears away, tears salty on our lips.
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My scratching pen was the only sound in the empty guesthouse, squeezing tiny writing onto the thin, tough bird message paper. I started with the emotionally difficult letter to my grandmother; it took me an hour to get it down to a size that a bird could reasonably carry. Then more to my mother, my father, my steward Odan, Ardith, Uncle Tarn, even my cousin Vikal. I had so many questions, so many things I wanted them to know in case I never saw them again. Did anyone stay in contact with the imperial diplomatic corps after Grandmother kicked them out of Morgrain? Were we checking up on all the Gloamingard staff who’d had to hurriedly flee the castle? Was everyone safe? I love you. I’m sorry. I love you.

Soon enough my hand was cramping, it had gotten late, and the Rookery still hadn’t returned. I should have expected as much, given how crucial tomorrow’s mission was, and that Bastian might get to talking magical theory with the artificers. Still, it was hard waiting here alone.

“See? You don’t have to spend all your time up there alone.”

The festival lights hung around us like fallen stars caught in the trees. People crowded everywhere, laughing and talking; heady scents of spices and flowers filled the air. My senses reeled, but in a pleasant way, everything breathlessly new and lovely.

Laeka lifted my hand in hers, opened my palm, and placed something in it. A flower, carved of some pale stone.

“It’s an aster,” she said, grinning. “Well, it’s a hair ornament, but the type of flower is an aster. I bought it from one of the crafter stalls. I thought it might be a good short-name for you, since people might panic if I call you by your full one.”

She’d given me a gift, and a name, all in one achingly perfect moment. I had never been so happy in my eternal existence. The giddy smile that spread over my borrowed face felt strange.

“I love it. Thank you.”

Someone thumped on the guesthouse door—a firm, booming knock, full of purpose. The memory shattered like stained glass.

I spilled my inkwell, righted it with a series of profanities, rescued my letters from the spreading mess, and quickly tossed some blotting paper on it before running for the door. The knock came again as I tried to discreetly wipe ink and perhaps a trace of tears on the less visible parts of my vestcoat.

I flung open the door to find Colonel Farrow standing there, his broad chin set, brow creased.

“Lady Ryxander. The Rookery has convinced me that I would benefit from speaking with you.”

I glanced past him, but he seemed to be alone. Of course he was—he didn’t want to stain his reputation by speaking with me in front of witnesses. The castle had gone mostly quiet; only the night guard remained up and about, and an occasional figure hurrying across the courtyard in reminder that the physicians and Falcons were still up and working no matter how late the hour.

“Is the meeting over, then?” I asked.

“They’re discussing particulars and details with the artificers, so I excused myself, as I have many other important duties to attend to. They’ve convinced me that one of them is learning what intelligence and assistance you can offer.” He gave me a measuring look, as if he might be able to read the answers off my vestcoat.

So the man could change his opinions. That was worth some respect. “I want nothing more than to help humanity put an end to the Dark Days as swiftly as possible, Colonel.”

He gave a stiff nod of acknowledgment; I had the feeling it pained him. “I’ve been thinking about how you can best help us. While I would of course never collude with a demon, Hylah has reminded me that the Graces themselves interacted with your kind, like when the Grace of Wisdom defeated the Demon of Madness with reason.”

His words stirred up the shadows of memories. A woman with a cloud of dark hair sitting across from another with pale straggling locks and wide innocent eyes, nursing a cup of some hot beverage and gesturing emphatically as she spoke.

“That’s more or less true,” I murmured.

“I can scarcely go wrong emulating the Graces, can I?” Farrow gestured toward the largest building in the fortress—the research building, which I hadn’t been allowed to approach. “Castle Liret is one of the Serene Empire’s proudest centers of military magical research. We’ve devoted all our resources to finding ways to combat demons, but of course the difficulty we face is our gaping lack of knowledge about them. With your help, we could unlock possibilities that other researchers can only dream of.”

Ah. I’d bet that had been Kessa, exploiting his competitive ambitions to get him to work with me.

“I’ll gladly tell you what I can. Asking specific questions seems to help jar memories loose.” I tried to think of a delicate way to broach the idea that military solutions might not be necessary for some of us. “I also have some more strategic ideas about ways to neutralize the less antagonistic demons without a fight.”

“Come with me, then,” he said. “I’ve set aside an hour for you. Perhaps you can convince me you’re sincerely ready to help humankind.”

Severin’s voice in my head urged me to tell him exactly how little I needed to convince him of anything, but I swallowed my retort. This was a chance to help end the Dark Days, and if that meant tolerating Farrow’s poor opinion of me, so be it. I was used to that from my own extended family, after all.

“Very well,” I said, all graciousness. “Let’s talk.”
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You will forgive me, I hope, for taking certain precautions,” Colonel Farrow said, holding the door for me. “It seemed unwise to sit down for a lengthy conversation with the Demon of Disaster too close to dangerous and delicate magical research.”

“Oh, I agree.” He’d given me a quick tour of the research building on the way here, and the brief glimpses into alchemy and artifice labs full of seething potions and breathtakingly fine wirework, all covered in warning signs and warding runes, had been enough to make me terrified of breathing too deeply. “I wasn’t allowed in my own kitchens at Gloamingard for fear that a fire would break out.”

Which should have been a hint right there, now that I thought of it.

He’d picked a basement practice room as far from the volatile labs and workrooms as possible; his aides had done a surprisingly good job making the place welcoming. They’d set it up with a pair of comfortable chairs, a little table, and both tea and wine. If it weren’t for the lines of runes that crossed and divided the space into discrete practice and observation areas, and the scars and scorch marks on the walls from when tests had gone poorly, it might have seemed designed to receive a guest.

We settled into the chairs; they were fine enough, but it was hard to get comfortable with Farrow looking at me with the suspicion due a monster out of Eruvia’s darkest legends.

“I’m not certain how to begin a conversation with a demon,” he said.

“Then think of it as a conversation with a human instead.” I didn’t try to smile. “I’m that, too.”

“Fair enough.” Farrow poured me a cup of tea from a pot painted with flowers; his grip appeared rock steady, but the hot stream wobbled just a little as it splashed into the cup. “I must always take opportunity into my own hands, as the Graces did, if I’m to follow in their footsteps.”

“Hylah said something like that yesterday.”

Farrow leaned forward, a gleam coming into his dark eyes. “It was Hylah who inspired me to realize what I needed to do. Someone has to step into the mantle the Graces left behind, and why not me? No one will defeat the demons for us if we sit and wait for a miracle. As a leader who fate has placed at the heart of the crisis, I’m the obvious person to take that step.” He spread a magnanimous hand. “With the knowledge you can give me, of course.”

I sipped my tea to cover my reaction to this little speech. It was a good quality black tea with almond, better than anything they’d had at Castle Ilseine; it seemed he could be a good host when he decided you were useful. As for his pride, well, it was something I could use, and so far he hadn’t let it get in the way of accomplishing what needed to be done.

“I can tell you what I’ve learned about the nature of demons, their capabilities, and how best to defend against each of them,” I said. “There’s still a lot I don’t know, though.”

“Perhaps it’s simplest if I lay out our problem for you.” Farrow turned the stem of his wineglass in his fingers. “My researchers have done the analysis, and the wards on the Summer Palace that the Rookery used to trap Nightmare and Madness aren’t a permanent solution. There are certain flaws the demons could exploit, and they’re vulnerable to outside tampering if some foolish artificer chose to release them.”

My stomach tightened. The last thing we needed was Nightmare getting out and adding her own particular awfulness to the mix. “I was afraid of that. I suppose we’re lucky they worked at all, given that it was an improvisation.”

“An excellent one,” Farrow assured me. “I must admit the Rookery are quite good at their job. But suffice to say that between those flaws and the fact that we don’t have a limitless supply of existing powerful wards to modify, we can’t count on luring the rest of the demons into similar traps. My research division has been entrusted with coming up with means to defend against and defeat them—like the energy absorption device you retrieved today, among other projects—and we must learn what’s effective.”

“Your best approach is going to vary from demon to demon.” I thought it over, cradling my teacup. “Guile is often going to serve you better than force.”

“Of course.” He took a long sip of his wine.

“You need to consider the specific demon you’re facing. For instance, Nightmare could reflect any direct attack; Hunger can drain energy, including magic.”

“Interesting,” he murmured. After mulling that a moment, he lifted his dark eyes to mine. “I think we need to start at an even more fundamental level, to understand what demons are. I’d like to collect a sample of your blood.”

A hot burst of outrage flashed through me before I stifled it. It must have shown in my face, because Farrow stiffened in his chair, widening the space between us. Right. He was from the Serene Empire; he had no idea what an offensive thing he’d just requested.

“Excuse me.” I smoothed my face back to something approaching friendliness. “You’re not Vaskandran, and you probably don’t understand. That’s simply not something you ask an atheling.”

He frowned. “You said you wanted to help. Surely it’s worth overcoming your cultural biases to do so.”

“No.” I didn’t feel like explaining to him how my blood anchored my tie to the land of Morgrain, how we used it to seal our most sacred ceremonies and bind our strongest vows—or, for that matter, that people kept using my blood to open the door to the Black Tower and the gate to the Hells, and I had no desire to hand that key over to anyone else.

“Your hair, then,” he suggested.

“Maybe.” My hand went to my braid, unconsciously. After my dream about Laeka, I was strangely reluctant to let anyone tamper with my hair.

“I can see you’re uncomfortable.” He waved the question off, pouring himself more wine. “Forget the matter. We can come back to it later. For now, perhaps some simple questions.”

“That might be best.”

“There’s so much I want to know.” The avid shine came back into his eyes. “Do potions work on you? We’ve been considering whether sleep potions might incapacitate demons without them being able to simply take a new body.”

“With my jess on, yes, alchemical potions work.” I knew that from Aurelio’s attacks on me back at Gloamingard. “With it released, I burn them off very quickly, if they work at all. Hunger drained the power from the sleep potion Bastian tried to use on him in seconds. The results might be different for a demon whose power doesn’t disrupt magic, though.”

“Hmm.” Farrow set his glass down. “How about stunning devices? Following the same logic.”

I thought it over, taking another sip of tea. “I’ve never had anyone try to use a stunning device on me. If I had to guess, I’d think it might be the same—with my jess off, I’d probably unravel the magic, but with it on, I’d expect it to work.”

“May we try?”

I blinked at him. “What?”

“We’d take steps to ensure your comfort.” He lifted a pacifying hand. “It would be very useful to see whether it worked.”

“You want me to stand here and let you use a stunning device on me.” The words came out flat and disbelieving; I couldn’t begin to think how to respond diplomatically to this one.

“Sitting might be safer, but yes.” His brows lifted, as if to inquire what could possibly be objectionable about such a simple request.

So that was what he wanted. Not my knowledge, but pieces of me to analyze. Not my cooperation for diplomacy and intelligence, but for me to be stunned, poisoned, and who knew what else, probably testing out every anti-demon enchantment his researchers invented.

“Colonel Farrow,” I said carefully, “I’m trying very hard to be understanding. If I thought what you’re asking would actually be helpful, I might even do it. But I’ve just told you that these sorts of things will likely affect every demon differently.” Had he not understood? “The only thing you could possibly learn from such a test is whether stunning devices work on me personally.”

Something flickered in his eyes.

Hells. “You don’t want my help figuring out how to attack other demons,” I breathed. “You want to know how to attack me.”

I set my cup down and rose, anger held tightly in check.

“Calm down.” Farrow stood as well, backing a step with one hand lifted as if to soothe an animal, face tight and closed with anger—no. Fear. He thought I was going to kill him.

“I’m not your enemy,” I said fiercely. “Stop treating me like one.”

He met my eyes a long moment, the tension in his face slowly relaxing. At last, he nodded. “I believe you.”

He twisted a ring on his finger. Runes flared up all through the room, every dividing line on the floor and walls glowing bright red.

Including ones that boxed me into a corner, imprisoning me.

A trap. The whole conversation had been a trap, and I’d walked right into it like a fool.
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You bastard,” I whispered. “I was trying to help you.”

“You will,” he assured me. “More than you can imagine.”

I reached for the barrier on furious instinct. Sparks flew; a shock of pain jolted up my arm, followed by a numb humming. My bones went loose and liquid, and I dropped to my knees.

“Ah, so stunning is moderately effective.” No remorse colored his voice, only interest.

Of course he didn’t feel guilty; he didn’t think of me as human. He’d seen a demon and dealt with me accordingly.

To the Nine Hells with that. Laeka had known I was a demon, and she treated me like a human before I was one. Severin had never stopped seeing me as a human—or at least an atheling, anyway. They’d earned the right to judge me; Farrow hadn’t.

“I don’t know what you think this will accomplish,” I said through my teeth, throttling down a rage that wouldn’t serve me.

He eyed me, calculating. “If all goes as planned? Everything. It’s my fervent hope that you’re about to help me change the world forever.”

A sick chill coursed through me. “I’ve changed the world before. It didn’t go well.”

“And that,” he said, “is why you can’t be trusted with your own power.”

From his pocket he drew a clear crystal globe slightly bigger than his fist, wrapped with breathtakingly complex artifice wire and countless tiny red beads. He turned it carefully in his hands, examining it as if to make certain it was intact.

It was a pretty, fascinating little thing. There was no reason the sight of it should put a stone of cold dread in my stomach.

“What is that?” I asked hoarsely.

He glanced up from it. “Hylah is truly one of my most brilliant researchers. To learn that demons are creatures of pure energy, then leap to the idea of a trap that absorbs energy… and to create this.” He lifted it to catch the light. “I have as deep an understanding of artifice theory as anyone, and I don’t fully grasp this. But I know enough to see that it should work. It should. I just need to test it.”

I stared at it in horror, then at him. He couldn’t mean— “You’re going to try to… absorb me with that thing?”

“It’s an elegant solution, worthy of the Graces themselves.” He warmed to the topic, his step energetic as he crossed the room to a little table against the wall. “There are two problems we face in our attempts to banish demons. One is that killing the host only makes things worse, since the demon immediately enters another. The other flaw in banishment is that we’re throwing away a literally limitless source of power.” He shook his head at this folly. “Power limitations are the one thing that always holds back our research; with this, we could overcome that obstacle forever. I could not only save the world, but transform it.”

I sank into my chair, suddenly light-headed. “Blood of the Eldest. You want to rip me out of my body, stuff me in that little ball, and use me as a power source.” Then I considered exactly what he researched, and added with more heat, “For weapons.”

“We’re out of time for more delicate experimentation.” Farrow’s voice went hard. “People are dying by the thousands every day. We need to act now. So yes, that is exactly what I mean.” He set the orb down on the table, and the edges of his voice softened. “I regret the crudeness of the necessary method, however. I only know one way to remove your energy core.”

“Say what you mean.” I gripped the arms of my chair to keep from doing something foolish and unhelpful, like punching the barrier. “Don’t dance around it with words like remove your energy core. You’re standing there in cold blood telling me you plan to murder me.”

He tipped his head. “An odd choice of words. You can’t murder a demon. If we could, this would all be much easier.” Farrow shrugged that distinction off. “You’re essentially correct. The body you inhabit must die. In theory, when the demon’s energy core leaves the body, the trap should draw it in and seal it.”

He meant it. He was going to kill me.

Trapped behind this barrier, only my words could reach him. I had to find some way to turn this from a skin-crawling pre-murder explanation of why this was all a fine thing to do into a real conversation where I could try to persuade him not to do it.

My mouth was so dry. I took a quick sip of tea to steady myself; my hands trembled on the cup.

“There are a lot of problems with your theory.” I was surprised at how calm my voice came out. Years of negotiating under stress, I supposed.

“Yes,” he agreed. “As we learned from the first attempt to use it. We don’t know the exact timing needed, or if the device will work on demons at all. We don’t know how long it can contain them. We haven’t regulated the flow of magic to make it a viable power source that won’t just burn out any enchantment we attach it to. We need to test all of these things in a controlled environment before we try to deploy it in combat, where we could lose more people if our assumptions are wrong. That’s why your help is so important, and why we need to act tonight.”

My help. He meant dying over and over so they could get their cursed timing right, then spending eternity getting my soul drained away to power some horrifying weapon the Empire would doubtless turn on my homeland the first chance it got. My stomach clenched; I strove not to show it on my face.

“No. I mean that if you kill me, and this device doesn’t work, I’ll have no choice but to take another body. I won’t want to, but I’ll be drawn into one. You’re consigning one of your own people to death along with me—possibly yourself.”

Farrow nodded almost professorially, as if I’d made an excellent but expected point in class. “Of course that would be unacceptable. I thought of that.” He walked to the door and called through it, “Bring the prisoner.”

My heart dried up and blew away on a cold wind. Oh no. Oh, Hells, no.

A muffled sound of assent came from the far side of the door, followed by receding footsteps.

“The Graces didn’t harm the innocent, so of course, as their successor I can’t, either,” Farrow told me. “By providence, however, today my people caught a prisoner condemned to death for murder who had escaped from a local jail in the chaos. She can fulfill that role if needed.”

“And you call me a monster.” The words grated out of my throat. I rose and stalked right to the edge of my prison, dizzy with anger. “I don’t care if she’s a criminal. Possession isn’t the same thing as death! It’s wrong, and you should never inflict it on anyone.”

“In times like these, we have to make sacrifices. I’m the one with the vision to see what needs to be done and the fortitude to act; therefore, the burden lies on me to stand forward and do it.” His gaze fixed on me, stern and critical. “Surely if you truly mean what you’ve said about wanting to help humanity, you won’t hesitate to pay the necessary price.”

“There’s nothing necessary about this.” My words iced over with cold fury. “I am your ally.”

“Are you truly?” His face closed like an iron door. “Forgive me if I find that hard to believe, given that your kind seem to be aligning themselves with Vaskandar—first Discord, and now apparently the Demon of Despair as well.”

“My grandmother isn’t— Wait, what?” The ground seemed to shift under me. “What did Despair do?”

“In the past couple of hours we’ve received two courier lamp messages from different posts on the Gened border calling for help. Both of them reported joint attacks: demonic magic incapacitating imperial forces and vivomancy killing them. Gened and Despair working together.” Farrow’s voice took on a vicious bite. “They were their last reports. The lamps went dark. Witch Lords and demons are natural allies, it seems.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.” My head reeled. Gened was ruled by the Oleander Lord, who rarely initiated conflict, and Despair—the fragmented jumble of impressions I had suggested they weren’t the type to form alliances against anyone. “Your report must be wrong.”

“That report cost good lives.” Farrow’s contemptuous expression left me no doubt that he felt my own life wouldn’t merit that description. “A nearby fortress is mobilizing Falcons in response, and I expect they’ll use their warlock. But you and I know that won’t be enough to deal with a demon. We need to get this device working now, or the border will fall.”

How had this gotten worse?

“This has got to be some kind of misunderstanding,” I insisted. “If I talk to Despair—”

“Don’t take me for a fool.” Farrow half turned toward the door, dismissing me. “Ah, here’s the final piece I need.”

With a scuffle of approaching noise, the door opened. Several soldiers dragged in a chained and terrified girl a few years younger than me. She let out a blistering, incoherent stream of profanity as they stuffed her into another warded corner, then stepped back in time for Farrow to call its runes to blazing life.

I whirled on the guards. “Can’t you see how awful this is?” I demanded. “This is murder! Don’t let him do this!”

One of them looked vaguely ill; another two exchanged uncertain glances. But one in a fancier jacket who seemed to be their leader whipped to face them.

“Don’t listen to her!” she barked. “She’s a demon! She’s trying to trick you.”

“Thank you, that’s enough,” Farrow told them sharply. “Get them out, Lieutenant.”

The lieutenant hustled them out. The soldiers shot terrified looks over their shoulders at me—the same eyes that might have slid off me in the courtyard as some civilian visitor, now locked on me in fear of the Demon of Disaster. The prisoner pressed herself against the wall, as far away from me as she could; her eyes went white-rimmed, and her cursing withered down to a desperate, breathless prayer.

I hated this. I hated everything about this, and the fact that I seemed likely to die here wasn’t even first on the list.

“Fine,” I spat, no longer bothering to hide my rage. “Since you seem set on murdering your ally—and your diplomatic guest, I might add, which will start a war with Vaskandar if your warlock doesn’t do it—how do you plan to kill me?”

Farrow paused, near the door now. He gave me a smile that was almost a little sad, as if he were embarrassed for me.

“I already have.”

My skin prickled all over as every hair on my body tried to rise. “What do you mean?”

“The tea.” He nodded toward it. “It contained a powerful alchemical poison. I wasn’t certain how resistant you’d be, so I mixed in our entire concentrated stock of it—fifty times the lethal dose.”

He was serious. A shiver started in my core and traveled the length of me, raw unbridled panic knocking on the door and asking if it could come in.

“Well.” All eloquence and wit had fled me entirely. “Well, Hells take you, you poxy stingroach.”

“Why do you think I wasted my time talking to a demon? I had to give it time to work before activating the device.” He eyed me analytically. “We know that activating it a half hour before energy extraction was too long, so I’m hoping to narrow that window with this test. How do you feel? Humans die within a few minutes of showing symptoms; a demon should take somewhat longer. If it’s ineffective, we can just shoot you, but I’d rather not risk one of my soldiers.”

I grabbed up the wine bottle off the table and hurled it at him.

It shattered against the barrier in a shower of sparks, glass shards, and wine splashing everywhere. Farrow flinched. My heart raced, and my breath came short and quick. The horrible certainty that it wasn’t just fear and anger tightened around me like an outgrown vestcoat.

The prisoner surged to her feet as if the breaking bottle had freed her, more sparks flying as she crashed into the barrier on her own ward.

“You bastard! You plague-infested sewer scum! Grace of Mercy, just kill me and end it—don’t give me to this demon!”

Farrow ignored her. “In permanently binding one demon, I rise to the ranks of the Graces. But with the knowledge and power you give me, I can capture the rest as well. I thank you for that.” He gave me, at last, a short, stiff bow. “Until you awaken, in whatever vessel that may be. I look forward to finding out.”

He strode from the room. The door clanged shut behind him; runes blazed around it as magical seals activated.

He’d warded me in with the prisoner and left us both to die.
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There had to be a way out of this. Think. Think. I grabbed my braid in both hands and yanked on it, as if I could pull a plan out of my head. But it was awfully hard to think with the prisoner screaming obscenities and hurling herself against the bounds of her circle, over and over again.

Maybe my brain was getting fuzzy, as well. Maybe the trembling of my hands, the weakness in my limbs, and the shortness of my breath were all poison, not panic. It was impossible to tell.

The shining orb of the energy trap stared at me from its little table, waiting. It seemed impossible that I could somehow fit in there, the entirety of my existence stuffed into an object I could hold in one hand—it was absurd. This whole situation was absurd.

That didn’t make it any less fatal. Holy Graces, I was going to die here, while the Empire unleashed storm or fire on my homeland, and everything I’d been working for would be undone.

I glared at the guilty teacup on its little table, kicked my chair to face the prisoner, and sank into it. I had to try to relax, or I’d only shorten what little time I had.

“… Rat-buggering son of a mongrel! You can’t leave me here with this thing!” The prisoner’s voice had already gone raw with shouting. She broke into a furious sob. “For the love of the Graces, I’m begging you! I’m sorry! I’ll do anything you want, just get me out of here!”

“Excuse me,” I said.

The prisoner shrieked in terror and flung herself away from me, hitting the edge of her rune ward in a shower of sparks and sliding to the floor. I winced.

“I’m trying to figure out a way to get us out of here, and I can’t do it if you’re screaming,” I explained, in what I hoped was a calming tone.

“Don’t talk to me, demon!” She lifted her hands as if she could ward me off. “Holy Graces protect me. Grace of Mercy, look down on me and show pity for this miserable wretch. Grace of Luck, save me from this vile hole. Grace of Victory, preserve me from evil…”

I put my face in my hands. At least her praying was quieter than the screaming had been.

If it weren’t for my jess, I could walk right out of here. I could drain the power from the circle that bound me, and likely the deadly poison in my veins, too. But Kessa and the rest of the Rookery were in an endless meeting, with no idea I was in trouble and no reason to suspect Farrow of foul play. I had to do this with my power sealed.

Or rather, the human outlets for my power sealed.

It would be all too easy to unleash the endless violent demonic turmoil bottled up and burning inside me. I could break this fortress like an egg—if I didn’t care about killing everyone inside it. If I slid over the edge into the yawning void of panic waiting for me, I might lose control and do exactly that.

Deep and low in my chest, a burning sensation began. It unfolded slow tendrils like a blooming flower, reaching up toward my heart and down into my belly. I doubled over it as if it were something precious I had to protect, sweat beading my skin. Curse it, not yet.

The prisoner had descended into incoherent crying. She was the only potential ally I had, and she was terrified of me. That wouldn’t do.

I lifted my head. “What’s your name?”

“I’m not giving you my name! I know the stories.” She scowled at me, wrinkling a freckled face all blotched with tears and fury beneath a thatch of pale hair.

“You’re from Callamorne, aren’t you?” I took in her scarred hands and lean muscles. Please don’t let those be mine soon. “Did you really murder someone?”

“So what if I did?” She scowled. “I don’t deserve this. Keep away from me!”

“Look, tell me some name I can call you. It can be fake if you like. Otherwise I’m going to call you Callamurder, because it’s what I have to work with.”

“No!” She glared at me. “Fine, curse you, call me, uh…” She glanced desperately around the room for inspiration. “Uh… red… wards. Wait, maybe not.”

I had a very finite amount of time left to live, and I wasn’t going to waste it waiting for this woman to come up with a sufficiently flattering pseudonym.

“It’ll do. Redward, listen to me.” The pain in my middle reached its claws further, but I forced myself to continue. “I don’t want to possess you. I’m going to try to get us out of here. But if I can’t…” A surge of panic tried to rise up the back of my throat like bile; I swallowed it down. “If I can’t, when this poison kills me, I’m going to try to… to go into that artifice device. But if that doesn’t work, you should invite me in.”

“Do you think I’ve got dung for brains?” She spat at me; it hit the rune barrier and sizzled. “Keep away from me, demon, in the names of the Nine Graces! Holy Graces, protect me from evil…”

“I’m serious.” My voice came out sounding like I’d washed it in a sack of knives. I cleared my throat, wishing I could wet my dry mouth with the tea. “If you let me in voluntarily, you don’t get displaced and you don’t die.”

“I’m not going to fall for your tricks! I know the stories.”

Her whole body shook visibly with fear, and I couldn’t blame her. I was just as appalled at the thought that I might soon be looking out of those pale eyes, wearing that freckled face.

I tried to make my voice calm, like my grandmother’s when she spoke to me about simple things to soothe me after a nightmare. “I wasn’t born a demon, you know,” I said. “Not that I remember, anyway. I grew up in a castle about a day’s ride from here. I used to make up stories about what might lie beyond the hills I could see from the tallest tower, since I never got to travel and find out for myself.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Redward asked suspiciously.

“Because if either of us wants to get out of here alive, we need to cooperate. And for that, we need to be able to talk to each other.” The spreading pain squeezed my lungs, shortening my breath. I couldn’t spend the last moments of my life telling this girl a bedtime story. “What about you? Do you have family?”

“You stay away from my family!”

“I’m trapped in a ward in a locked cellar,” I said wearily. “I think your family is safe from me.”

She didn’t say anything. I sighed, putting my face in my hands. So much for cooperation.

“My ma,” Redward said grudgingly. “She’s… I’ll bet she’s worried about me.” Her voice trembled suddenly, on the verge of breaking. “I don’t want to make her cry, demon. Can you get me out of here? I want to go home and see my ma.”

“I’ll try. Let me think.” It wasn’t easy, with the poison working its deadly way through me.

“We could get that ass Farrow in here, and you could possess him instead of me,” she said eagerly. “Then you could order everyone to let me free.”

I stared at her. “You went from not being willing to deal with a demon to asking me to murder someone awfully quickly.”

She flung up her hands. “There’s a time for being particular, and there’s a time when you’re about to die. Come on, I’ll make a racket and tell them you’re dead, or that you’re changing into a living fire, or something. Can you do that?”

“No!” Though that wasn’t too far from what a demon truly was, without a human host.

“Hey!” she yelled toward the door, ignoring me. “Hey, I think the demon is dead! You should come in here!”

“Shut up,” a guard called back, their voice muffled by the door. “For Graces’ sake, stop your fuss and die with dignity.”

“Shove a sword up your bunghole and do the same!” Redward shouted, making a rude gesture the guard couldn’t see. Then she broke into tears, putting her face in her knees. “Oh, my ma always told me not to talk like that. Cast me to the Hells, I should have listened to her. She told me I’d come to no good, and here I am. Oh, holy Graces, have pity on a poor wretch and spare me.”

She went back to praying, her arms wrapped around her knees, rocking as if to comfort herself. I wished anything might offer me such solace, but the seasons were uncaring and the Graces had banished my kind.

Enough. I needed help. And Redward clearly wasn’t going to provide it.

Whisper might know I was in trouble, but he wouldn’t break neutrality to save me—or if he did, he’d leave a trail of bodies and unfortunate cosmological consequences. I could try to catch the attention of my grandmother, but anything she did to free me would leave another wake of corpses and be an act of war, and there was a fair chance she’d decide this was a good learning experience for me and leave me to die.

There had to be some solution to this problem that didn’t lead to mass casualties, curse it.

The Rookery. Kessa was so close… I had a faint sense of her presence at the far end of the link that bound us through my jess, but there was no way to use that to signal her. I was in the windowless cellar of a fortress; I couldn’t make any noise the Rookery might hear, either.

Or… I supposed I could, but Hells, it would be risky.

The hot pain in my middle had expanded to fill my entire chest. Breathing was a struggle, and my hands had gone numb and tingling. This was no good. I needed to act now.

Right. I drew in a great sawing gasp, ignoring a jab from my scar. My focus had to be absolute for this, or the consequences would be terrible beyond reckoning.

Slowly, carefully, I eased up the tiniest bit on the iron hold I kept clamped around my power.

Redward let out a frightened yelp, as if she’d sensed the change in the air. My teacup cracked, spilling poisoned tea across the table.

Not quite enough. Eyes squeezed shut, I loosened my hold the smallest bit more.

The room trembled, a vibration from deep within the earth. Dust drifted down from the ceiling.

“What are you doing?” Redward screamed. “Holy Graces protect me! You’re going to kill us all!”

My heart lurched, startled. The ground shuddered; Farrow’s wineglass fell over and rolled off the table, spilling a trail of red. Thunder cracked outside, loud enough to hear it even from underground and through thick stone walls.

“Shut up,” I croaked at Redward, and clamped viciously back down on my power before it could slip out of control.

Exclamations of alarm sounded outside the door. A soldier’s voice called sharply, “What’s happening in there?”

Redward leaped to her feet. “Let me out of here! The demon made a weird face and things started shaking, and I don’t know what she’ll do next. For the love of the Graces, show some mercy and let me out!”

“I thought it wasn’t supposed to be able to do anything with the jess on!” The soldier’s voice climbed an octave over the course of her sentence.

“You thought wrong!” Redward shrieked. “Get me out!”

That set off a flurry of activity and muffled swearing outside, and a call of “Get the colonel!” I wished I could think of some clever bluff to make them drop the wards, but all I could do was double over, wheezing for breath, a fiery vise closing inexorably on my chest.

“Hey! Hey, demon!” Redward called, desperation in her voice. “Don’t die! Not yet—wait until someone else is in here to possess!”

I stared at her through a fuzzy cloud, too far away to explain to her that the problem was that I didn’t want to possess anyone, and an innocent guard who’d been duped into believing I was a being of pure evil was certainly no better target than a condemned murderer.

Redward knelt at the very edge of her prison, straining desperately toward me. “I can’t let my ma ever see someone else wearing my face. Don’t do that to her, for pity’s sake. I never said good-bye. Demon! Stay awake!”

Breathing was too much of a struggle to waste any on answering her. My vision dimmed and narrowed.

No, Hells take it, I refuse to die like this.

A fire that usually burned within me with the steadiness of a candle flame roared up into a blaze. Somewhere far away, the stones trembled. But it didn’t matter; I had no power to save a dying body. I’d never been able to preserve life, only destroy it.

Kessa’s voice seemed to whisper in my ear: Exsolvo.
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The world came alive around me.

Yes. I took a deep, clean breath. The deadly alchemical magic in my veins unwound like a soft sigh, and a tiny trickle of strength ran into me. More poured in from the swarming of power on my wrist from my now defunct jess.

Something cold and hard stretched beneath me; I was lying on the floor. I opened my eyes and reached a trembling hand to touch the edge of the rune ward that trapped me.

Energy shimmered up my arm, and my mind came more awake. Yes. Thank you, Kessa.

Gathering myself, I staggered to my feet on legs still unsteady from whatever damage the poison had done to me. My chest hurt, but I could breathe.

Redward stared at me in horror. I ignored her for the moment; I was weak, and I needed more energy. I lifted the teapot and drank tea straight from the spout, gulping down the alchemical poison for the power it gave me. Still warm. It really was good tea, but it was just as well my mother couldn’t see me now.

I felt ragged and worn as the tail end of winter. My eyes fell on the energy trap. I stalked over to it, dissolved its rune ward under my boot, and reached down to pick the delicate thing up in my bare hand.

Not as much power rushed up my arm as I’d hoped. I considered crushing it, but no—it was still our best hope against Carnage and the worst of the others. I set it back down, steady on my feet now from the energy I’d gleaned, and turned toward Redward at last.

“Let me out,” she breathed. “Oh, please, I know I shouldn’t ask you and I’m going straight to the Hells when I die, but let me out of this place. The Graces didn’t answer me, so now I’m begging you.”

I eyed her critically. If nothing else, I could use the power from her circle; I still felt exhausted, beaten up, and a bit dizzy.

I was less than comfortable with how natural it felt to think of magical energy as replenishment. A week ago it would have seemed more than a little strange. But there’d be time to delve into the alarming and difficult existential questions this raised later.

“What sort of murder are we talking about, exactly?” I asked.

“What?” Redward blinked at me.

“What did you do to wind up here?”

“Oh.” She laughed bitterly. “First man I killed was in a drunken fight. He pulled a knife, I pulled a knife, he wound up off the edge of the dock. I tried to save him, did you know that? But I was too drunk and too hurt.” She shook her head, slumping against the wall as if she were sure she’d lost her chance at freedom—as if this was the price for her mistake, finally come due. “After that no one would hire me, so I took to cutting purses. Never hurt anyone, just slashed and snatched rich folks’ bags. But one time there was a mark who caught me at it, and he drew a sword and tried to kill me. What was I supposed to do, not fight back?” She shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe I was supposed to let him kill me. When you’re poor, they just want you to die, I swear it. But I fought back, and I killed him, and it turned out he was some noble. They shook the whole city out like a dirty blanket until they caught me. That’s all.”

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. I hadn’t expected her life’s story, and the moment was too urgent to waste time on it. But she’d answered like I was a demon demanding a reckoning for the crimes of her soul, not a human trying to figure out whether mercy would get me knifed in the back, and given the circumstances I couldn’t blame her.

“You’re sorry?” She blinked. “Hells, I deserve it all. My own ma says I’m a waste. Won’t even take all the money I try to give her, she’s that disappointed in me.”

“Then stop disappointing her.” I touched my toe to her circle. Magic swarmed into me, and a little more of my strength returned.

She gaped at me, mouth open. “Holy Graces.”

“Not quite. No more murder, though. No more stealing or killing. This is your fresh start. Clear?”

“Swear it on my ma’s soul. Graces strike me down if I tell a lie. Holy blazing Hells, thank you, demon, thank you.”

My cynical side doubted she could hold to it, but after everything that had happened, I couldn’t bring myself to walk out and leave her. “Also, we’re not escaping together. I never want to see you again.”

Redward nodded fervently. “I never want to see you again, either.”

She rose, a sudden movement fueled by all the jerky energy of panic. I stepped back, raising a hand.

“Stay away from me! If you touch me, you’ll die.”

Redward skittered back, chains clanking on her wrists, eyes wide. “Holy Graces preserve me, you really are a demon.”

“Yes,” I agreed wearily, “it seems I am.”

At last, I turned to the door.

“There are likely soldiers beyond this,” I murmured, though it seemed eerily quiet out there. “Remember, no killing.”

Redward muttered something I couldn’t make out beneath her breath. I glared at her, and she dropped her eyes, cringing away from me.

So long as fear motivated her not to murder, fine. I strained my ears, but still no sound came from beyond. I’d expect a commotion after the shakes I’d given the building.

It would be hard to get out of here without killing anyone. The guards wouldn’t know not to touch me, and it had sounded like they were sending for help earlier. There could be a whole squad of them standing with pistols and stunning devices pointed at the door right now, waiting in silence.

I touched the door. Magic tingled against my palm and rushed up my arm. The energy that flooded me from the dissolving wards had a hollow quality, as if I’d had no sleep for days and then drunk a bucket of strong tea; it did nothing for the lingering aches the poison had left, either. It would have to be enough.

“Here we go,” I breathed.

Redward made a stifled whimpering sound.

I stood to the side of the door and eased it carefully open.

Bodies sprawled in the hallway. Half a dozen soldiers, all without a mark on them. My breath froze in my lungs.

“Holy Graces,” Redward whispered, too loud. “Oh, holy Graces, you killed them.”

I certainly hadn’t. What in the Nine Hells?

“We need to—” I began.

Redward didn’t wait. She bolted past me out the door, her breath so high it was almost whistling, eyes white and wide. She sprinted off down the corridor, dodging fallen soldiers with hoarse curses, her bound hands held awkwardly before her.

Pox. I’d have to hope that whatever chaos she stirred up would serve as a distraction.

That left me alone with a dimly lit corridor full of bodies. A sharp, fresh scent teased my nose for an instant—peppermint?

I stepped into the hallway, my heart beating fast and wild.

“Hello?”

A section of wall blurred.

“Ryx.” Bastian’s voice, low and worried. “Quickly—we can’t be caught. Follow me.”

A lump formed in my throat. This had to be treason. “You don’t have to do this for me,” I whispered, stepping carefully down the corridor after the blurry smear moving away from me.

“I’m not leaving you in a laboratory to be experimented on,” he said fiercely. “They can throw me in prison for the rest of my life, but I will never let that happen to anyone else. Now hurry—we only have a few minutes until they wake up.”

Bastian led me out of the research building by a different route than the one I’d entered, checking ahead every time we approached a corner or a stairway. Once we walked softly past a laboratory where a couple of alchemists bent over a flask, muttering to each other; they didn’t look up. It only took us a couple of minutes to leave the building by a back door that faced the smooth wall of the outer fortifications.

The sky was full black, but luminaries and lanterns flooded the courtyard with light. Even this narrow passage between building and wall had far too few shadows to hide in.

“Try to look normal,” Bastian murmured, still nothing but a vague distortion in the air. “Most people here probably don’t know you’re supposed to be Colonel Farrow’s prisoner.”

I tried to straighten up and walk with the comfortable ease of someone who wasn’t exhausted and hurting and running for her life. I could only hope I wouldn’t stand out from all the other worn and wounded inhabitants of Castle Liret as we followed the outer wall toward the gate. It was nerve-wracking not being able to see Bastian when my slightest touch could kill him; I instinctively searched my pockets for my gloves, but I’d left them in my room in Castle Ilseine.

We’d barely gotten to the end of the long sprawl of the research building before Kessa strolled casually up to meet us, doing a much better job of looking normal than I was.

“Oh, hi,” she said, waving brightly. Only the strain around her eyes betrayed that she knew how serious our situation was. I stepped back to stay well out of reach.

“New plan,” Kessa announced, her tone casual and chatty even as she dropped its volume to a murmur. “I had a nice little conversation with the gate guards and learned that if you try to leave, they’ve got orders to trap you in the murder tunnel and shoot your legs out from under you, Ryx.”

My stomach lurched. “That’s unfortunate.”

“What do we do?” Bastian breathed.

“We’re going to have to do it the dashing and dramatic way and go over the walls,” Kessa said, with more enthusiasm than seemed reasonable.

Castle Liret didn’t have straight vertical walls like the castles in Vaskandar, but broad stone-sheathed earthworks with projecting bastions and carefully calculated lines of fire. The place had literally been designed to have no blind spots; there was nowhere to hide. The only things working remotely in our advantage were the encroaching darkness and the fact that fortresses were built to keep enemies out, not prisoners in.

I didn’t have any other options, so I nodded. Whatever it took to get out of this place.

“Severin is growing you a ladder. Let’s—” Kessa broke off as a commotion arose inside the research building.

A Bastian-shaped space beside her gave a blurry jump. “They woke up. They’ll sound the alarm in a minute. Hurry!”

Fleeing possible pursuit while also trying to act casual was a heart-stuttering, sweat-inducing challenge. But while I glimpsed a few soldiers on the walls, messengers crossing the courtyard, and night owls bent over work in lit windows, no one seemed to pay any attention to us. In fact, as we walked briskly back the way we’d come along the wall behind the research building, the few people still up and about all seemed to be either staring or rapidly moving toward the front gate.

“Did you create some kind of distraction?” I asked Kessa.

She shook her head with a puzzled frown. “Much as I’d love to take credit, I didn’t have time.”

Angry shouting rose up, reaching the unmistakable pitch of violence. Redward, trying to escape. I’d bet on it.

A door in the back of the research building flew open. Through it, wearing the wide-eyed shock of recognition, stepped Hylah.

The empty space to my left let out a quiet gasp, and a turbulent ripple passed through it before Bastian locked his colors under control. Hylah didn’t seem to notice; she was staring at me and Kessa.

“Kessa! Lady Ryxander! I’m so glad to see you. There’s apparently a prisoner on the loose.” She took a step toward us; I backed up, alarmed, then froze as I realized I wasn’t entirely sure where Bastian was.

“We heard,” Kessa said, with convincing earnestness, peering toward the increasingly agitated sounds coming from the courtyard. “Is that what all the noise is about?”

“Yes, and I remembered that Hunger was trying to steal my device and wondered if it might be a distraction,” Hylah said, urgency in every line of her body. “So I checked, and it’s not in its vault. Have you seen any sign of him?”

“No,” Kessa said truthfully, making a show of looking around. I could feel the seconds slipping away; with the whole castle rousing to action, my opportunity to escape was rapidly dwindling. We had to do something.

Bastian knew it. I could faintly hear his breath, quickened with anguish.

Hylah’s brows descended. “What are you doing back here, then?”

Kessa opened her mouth to utter some smooth and believable lie. But one thing I’d learned from years of diplomacy was that once you positioned yourself against someone, it was hard to get them back on your side of the table. Hylah seemed like a genuinely good and honorable person, and I didn’t want to do that to Bastian.

I hoped I wasn’t about to trust someone I shouldn’t again.

“The device is gone because Farrow took it,” I blurted. “He wants to use it to power weapons. He tried to murder me to test it out.”

Hylah’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “That’s… not what I made it for.”

Many footsteps thudded from the building behind her. It sounded like a whole squad of soldiers were approaching at a run. We’d tarried too long, and now there was nowhere to hide.

Farrow’s voice rang out above the clomping boots, disturbingly close. “Hylah! Be careful! There could be a demon out there!”

Hylah turned her head casually over her shoulder and called, “There’s no one here, Colonel.”

She stepped back into the building and shut the door.

Bastian let out an explosive breath.

“That was a bold risk,” Kessa whispered to me, “and I say this as a professional risk-taker. Come on, hurry.”

We took a stairway no one was using up to the broad stone-paved space atop the walls. My legs trembled from the brief climb, still weak from Farrow’s poison. There were an alarming number of soldiers up here, armed with long muskets or stationed by the impressive number of cannons, some watching outward and some peering down into the courtyard toward a knot of chaos by the gate tunnel. Everything was too well lit with luminaries and lanterns, everyone was too alert, and I was all too obviously not a soldier.

Luckily, poor Redward made a good distraction, and while we drew one or two vaguely puzzled glances, no one stopped us. We headed out onto a bastion that didn’t face the border or the gate, and thus had only a few token soldiers keeping lookout; Severin and Ashe waited for us near the tip. Severin leaned casually against an unoccupied stretch of wall, a tiny weed just happening to sprout from the parapet between his fingers. It grew as I watched, its stem strengthening and thickening, slouching over the edge of the wall that sloped down into precipitous darkness below.

“You’re all right,” he said as we got closer, his gaze sweeping me with obvious relief. “Oh, good. I was worried I’d have to do something distastefully heroic.”

“Where’s Foxglove?” Bastian asked, the space he occupied blurring with some small movement.

“In the courier lamp room,” Kessa said, “giving the Rookery an alibi in the hopes this won’t be the end of us. He doesn’t dare get caught, Bastian. He’s got Lia and Teodor to think of.”

A huff sounded from Bastian’s direction. “Well, the rest of us all came. One might think some things are worth throwing away your career for.”

“No one has to do that,” I protested. “You could get arrested, or worse.”

Ashe shrugged. “No one has to, sure, but we’re well past the point where that stuff matters anyway. We’ve got a world to save, and we need you to help us do it.”

“Not to mention that we need Farrow not to unilaterally kick off a war by imprisoning an atheling,” Severin said acidly.

“It’s worse than that.” I forced myself not to glance around and risk drawing attention. “Farrow mentioned something about messages claiming Despair had allied with Gened to attack the Empire. It sounds like they might be deploying a warlock to counterattack.”

Severin’s face twisted, and the ladder plant grew angry burls. “They’re going to drown the border in blood more than Carnage ever could.”

“If they unleash a warlock on Vaskandar, there’s no going back,” I agreed. “We have to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“Soldier heading our way,” Ashe muttered.

I glanced past her. The approaching soldier wore a puzzled frown, but her stride was too relaxed and casual to be coming to arrest us. Kessa laced her fingers and flexed them backward, as if she were limbering up.

“She’s from Castle Ilseine,” she murmured. “She knows us. This shouldn’t be too hard.”

Kessa gave the soldier a bright smile and a wave and strolled over to meet her. The two began talking; it seemed friendly enough. I forced myself to start breathing again.

“The ruckus below’s died down a bit,” Ashe observed, moving to peer down into the courtyard. “They might be hauling someone off? Can’t tell if it’s a prisoner or an injury.”

So much for Redward. I couldn’t help a pang of disappointment; I’d hoped she’d find a way to escape.

“Now there’s a large group of soldiers splitting up in a search pattern,” Ashe continued, her face gone grim. “Some of them are heading for the walls. How’s that ladder coming, mage boy?”

“Recognizing that it’s pointless to ask you not to call me that and moving on,” Severin said through his teeth, “it’s strong enough to support weight now, but I’ve only grown it a short way down the wall. I need more time.”

I glanced nervously at the steep slope of sheer stone that ended in the shadows of a dry moat far below. “I could probably slide down that in a pinch.”

Severin gave me a skeptical glance. “And break your legs at the bottom, and get caught again.”

“Listen,” Ashe said, her words rapid and low. “The closest cover is that patch of woods just beyond the base of the hill. Make it there and they can’t shoot you. If you head toward Castle Ilseine, there’s a ruined barn near where the road splits just before the border. We’ll meet you there once we can get away without being followed, or send a bird if we can’t.”

“I’ll go with you and help you get to safety,” Bastian offered, giving me a worried look.

“No,” I said immediately. He was Raverran; if he got caught helping me, it was treason, and as a chimera, he’d be unlikely to receive the benefit of the doubt. “You need to keep an eye on Farrow and what he does with that device.” I wondered belatedly if I should have taken it, but no—stealing the Empire’s best weapon against the demons would only cripple their defense and convince them I was their enemy.

“If you’re sure,” he said, sounding doubtful. “Forgive me, but you look like you’re in rough shape to make it that far alone.”

“I’m sure.” I wasn’t, but he’d risked himself enough for me. “Thank you for helping me. You should go to Foxglove; we can take it from here.”

“All right. Stay safe, Ryx.” The air stirred, and he was gone.

“Well done,” Ashe muttered. Her eyes were locked on Kessa, who was still chatting amiably with the Castle Ilseine soldier, strolling away from us. “I have a feeling this might get ugly in a minute, and I don’t want Bastian anywhere near it.”

“Ugly how?”

“We’re about to find out.” She went loose and ready, her gaze leaping past me. “You done yet, mage boy?”

Three soldiers marched toward us, from the opposite direction Kessa had gone. Their hands were near their weapons, and they looked like they meant business.

Severin shook his head, jaw working. “If I’d had a vine, or a tree, or anything substantial to work with, I could have done this in seconds. Growing is much slower than shaping. It’s as if they don’t want Vaskandran mages running ladders up their walls.”

“I can get you another minute,” Ashe said, rolling her shoulders.

“Don’t fight them!” I protested. “They’re just following orders; they’re not our enemies.”

“I know, I know. Rule Four. Otherwise it would be ten minutes.”

Without another glance at me, Ashe sauntered up to the soldiers. “Hey. What happened down there? Looked like a fight.”

“An escaped prisoner,” the soldier in the middle said in a clipped voice.

From thirty feet away, I recognized her as the lieutenant who’d brought Redward to Colonel Farrow. Pox.

“There’s a second prisoner on the loose, and we’re here to apprehend her, if you’ll step aside,” the lieutenant continued.

Ashe glanced deliberately back over her shoulder. “Huh. No one back there but a couple of visiting athelings, who you certainly don’t have the authority to take prisoner.”

“I said step aside,” the lieutenant snapped.

Ashe sighed and rubbed the back of her head, mussing up her near-white hair. “Here’s the problem. I’m not a member of the imperial military, or even an imperial citizen. I don’t have to follow your orders. So… no.”

The lieutenant jerked her head at the other two soldiers; they moved to step around Ashe. She sidestepped casually in front of them, hands behind her back, as if she’d merely drifted in that direction by accident. They tried to go around her again, and she reached out almost lazily and tipped over a tall iron luminary pole. It fell in front of them with a great clanging clatter, the luminary crystal shattering; the lieutenant and her soldiers recoiled.

“Oops,” Ashe said. “Sorry about that.”

Severin’s ladder now stretched perhaps a third of the way down the wall.

“I could dangle and drop.” I put my hands on the parapet, ready to climb over.

Severin glared at me. “Don’t be a fool. It’s still too far.”

Ashe’s standoff with the soldiers was drawing attention. One of them took a swing at her; she ducked, then effortlessly dodged the lieutenant’s grab for her. She kept her hands clasped behind her back the whole time, grinning, her movements graceful almost to the point of laziness. The other soldiers stationed nearest on the wall had noticed; some were coming over to see what was going on.

“I don’t want to fight you, rook,” the lieutenant barked.

“You’re right,” Ashe said. “You don’t.”

Too many soldiers were converging toward us. Someone spotted Severin’s plant and pointed, voice rising in alarm. Curse it—we were out of time.

“That’s it. I’m going over.”

I didn’t wait for Severin to answer. Heart fluttering like a sparrow’s wings, I vaulted the wall and grabbed his ladder. The bark beneath my fingers hardened into death. I climbed down as fast as I could, limbs trembling from nerves and the aftereffects of poison.

The walls of imperial fortresses sloped slightly outward, angled to deflect cannonballs and eliminate blind spots, which made this easier. But Severin’s ladder was still a hastily grown and poorly anchored plant dangling down a nearly sheer wall, with disturbingly thin branches for footholds, and it died under my touch as I descended. The cool night air prickled my skin, and my whole body tensed in anticipation of musket fire from the next bastion.

I ran out of ladder. The long drop stretched below me; a commotion sounded among the blazing lights of the parapet, not far above my head.

“I don’t care what your orders are!” Severin’s voice carried, arrogant and forbidding, in full atheling mode. “I am the Shrike Lord’s brother, heir to the domain of Alevar. I believe your equivalent rank is prince. If you show the slightest sign of violence to me or Exalted Ryxander, you are breaking an international treaty and committing an act of war.”

A rush of gratitude flooded my chest. Severin was good at drama; he could stall them for a while. But I couldn’t keep clinging here in the darkness. Shouting rose up on the neighboring bastions—was that Farrow’s voice? Hells have mercy.

I dropped to dangle at arm’s length, the stone cool against my legs and belly. Now or never. Graces help me.

I held my breath and let go.
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Gunfire sounded above me, and more shouting; I was too busy falling to make any sense of it.

It was over in one flailing, scrabbling, panicked, plummeting heartbeat. I couldn’t quite smother a yelp. At the end of it, I hit the spongey ground in the ditch below the walls, my knees folding under me as I tumbled.

My body ached sharply with bruises, scrapes, and battered joints, but there was no time to lie there and take stock. I flung myself to my feet not knowing whether everything would work; my legs took my weight, at least.

Giving in to the fear exploding along all my nerves, I sprinted as fast as I could for the woods.
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I leaned against a boulder in the moonlight-mottled forest, gasping for breath, the scar in my chest stabbing a knife into my lungs with each inhalation. It was no good. I couldn’t run anymore. I struggled to collect the panicked scatter of my thoughts; I couldn’t afford any mistakes.

Right. So this was a mess.

Ashe had been seen helping me escape. Imperial mages were closing in to start a fight with a Witch Lord for the first time in a hundred and fifty years of peace. My demonic kindred were still rampaging unchecked around the countryside, and the Rookery’s mission against Carnage was probably off. I had to live if I wanted to fix any of this, and that meant eluding whatever pursuit Farrow sent after me.

I needed a road. It was a risk—I’d be out in the open—but tramping through woods or fields would leave a trail of death behind me that a child could follow.

I pushed away from my rock on shaking legs and started walking.

Miles slipped by in grueling inches beneath my weary feet. The moon shone full and brilliant and merciless, casting hard-edged shadows and flooding the open farmland in silver light. My nerves stretched thin and ragged from listening for pursuit; I heard some commotion early on, but it faded behind me as I pressed steadily away from Castle Liret, through the woods and over a field and to a road at last. After that, only the calls of owls and the singing of insects broke the silence.

This area was far enough from Carnage’s swath of destruction that it hadn’t been fully evacuated yet. It must be nearing midnight, but as I passed farmhouses and villages, occasional lamps still shone in solitary windows, small brave beacons of light against a night that held more horrors than it had in centuries. I stayed away from them; at this hour, there was no legitimate reason for me to be on the road.

Dust parched my throat, and my steps wove an unsteady line. I’d just been poisoned, for Graces’ sake, and my body was making it very clear to me that sucking down magical energy might make me feel better, but it didn’t completely repair the toll so much lethal alchemy had taken. To the Nine Hells with Farrow for driving me out here alone and weakened when my friends might be in danger.

The sound I’d been dreading reached my straining ears at last: hoofbeats. Still distant, coming from the direction of Castle Liret, pounding along with my rolling heartbeat in a quickening pulse through the road beneath my feet. Pox.

“Under here, demon,” called a familiar voice, hoarse and low. “Hurry.”

“Redward?” I stared around in disbelief. Only moon-soaked fields and a dry ditch surrounded me, with Castle Ilseine perched on its hill in the distance. A weathered wooden bridge crossed the ditch, which probably channeled a tributary stream to the border river in springtime.

“Come on, quick,” Redward hissed. “If they see you, they might catch me, too.”

Her voice was coming from under the bridge. I scrambled down into the ditch, trying to step only on dirt and tumbled stones to avoid leaving dead footprints in the weedy grass by the roadside. A thin trickle of water muddied the bottom between gritty rocks; in the damp and spider-spun place beneath the bridge, the shadows were so black I had to blink several times to make out the line of Redward’s knees huddled to her chest in the gloom. She was pressed against the bank, making herself into a small package easily lost in shadow.

“I can’t fit under there with you,” I objected. “If I touch you, you’ll die.”

“Hells take it, get out of here then! Don’t lead them to me!” Her thin arm waved me off.

I dutifully turned to scramble back up out of the ditch, heart racing. There was nowhere else to hide, and the hoofbeats were growing louder. I could make out distant voices now.

“No, wait.” Redward let out an exasperated sigh. “You let me free. Hang on. I’m going to regret this so much.”

She scrambled to the far end of the bridge, visible from the road but just as deep in shadow, and tucked herself into the blackest patch of it, disappearing.

“Come on, quick,” she urged me. “Take my spot.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Grace of Mercy, just take it!”

“Thanks.” I ducked under the bridge, into the damp, dark space, and crammed myself against the bank among the cobwebs and grime and the faint smell of rot.

“Helping a demon,” Redward muttered. “I’m going straight to the Nine Hells, I swear it.”

I couldn’t think of a reply, but it didn’t matter; the riders were coming too close to risk talking. They slowed to a walk as they approached. I held my breath.

“I think we should go back and check that shed,” a woman grumbled. “She couldn’t have made it this far.”

“If we don’t find her in this sweep, we’ll do a more thorough search on foot.” That voice was familiar: the lieutenant who’d been working for Farrow.

The riders were passing the bridge; little clots of dirt tumbled down the sloping walls of the ditch as one wandered close to the edge. I held my breath and tried to keep utterly still.

“Why are we chasing her down in the middle of the night anyway?” a man asked, sounding bewildered. “I thought she was some Vaskandran noble. An honored guest.”

“Graces’ tits, Rin, haven’t you heard? She’s a demon. Possessed the noble and infiltrated the castle.”

A couple of people let out startled curses. Rin protested, “But that doesn’t make any sense! The woman they threw in the guardhouse for helping her escape—I’ve heard of her, she’s one of the Rookery. Why would she help a demon?”

My fingers dug into the mud beneath me. Ashe.

“The Rookery may be compromised,” the lieutenant said sharply. “Remember, half of them are Vaskandran. They’re all under house arrest until it gets sorted out. So keep this mission quiet—no gossiping to the Castle Ilseine people. Is that clear?”

“I just think—”

“Is that clear, Rin? Not a word.”

The clop of hooves and jingle and creak of gear passed the bridge. My heart thundered in my chest, and it seemed impossible that the soldiers didn’t hear the clamor in my brain. It was all I could do not to jump out and demand, What do you mean, house arrest? What’s going to happen to them?

Finally, the voices dwindled into the distance. Redward let out a long breath and unfolded from her patch of darkness.

“They’re gone.”

I scrambled out from under the bridge, hitting my head on the planks in my haste. I barely noticed the flash of pain. Far more intolerable was the burning knowledge that my friends had traded their own freedom for mine, and now they suffered for rescuing me.

“I have to help the Rookery.”

Redward gave me an incredulous look, the moonlight bright enough to pick out her freckles. “You’re dim for a demon, aren’t you? What do you think happens if you go rushing back there?”

“I…” Wild scenarios sprang into my imagination—smashing the castle gates, bodily throwing Farrow off the walls—but no realistic plan. Either I came in wrath as a demon and caused unspeakable damage to little purpose, or I came as an exhausted, empty-handed human and got myself caught again. Curse it.

“Let their fancy rich patrons get them out of jail. You can only get them back in.” Redward rubbed her forehead. “Can’t believe I’m giving a demon advice. My ma would faint. Or whip me.”

I took a deep, ragged breath, forcing myself to calm down and think. It didn’t make sense to go barging back into the place they’d put themselves at risk to break me out of.

That didn’t make it any easier to leave them behind as prisoners.

“You’re right, Redward. I don’t like it, but you’re right.”

She gave me a wary glare, seeming to chew something over.

“Ulsa,” she said finally. “My real name’s Ulsa.”

I couldn’t help but feel strangely touched. “I’m Ryx. Thanks for helping me, Ulsa.”

“Don’t curse me by it or anything.” She paused, her frown deepening. “And don’t tell anyone how I acted back there. Carrying on like that.”

“Of course not.”

“It’s embarrassing.” She shrugged uncomfortably. “Thought I was going to die.”

“But you escaped.” I hadn’t honestly thought her resourceful enough. There might be more to her than I’d realized, when she wasn’t overwhelmed by terror. “How did you do it?”

She grinned. “I got hit on the head.”

“I didn’t realize that was a method of escape.”

“Dropped like a stone.” She smacked one palm into the other, demonstrating. “Pretended I’d been knocked out. Then a big commotion broke out when you were escaping and no one was paying any attention to me, so I took my moment.”

“How did you get out of the chains?”

“Ah, they didn’t put them on tight enough, and I wriggled out. I’ve done it before.”

Of course she had.

“What are you going to do now?” I asked, wondering what I’d unleashed. Graces help us both, she’d better not become a bandit preying on travelers.

Ulsa scrubbed the back of her head. “Dunno. I want to get back to my ma. She’s bound to be worried. Even if she always acts like she doesn’t want to see me, I can tell she’s pleased when I visit.” She poked at a rock with her boot. “Callamorne’s a long way away. Got to hide until they stop looking for me—shouldn’t take too long, with everything going to the Nine Hells—and then I can work to pay my way there, I guess. If a demon doesn’t eat me first.”

“Demons don’t eat people.” I thought about Hunger and corrected myself. “I don’t, at least.”

She grunted. “Ah, you’re not a real demon. Don’t act like one, anyway.”

Warmth flooded my chest. “Thanks.”

“You act more like a pathetic mess of a human.” Ulsa clambered out of the ditch. “You wouldn’t last three days on the docks where I grew up, Graces’ truth.”

“Thanks,” I said again, with more irony. But somehow, I felt better. I made my own dirt-sliding way up to the road and dusted myself off. If Ulsa could do this, I could do it, too.

“I’m off,” Ulsa said. “Going to disappear into the backcountry. Don’t follow me, demon.” She started stumping away through the hummocky fields toward the nearest patch of woods, moving with the irregular stride of someone with more than a few bruises to nurse.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I muttered, and then louder, “Stay out of trouble.”

“You’re not my ma,” she called, without looking back. But she raised a hand to wave a casual good-bye.




[image: image]







Castle Ilseine loomed on its hill directly ahead of me, the wreckage of its gate and partially collapsed wall jagged and broken against the moon-paled velvet of the night sky. I’d almost come to the crossroads where spurs split off heading up to Castle Ilseine and down to the town nestled below it, and the trade road continued north to the border—to Morgrain. Home was so close I could smell pines on the wind.

I hesitated. Ashe’s barn lay down the fork that led toward town, but if the Rookery were under house arrest, they might not be able to meet me there. If I wanted to stop the Empire from unleashing its warlock and causing untold devastation, my best hope lay across the border in Gened, where I could find either Despair or the Oleander Lord and try to figure out what was really going on.

A distant commotion sounded on the road behind me. Raised voices, footsteps, the clink of gear. I glanced back, my heartbeat spiking faster.

A thick double line of figures followed me, black in the moonlight, glints shining from their shouldered muskets. There must be a couple dozen of them, advancing with precision and intent. Pox.

One called something that sounded suspiciously like “There she is!”

I broke into a run.

The crack of a musket sent startled birds flying up from the fields. My heart jolted, but it must have missed. An officer shouted at whoever had fired, sounding angry.

Hells have mercy, I couldn’t outrun musket balls. For that matter, I couldn’t run at all for very long with my scar cutting my breath short and my muscles weak from poison. They’d move into range soon, and I’d be dead. Or wounded and dragged back to Castle Liret to get stuffed in that device, more like it. That must be why the officer had scolded the one who fired at me—too far away to make sure it wouldn’t be lethal.

I’d reached the crossroads. Beyond it, the graceful stone arch of a familiar bridge spanned a dark, rushing river. On the far bank waited a ragged looming edge of forest, its shadows as welcoming as the face of an old friend. Morgrain.

They couldn’t follow me there. The land itself would rise to protect its atheling. I’d be safe—from everyone except my grandmother, anyway.

Given that she wasn’t shooting at me at the moment, that was a risk I was willing to take.

My lungs tightened, my scar stabbing a knife into my chest. More yelling arose behind me—Don’t let her reach the border!—and I pushed myself faster. I just had to make it across the bridge. It was so close.

More gunshots boomed behind me. Something stung my temple; I had no idea if it was a graze from a musket shot, or a chip of stone flying up from the road. My heart felt like it would burst from panic. My boots hit the smooth stones of the bridge; the line of dark pines on the far side urgently beckoned me home.

Another bang sounded, and another. Pain exploded in my upper arm, sick and blinding.

I staggered, but I kept going. Almost there. Warm wet ribbons of blood trickled down inside my sleeve. I didn’t dare look behind me, didn’t dare let anger burn through my fear, because if I turned and fought, people would die.

The stone span of the bridge fled beneath my feet, the river rushing black and murmurous beneath it. At last my boots thudded on dirt on the far side. The trees loomed before me; the ancient gray monoliths of boundary stones flanked the road as it plunged into the forest, time-softened symbols marking shadows on their pitted faces.

A thousand connections sparked awake in my soul.

Everything from insects beneath the leaf-scattered earth to birds and squirrels in the bushes, from the lichen scabbing the monoliths to the great sky-spearing trees—it was all alive, and part of me. Hells, I’d missed this. A great bubble of relief swelled up in my chest, overpowering even the pain. Morgrain.

I threw myself between the boundary stones with bittersweet abandon, plunging into the welcoming embrace of home.

Agony burst low in my back, just above my hip bone, a horrible cold shock of leaden impact piercing through me. I tumbled to the dusty road with a cry, rolling as if I could somehow escape the musket ball lodged in my body.

I knew the moment my blood touched the ground. The whole forest did.

Who dares spill upon the earth of Morgrain the blood of its atheling?

Oh, holy Hells.

A great hissing roar rose up from the trees, formed of groaning wood and thrashing branches. The air I drew into my lungs in my next pain-ragged breath was sharp with pine as a heady rush of magic flooded my senses, pouring into the trees and the earth and everything around me.

I scrabbled in the dust, levering myself up on my good elbow through a bloody fog of pain to face the silhouetted cluster of a couple dozen imperial soldiers on the bridge. Some of them leveled pistols at me, while others reloaded.

“Run!” I called to them, urgency ripping my voice hoarse. They were just following orders—but by the Eldest, even after a hundred and fifty years of peace, they should already know the terrible lesson they were about to learn.

For half a heartbeat, they hesitated.

That was all the time they had.

Hundreds of great spears of wood shot from the trees: from their boughs, their trunks, the roots that held the riverbank in place.

The soldiers screamed. Seasons have mercy, they screamed. Lances impaled them from a dozen different angles. Muskets and pistols clattered to the stones of the bridge; a few lucky soldiers tumbled into the dark river, but most of them hung pinned in place, bleeding and writhing and groaning. Blood spattered onto the stones.

I looked away, sickened. “Grandmother, please,” I whispered through parched lips, through the pain and shock-cold wrongness radiating from my wounds.

Ryx. Her voice sounded in my mind, exasperated. Her power flowed into my body with the clear bright vigor of a mountain stream. How do you get yourself into these messes?

My flesh squirmed, beginning to knit itself. I cried out as a musket ball popped out of my back, and another from my arm. Her magic ran through me with delicate precision, but no mercy; my vision went blank with pain as she mended nerves and blood vessels, muscles and organs, skin and a chip of bone. I bit my hand to muffle the sounds of my own pain, but the terrible dying cries of the soldiers filled my ears.

The dust of the road cradled me lovingly; a strand of tree moss dipped down to gently brush tears and blood from my face, withering with a rustling noise as it did so. I wanted to get up, to urge my grandmother to spare them, but I’d put my body through too much today. It was failing me at last, the world receding as I tumbled down into some gray space of oblivion.

Welcome home, the birds sang me to sleep, joy in their sweet voices. Welcome home.
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Someone called my name.

I woke, grit in my mouth and dried blood in my hair, and sat up to listen.

Clouds had swallowed the moon; I could barely make out the horrific tangle of sharp wooden spears at the bridge, or the limp burdens hanging from the branches. The groans and screams had stopped, and the quiet chirps and rustles of life had resumed around me. I felt bruised, sore, and cold from sleeping in the road, but my wounds were completely healed.

I must have imagined hearing someone call my name, sharp and urgent. Or maybe it was Morgrain itself, nudging me awake, alerting me to danger. I strained my senses against the silence of the night.

Footsteps crunched in the road.

At the edge of the forest, a figure crossed the border, hesitant as a deer entering a clearing. I knew that silhouette even in near darkness: the lean graceful frame, the fall of his hair. Severin.

“Ryx?” he called, with the knife-edge uncertainty of someone who has just walked past a thicket of corpses into an angry demon Witch Lord’s domain.

“Here.” I rose but couldn’t make myself advance toward him, for fear of what I’d see. “I’m all right.”

I expected him to stop well out of arm’s reach, but he kept approaching. I lifted a hand, alarmed. “Be careful! My jess is—”

“I know.”

He caught me in a hard, tight hug and buried his face in my hair.

My breath froze. No, this was no good—this was exactly what I needed. To come apart and cry on his shoulder, to lay my burdens down. But I couldn’t. Not now. I couldn’t.

I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed him fiercely back. “I thought they’d stop,” I whispered. “I thought they’d know better than to try to come after me in here.”

“They know better now.”

My mother had told me all the dark, scary stories she’d learned as a child growing up in the Serene Empire: Don’t go in the forest or the Witch Lords will get you. There was no way they hadn’t known what fate awaited them.

“They must have been desperate to kill me.” I said it without bitterness. Of course they were desperate. Of course they were afraid. I was the Demon of Disaster; their force must have seemed pitifully small to them, even as it seemed excessively large to me.

“They were reckless fools to try.” Severin released me, his hand lingering on my hair. “Attacking an atheling in her domain is a death sentence, not to mention an act of war.”

War. The word shuddered through me with the force of a curse. I’d gone to such lengths to stop war breaking out between Vaskandar and the Empire, and now it was only another catastrophe among many wreaking blood and ruin all around us.

Because the Dark Days were here, and I was part of them. I’d tried to help fix things, and once again it had led to disaster—of course it had. We’d been so close to a chance to stop Carnage, and now the hope of that mission was wasted in violence and treachery, the peace I’d worked for shattered and the friends I cherished imprisoned.

I glanced past Severin instinctively to see if anyone else was coming, wincing away when my eyes fell on the grisly silhouetted slaughter on the bridge.

“The Rookery. I heard the soldiers say they were under house arrest. Are they all right?”

Severin couldn’t have hesitated for more than a couple of seconds, but it felt like a year. “They’re fine. Ashe is the only one Farrow can prove did anything. Well, besides me, but I ranted about them assaulting an atheling and stormed out, and no one dared to stop me.”

“I’d love to drown him in lava,” I growled.

“You probably could,” Severin said, in an encouraging sort of way.

“Satisfying as that might be, it would only make things worse.” I began viciously stripping out the hopeless tangles of my battered braid, working out my aggression on my hair. “They’d take it as an attack. The last thing we need now is more escalation.”

“It’s too late for that. Even if the Lady of Owls is satisfied with her vengeance here, if the other Witch Lords find out imperial soldiers shot an atheling in her own domain, they might retaliate on principle—and if a warlock strikes at the Gened border, it’s guaranteed.” He shook his head. “If I were trying to start a war, I couldn’t come up with a more surefire way to do it.”

“Holy Hells.” His words kindled a lamp in my mind. “You’re right. Someone is stirring this up on purpose.”

“I’m all for leaping to the most cynical scenario, but surely you don’t think…”

I should have seen it before. “An alliance between Despair and the Oleander Lord doesn’t make any sense. Those courier lamp messages could just be a misunderstanding born of panic, but what if the reports were faked?”

“I’ll take your word for it that this isn’t Despair’s style, but it seems like a stretch to me,” Severin said dubiously. “Who would benefit from it? Nobody starts a war for fun, especially when we have a demon crisis on our hands.”

We stared at each other, the same thought entering our minds.

“Never mind,” Severin said. “It makes perfect sense after all.”

“She wouldn’t.” It sounded weak even to me.

“She’s the Demon of Discord. Starting wars for fun is what she’s best known for.”

“It could be Colonel Farrow himself, or the Zenith Society, or a Witch Lord watching Carnage chew through the Empire’s defenses who sees the chance they’ve been waiting for.” I might be deluding myself, but this still felt too cruel to be my grandmother’s work. “Whoever’s behind it, what matters is that we can stop them.”

Severin’s brows flew up. “We can? As in, you and me?”

“Yes. At least, I hope so.” I tied off the braid I’d half forgotten and tossed it over my shoulder. “We can talk to Despair. At the very least, they won’t like being used this way. If they withdraw from the border, the warlock will have nothing to attack. Also, the posts that sent those messages must be near here if they were asking Castle Liret for help; we can look for evidence that the reports were fake. If we find it, the Empire might stand down.”

Severin gave me a softening, almost desperate look that took in my bloodstained clothes, my bedraggled braid, the road dust still clinging to me.

“Ryx…” His voice was too gentle, too reasonable. I couldn’t let him finish.

“This is something we can do,” I said, almost pleading. “We can’t rescue the Rookery, and the mission to go after Carnage with Hylah’s energy trap is obviously scuttled, but we can do this.”

He rubbed his temple. “You’re going to get us killed. But all right, fine. It’s not as if I have anything better to do.”

Carefully, as if we both might break, he slid his hand into mine. I gathered up my tattered strength, and we began walking together along the road toward Despair.
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“You have to pull yourself in,” I told Despair, shaping a shrinking space with my hands. Some part of me knew they were the wrong hands, pushing back against the haze of ancient memory—but no, if we were about to confront Despair, I needed to learn.

“Squeeze every bit of yourself down until you fit entirely inside your host and don’t leak over the edges,” I continued earnestly. “Look, I’m doing it now.”

The sky that stretched above us was a placid, sunny blue; no hurricane winds or lightning lashed the calm, brilliant sea that stretched to the horizon from the beach on which we stood, and the low tangle of woods on the landward side wasn’t on fire.

Despair frowned at me. Their host’s face shone with a faint pearly light, their eyes gathering radiance as low places gathered water. “Why would I bother doing that? It looks rather tiring.”

“Because otherwise you affect everything around you.” I gestured emphatically down the beach, where some poor couple who’d been enjoying the seashore lay in a semiconscious tangle in each other’s arms. They stared blankly up at the sky, not even twitching as mosquitoes settled on their faces and bit. “It didn’t matter back home if my passage stirred everything up to chaos, or yours made it all still. Everything was just energy. Now it’s life. Now it’s people.”

Despair glanced at the fallen couple, uninterested. “I want them to be still,” they said slowly, as if I might not comprehend. “They’re loud, Disaster. They’re intolerably, aggravatingly loud, and they never stop unless I make them.”

“That noise is their feelings. Their thoughts.” I struggled to find a way to explain it so that Despair would understand. “They’re like us.”

Despair laughed, incredulous. “They’re nothing like us! They’re so fragile, gone in a second. The mountains are more like us. The storms are more like us. The humans might be our vessels, but we are absolutely nothing alike.”

I stared after Despair as they moved off, frustration burning in my core until the waves whipped up to white-capped agitation and the clouds began to darken ominously, and I realized I’d started leaking.

Someone stood by my side, lean and graceful with a messy tumble of dark hair, having arrived in absolute silence as usual.

“There’s no point trying to convince them,” Death said.

I squelched my feelings down, tucked my power in at the corners, and made myself a tight ball of energy strictly within the confines of my host’s borders. It was Death who’d taught me how; I couldn’t go leaking all over the place in front of him.

“Why don’t they understand?” I asked, disheartened. “Why are we the only ones who care what we’re doing to this world?”

He shrugged, a languid movement. “Perhaps because our power is so obviously terrible. Despair thinks they leave the world better in their wake. Hunger and Nightmare think the wounds they leave are insignificant. You and I cannot fool ourselves so easily.”

“I suppose not.” I started toward the couple on the beach; I could at least move them to the shade, safe from the rising tide. They should rouse within the day, after such a short exposure to Despair’s aura. “I don’t like being the one to clean up after them, though. I’ve seen what can happen when Despair’s aura and mine get tangled up, and I’d rather not risk it.”

Death’s hand fell on my arm. “Then don’t.”

I glanced into his amber eyes; they held mine, intent.

“I know you want to help,” he said. “I know your human friends have been asking you to. But if you or I make mistakes, the damage our errors inflict will be appalling. Let the humans deal with our kin. This world is safest if we do everything in our power to affect it as little as possible.”

Four thousand years away, Severin’s fingers dug into my arm.

“You with me?” he murmured.

I shook my head to clear the cobwebs of memory. “Yes. Sorry.”

In the stark moonlight, his eyes were shadowed pools searching my face. He hadn’t released my arm, as if I might still slip away from him.

“Good. No falling asleep on your feet when we’re about to face a demon.” The corner of his mouth twitched. “Though I suppose we could make an exception for mirrors.”

He must be tired; it was well past midnight. We’d crossed into Gened from Morgrain, the web of life sliding from my senses, leaving me feeling cold and naked in the deepening night. A mist had begun to gather in pockets among the trees, thin and hazy between the trunks and pooled thicker in the hollows. The diffuse moonlight gave it a soft, eerie glow.

“It was another memory.” I considered brushing it off—but this was Severin. I didn’t have to pretend around him, and if I did, he’d see right through it. “There’s so much still buried beneath the surface, and pieces keep bubbling up. Sometimes it can be… overwhelming.”

Severin gave me an unreadable look. I half expected his fingers to flick out in the warding sign.

Instead he released my arm and muttered, “It sounds a bit like ascending to become a Witch Lord.”

I blinked. It was strangely comforting to think that this experience might not be utterly alien after all. “You think so?”

He dropped his gaze. “You’ve never seen it, have you?”

I shook my head, holding on to his words as a lifeline. “My grandmother ascended over a century before I was born.”

“When my father died, we… well. My brother and I weren’t ready.” Severin grimaced. “Oddly enough, we’d been a bit focused on murdering him and hacking him to pieces to keep him from regenerating. We weren’t really thinking about what came after that.”

I swallowed. “I can imagine.”

“I truly hope you can’t.” His gaze slid off into the woods, his eyes unfocusing. “There was a moment when I could have tried to take it. The domain. I felt it there, suddenly vacant of my father’s power, ready for me to flow into it in his place. Maybe I should have.”

If Severin had become Witch Lord instead of his brother, my world would be completely different. Lamiel would never have come to Morgrain, and the gate would never have opened. I wouldn’t have become friends with Severin or the Rookery, or gotten a jess; I’d be living the same life I always had—absorbed in my duties as Warden, living in loneliness beyond human touch, totally unaware of what I was. And the Nine Demons wouldn’t be walking the world again.

“But you didn’t,” I said softly.

“Our father’s blood was still on our hands, and my brother looked ready to add fratricide to his accomplishments if I tried anything. So no, I didn’t.” He lifted his eyes to mine, dark with his own memories. “He looked a bit like you did. Like his head was going to explode from everything being stuffed into it. For a while, I thought he wasn’t going to make it.”

Everyone in Vaskandar knew the stories about new Witch Lords who couldn’t adjust to their sudden awareness of every life in their domain. Ones who never learned to focus and filter the lives swamping their senses—lost in the millions of tiny details, the endless ocean of fear and joy and suffering, no longer able to perceive their surroundings. Sometimes they died from the shock; sometimes their heirs or neighbor Witch Lords killed them while they were overwhelmed and incapacitated.

“I’m not going to die from this,” I said roughly.

Severin’s brows went up. “I never said you were, and I’m somewhat concerned that your mind immediately went there, but good?”

“I just thought…” Now I felt foolish. I snapped my mouth shut.

“I was worried about losing you,” Severin admitted, his voice dropping so low I almost couldn’t hear it. “Before, when you were forcing yourself to remember. I was worried you’d become someone else. But I’m not anymore.”

“You aren’t?” My heart stumbled with relief.

“No. You’re definitely still you.” His mouth twitched. “You keep doing the same maddening things.”

I snorted. “You’re one to talk. Like what?”

He gave me a sidelong look. “For starters, let’s talk about this chat you want to have with Despair.”

“It’s risky, yes, but—”

“That’s not what I mean.” He kicked a rock down the road and listened to it skitter, seeming to think over his next words. “They’re like family to you, aren’t they?”

“Despair?” I asked, surprised. “I barely remember them.”

“The demons in general.” His mouth twisted. “And I don’t mean like family in the sense that they’re your dearest friends. I mean in the sense that they’re all tangled up with you and you can’t break free of them, even if you hate them.”

“You may not have the most healthy family experience.”

“It means I understand you,” he retorted. “I know all about wanting to fix someone. About feeling like it’s your responsibility to fix them. But some people don’t want to be fixed.”

“I know.” Curse him, I didn’t want to examine the complicated knot of feelings propelling me on this dark road, pushing me to drive my tired body onward into danger. “I have to try, though.”

“You don’t, actually.” An edge came into Severin’s voice. “You really don’t. You can walk away and let it be someone else’s problem.”

His hand slid up to his neck, across the scars too faint to see in the darkness.

“This is about your brother, isn’t it.”

“Not everything is about my brother,” he said, with a grand flippancy that was completely transparent.

I grunted. “For you it is.”

He laid a hand on his chest. “I’m shocked and wounded that you would make such vicious claims about me, Ryx. Fine. Yes. You’ve caught me; literally everything is about my brother. The coffee I had at breakfast? My brother. My preference for wearing my hair in a tail? My brother.”

“All right, some things are about your father,” I amended. “Seriously, something’s bothering you. What is it?”

“Nothing.” In response to my glare, he added, “All right, something, but I wasn’t going to tell you. You’ve had a rough day.”

“I have,” I agreed, “and it’s only going to get rougher. Distract me.”

“If you insist.” He kept his gaze down so that his twin locks of hair dangled by his face, hiding his expression. “I’m forced to admit it is my brother this time. He wrote back.”

I buried my own feelings about the Shrike Lord—a mix of fear and hatred that was hard to see past, given that our one interaction had been him trying to torture me to death. “What did he say?”

“Nothing coherent.” He let out a long, uneven breath. “It was a mess of a letter. He talked a lot about my supposed betrayal and said almost nothing about the current state of Alevar. Which might mean he’s so angry he didn’t have anything else to say to me, I suppose. But if there’s a chance he might be cascading…” He trailed off.

“Hells, Severin.” The Shrike Lord was past the point where he’d be at risk for drowning in the sea of sensory input from his domain, but there were other ways a Witch Lord’s power and sense of self could become unstable, from emotional stress to magical interference to the grinding ravages of immortality. Cascading could happen quickly or slowly, and sometimes they could be saved before their own power consumed them—but it was extremely dangerous for everyone in the domain.

“It was just one letter. I’m not jumping to any drastic conclusions.” He kicked another rock, with unnecessary force. “Still, I may not owe him anything, but it got me thinking about what I might owe to Alevar.”

I knew what I had to say, but Hells, I didn’t want to say it. “If… if you need to go home, I understand that your domain has to come first.”

Severin’s lips twisted bitterly. “Are you so anxious to get rid of me?”

“No! Of course not! Seasons witness, Severin, is it so hard to understand I might want you around but also respect your choices?”

He opened his mouth, then shut it again. In an embarrassed sort of voice, he said, “Yes, actually.”

Before I could respond, a faint tingle of magic crawled across my senses. Severin clearly felt it as well; both of us stopped and stared up the road, tense and wary.

We’d come out of the woods into a stretch of pasture before what had once been a tidy little village, from the look of it. Now it lay at the heart of a twisted nightmare that could only be the aftermath of a Witch Lord’s fury. Fruit trees had sharpened into great claws to attack some enemy; spears sprouted from fence posts and barn walls, tracing a path of violence that their target had walked through undying. A war chimera lay in the road, a sad pile of scales and teeth and armored plating, no apparent wounds on its body.

I swallowed. “It looks as if we’re heading in the right direction.”

Severin laid a cautious hand on the trunk of a tree frozen in a shape like a collapsing wave, all of its branches honed to points and dripping a sap I’d bet my jess was poisonous.

“This is several hours old,” he said, subdued.

Time enough for survivors to flee and for the living to retrieve the dead. Time for Despair to move along the border—and if some imperial soldier had seen them walking out of the Gened forest with every living thing raised to a frenzy of violence behind them, it might explain those reports without any need for treachery. But also time enough for the Oleander Lord to restore everything here to its proper state, unless something even more urgent claimed his attention. Like still being locked in his struggle against Despair, or imperial Falcons attacking his border.

“We’ll have to catch up then,” I said grimly. “Come on.”

It wasn’t hard to follow the trail left by the titanic conflict between Despair and the Oleander Lord. The marks of massive claws furrowed the earth; knots of vines hung from the trees where they’d tried to grab an enemy and failed. We walked through one stretch of road where thousands of insects with wicked stingers and bloodred wings carpeted the ground, seemingly asleep. If anyone remained in any of the houses we passed, they certainly weren’t coming out to greet strangers in the middle of the night—whether because they were afraid, or asleep, or because Despair had left them incapacitated by their passing.

At the first crossroads we came to, the trail veered south, toward the Empire. We’d been paralleling the river that marked the border, and soon enough the swath of rage-twisted trees and signs of animal violence cut off abruptly at a pair of boundary stones. On the far side, a simple wooden bridge crossed the river, the type the Empire could collapse easily in case of invasion.

“The Oleander Lord must have harassed Despair with everything he had until they left Gened just to make it stop,” I murmured, eyeballing a reaching tangle of roots that trailed past the boundary stones as if someone had been shaking them off as they strode for the bridge.

Severin grunted. “Not a bad tactic, given that killing their host would only get his own people possessed.”

“Good for Gened. Not so good for the Empire.”

Beyond the bridge stood an old stone tower fort that must have been built during the years when Vaskandar and the Empire were at war, necessitating defenses for even a small local path like this one. The town that had cropped up around it, however, had the open layout of one of the newer trade settlements that had grown on the border during a hundred and fifty years of peace. The narrow valley through which the river wound was probably too rocky for good farming without the help of a Greenwitch, but the imperials had gamely scraped out a patchwork of fields anyway, bordered by low walls of the stones their plows had turned up.

As we crossed the bridge and approached the silent town with its night-dark windows, I caught the faint whiff of chimney smoke. A riderless horse stood by the roadside, still saddled, head down and seemingly asleep.

It made no sense for the horse to be dozing obliviously far from its barn in the middle of the night, its rider lost, as unknown figures approached in the darkness. My skin prickled.

“He’s too still,” Severin said. “His body is awake, but his mind is asleep.”

“Despair’s doing. We must be getting closer.”

“Lovely.” Severin moved a little nearer to me. “There’s a courier lamp spire on that tower. Do you think this is one of those posts that signaled Castle Liret for help?”

“Probably. Keep watch for any signs of what happened.”

Our boots crunched far too loudly on the road as we continued. My gut insisted we should run into the woods and hide. Whatever had occurred here, I doubted it was anything good.

A few hundred yards was all it took to prove my instincts right. An imperial soldier sprawled facedown in the road, still as stone. Beyond her, a pair of shepherd boys lay in the grass, one of them still clutching a pitchfork. Nothing about their uncomfortable positions suggested that they might be asleep. Severin’s breath hissed between his teeth.

“Are they…” I didn’t want to ask, because I knew what the answer would be.

“Dead.”

My stomach clenched. The shepherds were young and had the same look about them—brothers or cousins who’d probably run out to defend the family farm when they heard a commotion in the night. They’d been no threat to anyone; they shouldn’t have died like this.

Severin gave me a wary look. “I thought you said Despair didn’t kill people for the fun of it.”

“I…”

A whole city full of people huddled dully in corners, sitting at tables and staring into space, or lying in the road where they’d settled down to rest and never gotten up. Their lips parched, skin sunken, eyes hollow and desperate as they wasted in the grip of dehydration without the energy to so much as walk across the room and get a pitcher of water.

“You can’t do this to them,” I said, horrified. “Despair, you have to stop.”

They pressed borrowed fingertips to their temples, exasperated. “I’ll stop if they will. They’re so loud, Disaster. I only want them to be quiet.”

I rubbed my brow. “They don’t kill for fun. They leave people unable to care for or protect themselves, though, and they’ve wiped out entire cities that way.”

“Lovely,” Severin muttered. “I can’t wait to meet them.”

“This isn’t their work.” The bodies sprawled as if they’d been tossed there, not as if they’d lain down in a sudden swoon of overpowering listlessness. There’d been no time for them to die of dehydration or exposure. Someone had killed them. “Come on. We’d better check the town.”
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I didn’t want to see the pale arm flung through the doorway of the first house, the woman lying sprawled inside as if she’d tried to crawl out into the street but collapsed before she could make it. I glanced away, but there was nowhere safe to look. My eyes fell on an old man in a rocking chair on the opposing porch, chin to his chest as if he were asleep, flies on his weathered arms. I glimpsed more still forms collapsed across the kitchen table through the open doorway and windows of the next cottage. An irregular bundle of shawl and skirts lay in the packed dirt by the village water pump, an overturned bucket nearby; I could have almost fooled myself into believing it was discarded laundry if it weren’t for the one skinny ankle protruding and the well-worn, carefully mended shoe.

Soldiers sprawled in the streets as well, in clumps or alone, more and more as we reached the far end of the village where reinforcements would have arrived. Whether they’d come in time to try to defend these people or only to avenge them, their weapons lay scattered and useless, their lives spent to no avail.

My chest tightened with each glimpse of another body. This was too much. These people had been living their regular human days, and someone had just… stopped them. Stopped their lives, their hearts, the orderly lines they were weaving through time to end here, in this sad way, in this ordinary place, for no reason at all.

Only a demon would do this. The words jumped to my mind unbidden, an old phrase worn into my brain. But I couldn’t help the lingering, uneasy sense that while a demon might, Despair wouldn’t.

“This is wrong,” I whispered. “Everything about this is wrong.”

“That’s certainly true.” Severin’s voice was strained. “Listen, I realize that you’re probably bent on self-destruction, as is your charming custom, but we can still leave. We can walk out of here and go try to solve this problem politically, talk to the Oleander Lord, send messages to the Empire—”

“What’s that?” I breathed.

We’d come out the far side of town into a stubbly field where the mist lay on the ground in patches and eddies, like snow that hadn’t quite settled into its own shape. The moon hung hazy behind a scrim of cloud, borders blurred as if it were dissolving in water. A lone farmhouse made a square huddle of shadows in the middle of the fog-shrouded field.

Before it, a silhouetted figure held a soldier up by the front of his uniform. The soldier dangled from their grip, limp, head lolling, a pistol dropping from his slack fingers.

“No!” I cried without thinking, and started forward.

The attacker flinched, a shocked jerk of motion that traveled through their entire frame. They dropped their victim, who fell with a heavy, boneless thud.

The shape of the shoulders, the turn of the head, even that flinch all held an elusive familiarity. But at the same time, the way he stood wasn’t quite right, his outline distorted—perhaps it was the mist.

Still, I knew him. I’d know him anywhere, the traitorous bastard.

Aurelio. Hunger.

Before I could so much as shout his name, he fled, withdrawing into the fog without a word like the last sullen trace of daylight.
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I’m going after him,” I snarled. “You wait here and stay out of trouble.”

“Ryx, for Eldest’s sake—”

I ignored Severin’s exasperated plea and set off after Hunger, my pulse surging in an insistent tide. He had far too much to answer for to slink off into the night. It seemed impossible that my grandmother could have let him go, impossible that he could have survived whatever made him scream like that—but no, of course he had. Aurelio was a stingroach, scuttling about with his tail dripping poison no matter how many times you stomped on him.

Severin threw a curse after me, but he at least had the sense not to follow. Or not in person—I noticed a moth fluttering along after me through the misty air. Fine. Fine. So long as he stayed out of danger himself.

The damp soaked through my boots as I strode off to the far end of the mist-shrouded field, by a shadowy grove of trees—the place I’d go if I were looking for a dark corner to hide in.

“Aurelio!” I called out, my voice far too loud against the thick velvety silence. “Have you really sunk this low? Hunger!”

I had no atheling’s link to this land, no tracker’s skills, no artifice devices to find him in the night. But one thing I knew about Aurelio and Hunger both: they never could resist the chance to talk.

“It’s not what it looks like,” came a voice from the woods.

That was Aurelio. That was always Aurelio: squirming away from blame like a suddenly exposed worm writhing desperately to escape the light.

“It looks like you’re following Despair around and murdering innocent, helpless people who have no capacity to defend themselves.”

“I wouldn’t be doing this if I had any choice.” His voice sounded strained, hoarse, as if he were in pain.

I stepped up to the edge of the grove, peering into the tangled darkness beneath the boughs. There was something unsettling about the vague outline of him my eyes couldn’t quite pick from the shadows—something wrong about the hitch and stoop of his shoulders, the dim outline of his head.

“You’re hurt.” Unease crawled across my back. I’d seen Hunger heal Aurelio from terrible wounds in seconds. “What did she do to you?”

I approached closer, picking details out of the thin moonlight: the line of his shoulder, ragged as if his jacket were torn to shreds. Something oddly shaped he held in the crook of his arm, with jagged points on it like a weapon. The gleam of what might be an earring. Something dark streaking his face—locks of hair, perhaps?

A strange scent teased my nose. Blood.

Aurelio scrambled back, full into a beam of moonlight. “Don’t come near me!”

For one terrible instant, the silvery light bathed him, and I saw the ruin my grandmother’s vengeance had made of him.

His fine brocade jacket hung in tatters. Blood, dried and fresh, streaked his face and stained his clothes in dozens of places. He looked as if he’d been shot full of holes.

An odd jagged ridge ran up his arm and over his shoulder, as if a barbed rope lay beneath his skin. In places, sharp tips of bone poked through his flesh, their spines stained with blood. This spikey cable wrapped his neck, hooks protruding at odd angles, and emerged from his body at last in a bloody hole in the far shoulder, just beneath his collarbone.

It looked like the skeleton of a snake, if snakes burrowed beneath people’s skin and were covered in terrible hooked spines. Rows of serrated teeth like a shark’s filled its skull instead of fangs, and it gnawed relentlessly at his chest, seeking reentry to his flesh through his rib cage.

“Bloody pox!” I staggered backward in horror, recoiling as if it might lunge at me. I knew it wouldn’t, though; I could sense our kinship. It was a bone chimera, an art forbidden by the Conclave for centuries, and it was of Morgrain.

Aurelio stumbled back into the cover of shadow, breathing hard. It was a relief to lose the details to the darkness, but I couldn’t unsee what I’d seen.

“If I rip it out, it grows back with extra heads,” Hunger snarled at me, his vicious tones replacing Aurelio’s pleading ones. “If I obliterate it to ash, it grows back. If I cut it from his flesh, it still grows back. I’ve tried setting it on fire, dissolving it with potions—I must be leaving some tiny dust speck of bone somewhere in this host, and that’s all she needs. Every single time, it grows back, and it keeps eating him, and eating him, and eating him, no matter how much I regrow him to match. And it hurts.”

I swallowed. “It… certainly looks painful.”

“I didn’t even kill her daughter!” Hunger raged. “Why should I have to suffer? It’s unfair and cruel! But there’s nothing I can do—only Discord can get rid of this cursed thing. And she won’t listen to me, even though I thought we were on better terms now.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t abandoned Aurelio.” The words fell out of my mouth from sheer shock, and I regretted them at once. The last thing I wanted was for him to go find a new host and kill some innocent person.

Hunger’s lip twisted in a snarl. “I’d drop him in an instant if I had a safe vessel. But I don’t dare risk taking another by force—not after you and Discord both merged. It’s clearly far too common.” He sounded ready to spit at the thought. “Carnage and Madness have probably merged multiple times, not that you can tell what’s happening in the sacks of knives they call minds. I need a new host to invite me in, to be safe from any chance of becoming tainted with humanity like you—and no one will take me.”

“I can’t imagine why,” I said sarcastically.

“Looking like this doesn’t help, and nor does having this petulant human fool seize my voice and start shouting warnings at them.” Hunger threw up Aurelio’s hands in frustration, the movement checked halfway through with a hiss of pain.

“You could go back home to the Hells.”

“Ryx!” Aurelio gasped, his strained tones replacing Hunger’s. “Don’t even say it! If he leaves me, I’ll die.”

Many responses leaped to mind, but I was tired of trying to help him draw the causal link between murder and consequences.

“Yes. You probably will.”

His shoulders straightened, as if he were offended. He snapped off the snake’s skull in a sharp, decisive moment and cast it aside.

“I won’t let go so easily.” It was Hunger who growled it, over the rattle of regrowing bone. “This world is mine, and I won’t relinquish my share of it. If it hurts, so be it. If it sets me at odds with Discord, so be it.”

A sickening wet crunch sounded; by the human anguish in his gasp, Hunger had fled in time for Aurelio to take the inevitable bites from the regenerated chimera. No matter how much they both revolted me, it was impossible not to have some basic, visceral sympathy for Aurelio’s stifled whimper of pain.

“You still haven’t explained why you’re murdering entire towns,” I said, hardening my heart with the memory of the bodies we’d found. “No one is forcing you to do that.”

Aurelio hesitated, as if hoping Hunger would answer for him. At last he mumbled, “We need the life energy. So he can keep healing me.”

“That’s a desiccated rat turd of a reason, and you know it.”

“He can’t do it without an external source of life magic!” Aurelio lifted his hands, as if I might have jumped to hasty and incorrect conclusions about the science behind his claim rather than the ethics. “He’s not great at healing—his power isn’t suited for it, and he doesn’t have any anatomical knowledge—but when he absorbs life energy, his body naturally regenerates.” He shook his head wearily. “My body.”

Something about that exhausted motion, the tone of his voice, the dull hopelessness in the correction, made me realize he probably hadn’t slept for days. I couldn’t imagine being able to sleep through that. He was a murderer many times over, but nobody deserved what he was going through.

“So you’re preying on Despair’s victims because they can’t defend themselves.” I didn’t bother keeping the contempt from my voice. “You’re following around behind them and killing everyone you find incapacitated in their wake.”

“This was your doing,” Hunger spat. “Yours and Discord’s. If it weren’t for what she did to me, I wouldn’t be wasting my time sucking all these random humans dry to stay alive; I’d be eliminating threats like we planned.” His gaze suddenly sharpened. “Which reminds me… Your little friends are on my list. Where are they?”

My heart stumbled over a beat and crashed into the next one. I stopped myself from glancing at the moth that fluttered around my head, too aware of Severin waiting out of sight in the fog. I couldn’t let Hunger realize he was here.

“Far away.” I let bitterness slip into my voice; I had the best chance of deceiving him with the truth. “The Rookery got arrested helping me escape from a murderous imperial researcher. I’m on my own now.”

“A murderous researcher… Colonel Farrow?” That was Aurelio, his voice hoarse from the day’s screaming.

“You know him? Of course you do.” I shook my head. “You’re rotten apples from the same treacherous barrel.”

Hunger’s malicious sneer smoothed the haunted look from Aurelio’s features. “Don’t act superior, Disaster. We’re only trying to survive.” He dug his fingers into his chest around the snake as if he might try to pull it out again, hesitated, and then dropped his hand with a shudder. “You want me to stop killing defenseless people, do you? Fine. Since the Rookery is conveniently locked up outside your protection, I’ll go after them instead.”

“Don’t you dare,” I growled, taking a step toward him with no clear plan beyond a surge of protective anger.

He recoiled as if I’d attacked him. His hand flew up between us; some small device in it flashed a blinding white light in my eyes. I cried out, averting my face, but it was too late. I couldn’t see anything but the bright reeling blots of opaque afterimages.

By the time Severin caught up to me, demanding to know what had happened and why I was yelling and staggering around with my hand pressed over my eyes, Hunger was gone.
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“I’ve got to stop him. The Rookery only got arrested because of me in the first place, and now he’s going to kill them. I can’t—”

“Ryx.” Severin grabbed my shoulders, holding me in place. “Eager as I am for any excuse not to go after a demon by ourselves, think. Nothing has changed. You still can’t go back to Castle Liret, and Despair is still a pressing threat you seem to think we can actually do something about. Who is also much closer to us at this point.”

“But the Rookery—”

“Are extremely competent and inside a warded castle. Hunger’s a coward; if he were willing to kick in the door to Castle Liret, he would have already done it to go after that device.”

I took an uneven, steadying breath. I needed to see past my own ragged fear for my friends as much as the spots still dancing in my vision. “You’re right. I can’t run back and forth like a panicked squirrel—I have to finish the job.”

“I can send a bird to the Rookery to warn them Hunger might come after them,” he offered.

“Please.” I wiped my eyes. “Curse it, this is hard. Thank you for shaking sense into me.”

“I’m only amazed it worked. But now that I have your attention…” He hesitated, his gaze drifting off toward the river where it bent around the town and kept winding between the hills, dividing Vaskandar from the Empire. “There’s something you need to see.”
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On the far side of town, the bodies were all soldiers.

They sprawled in clumps and bunches in a ragged trail that paralleled the river, as if they’d collapsed the moment they got within sight of the water. Which was probably exactly what had happened: Despair walking the path that ran alongside the river, and soldiers rushing to the aid of the border town tumbling into inert apathy the moment they entered their aura. With Hunger following behind and killing them all, the Empire could know only what they’d heard in that last desperate, confused message, and had no reason to doubt that it was the Oleander Lord who’d finished everyone off.

The trail led to another simple bridge that crossed the river into the Vaskandran forest, passing between two Gened boundary stones. The trees here shifted and murmured restlessly as if ruffled by a nonexistent breeze, but they hadn’t been shaped into weapons.

I paused by the stones, uncertain. “Do you think Despair went back into Gened? They probably didn’t understand that there’s a border here.”

Severin eyed the trees warily. “It would be hard for the Oleander Lord to sense Despair just walking along the road. For that matter, he might not notice for a while if his people fell into a trance like that horse we passed—everyone getting murdered by Hunger is what probably caught his attention. So Despair could have crossed back into Gened and the Oleander Lord might not even know.”

“All right. I don’t see where else they could have gone, so let’s follow.”

I didn’t have to be an atheling of Gened to know the land was roused to anger. I stayed carefully on the road as it climbed a low wooded hill, rising above the river. It was difficult to keep to the middle and also maintain a safe distance from Severin, but I managed. The last thing I needed was to accidentally kill a tree and have the domain decide it was under attack.

Severin cast me a sideways look. “We can walk closer together than this, you know.”

“I don’t want to risk bumping into you when you’re not braced.”

“I’m always braced around you.” He barely suppressed a smile. “You do have a way of putting a person on edge.”

“Thanks,” I said dryly. “I’ll be sure to—” I broke off, freezing where I stood.

In the path ahead, predatory green eyes glowed with reflected light. I couldn’t make out much of the hulking form, but they were too far apart and too high up off the ground to be anything but a war chimera’s.

“Oh pox,” I whispered.

It growled, deep and loud enough to reverberate in my bones, and crouched to spring.

“Wait!” called a breathless voice, so familiar and so unexpected in this context that it set off a carriage wreck in my brain. “Wait, don’t attack; they’re with me!”

The creature whirled on a lean figure that ran past it to join us, waving something in the air under its nose—a wreath of branches with narrow green leaves and bright pink flowers.

“See, I have a safe conduct, you great brute! Shoo! Shoo!”

The chimera let out a disgruntled huff and turned ponderously away, its massive scaled bulk retreating into the night.

The newcomer turned to face us, a broad grin splitting their face. “Ha! How’s that for good timing?”

“You!” I was too shocked to be polite. “What are you doing here?”

Ardith of Kar, child of the Fox Lord, placed a hand to their chest in mock offense. “Hey, now. Is that any way to greet an old friend?”







[image: image]


I’m here on behalf of my father and his friends,” Ardith explained, once the chimera was gone and we’d done the requisite round of cursing as the jittery energy of narrowly avoided violence faded. “They keep making me do work.”

“The Dark Days indeed,” Severin muttered.

“What work?” I asked, aware that I sounded suspicious and not much caring. I adored Ardith and was delighted to see them, but they were almost never up to any good.

“Why, employing my silver tongue and delicate diplomatic acumen, of course.”

“Delicate isn’t quite the word I’d use,” Severin said dryly.

“To be fair, they didn’t have anyone else free to send.” Ardith pushed the safe-conduct wreath up their arm and jammed their hands in their pockets. “Kar’s in a tight spot. Demons all around us—Corruption to the east, Despair to the south, and Discord between them. No offense, Ryx, but I have a suspicion your grandmother might be up to some trouble, by the way.”

“Oh?”

“You sound surprised.” They raised ginger eyebrows. “How can you possibly be surprised?”

“I’m not, really,” I said wearily. “Go on.”

Ardith rocked onto their toes as if they were getting to the good part. “You see, we received reports that the Empire was working with the Demon of Despair to attack Gened.”

“Wait, you heard the Empire was working with Despair?” I exchanged glances with Severin. “We’re following reports that Despair was working with Gened.”

“Funny thing about that.” Ardith tossed their oleander wreath, catching it in the same hand. “I’ve seen both reports, and through an astonishing coincidence, they have nearly the same exact wording, with the names switched. Almost as if whoever sent them didn’t realize some of us are in communication with Raverran intelligence.”

“So someone is trying to instigate violence on the border.” I wished I could take any joy in being right.

“Seems likely,” Ardith agreed. “So they sent me to find out what’s going on and try to talk down the Oleander Lord from playing the old Vaskandran game of Let’s Skewer Imperial Soldiers on Trees.”

I couldn’t help a guilty twinge at that one. “Have you had any success?”

“Look, I traveled all night just to get here. I don’t know what kind of miracles you’re expecting from me when I’m only awake at all because I’m drinking my own magically enhanced tea—good stuff, by the way, try it sometime if you don’t have a weak heart—but mostly at this point I’ve just stalled him.” They turned the wreath in their hands with a grimace. “Not sure how much he likes me, given that his safe-conduct token was giving me a rash before I modified the sap.”

“I’m hoping I can convince Despair to at least move away from the border so their presence won’t look like an invasion to both sides anymore,” I said. It would be lovely to convince them to stop draining people altogether, but I couldn’t count on the kind of success I’d had with Madness.

“Talk to Despair?” Ardith gave me an odd look, their fingers flicking out from their chest in the warding sign. “That’s right. You’re one of them, retired and only dabbling in broken dishes and the occasional heart attack now that global devastation isn’t your full-time job. Going to tell me all demons are poor misunderstood orphan waifs who only need love to be fine upstanding citizens?”

“No. Some of them are absolutely horrible. Despair… Well, they won’t kill me for trying.”

“Fair enough. I won’t lie, I’m scared to pieces of anything that can snuff people out in a Witch Lord’s domain and get away with it.” Ardith shuddered. “I have to say I’m glad you’re on our side, Ryx, even if it turns out you’re an ancient and unspeakable evil and all.”

“Thanks,” I said dryly.

Their eyes narrowed. “Speaking of unspeakable evil, you’d better not tell me you’ve got some sort of sisterly soft spot for the Demon of Corruption.”

“Pox, I forgot he’d been in Kar. Is your domain all right?”

“It will be eventually. I was helping my father fix things before I came here.” Ardith hunched their shoulders. “Glad for a break, to be honest—it’s slow, hard work, and frankly upsetting. But yes, the wretched poxbucket attacked our domain, and the Elk Lord’s as well.”

“He attacked one of the Eldest?” I blurted.

“How did that go for him?” Severin asked cautiously.

“Well, it happened while everyone was still at the Conclave—we’d just learned there were three more demons loose, and you’ve never seen nineteen Witch Lords wrap up the closing ceremonies so fast—so my father and the Elk Lord were able to combine their powers against Corruption.” Ardith shook their head in awe. “That was something I’d never seen before. The Elk Lord may have done more of the heavy lifting, not that my father will admit it, but either way they forced Corruption out. In the time he was in our domain, though, he left this huge swath of…” They trailed off, looking sick.

“Of what?” Severin demanded, his voice strained. I had no doubt he was thinking of Alevar.

Ardith had gone unnervingly serious. “He attacks the land, twisting and ruining everything. Like accelerated plague and rot, except that plague and rot are a part of life and something we can fight easily enough with vivomancy. This was a direct assault on life itself. I know that’s dramatic, but I don’t know how else to put it. It’s horrible.”

Anger and revulsion knotted my stomach. To an atheling, nothing could be more repugnant. The sheer scope of the disaster began settling into my bones; this wasn’t just Castle Ilseine’s blasted gate or the smuggler’s camp Hunger had murdered. It was great sweeping swaths of devastation in Kar and Gened and the Empire, spreading out from Morgrain at a terrifying pace, rewriting the face of the world in ruin.

“You got rid of Corruption, though,” Severin said. “How?”

“Brute force.” Ardith waved a hand. “Since he was barely across the border, they just piled trees and branches and bones and whatever they could find against him and physically shoved him into Alevar.”

“They did what?!” Severin’s hands curled into fists.

“Oh! Right.” Ardith grimaced. “Yes, well, sorry about that. Or maybe not sorry, since we heard the Shrike Lord was working with him.”

“What?!”

“I mean, it’s a rumor.” Ardith considered. “Or more than a rumor, really. More of a series of incriminating events. So on the bright side, Alevar could be fine! If you call being allied with a demon fine. No offense, Ryx.”

“None taken,” I murmured. I was far more worried about how Severin was handling this.

He looked ready to throttle Ardith. “So you’re telling me Corruption is in Alevar now, possibly attacking my domain, and my brother…” Severin stopped, visibly forcing himself to ease into his usual mask of detached atheling disdain. “I’d love to hear more about why you think my brother is working with Corruption.”

“Are you worried we’re jumping to conclusions just because your brother’s a nasty stingroach and no one likes him?” Ardith pushed their oleander wreath back up their arm. “Well, I was there when the Elk Lord asked if he wanted to join them in battling Corruption, since Alevar was threatened, too. Your most exalted brother said no and stormed out of the Conclave in a huff like someone had tried to cook his favorite chimera. Which, to be fair, could have just been general rudeness.”

“He has been known to skimp on social niceties at times,” Severin said through his teeth.

“On days where the sun rises,” Ardith agreed. “So my father, being a friendly sort, sent him messages afterward, checking if his domain was all right and if he needed help. He never replied—which, fine, asking if you need help is kind of a jab coming from your Witch Lord neighbor, so maybe we deserved that. But then we heard the rumor that the Shrike Lord was the one who’d sent Corruption against us in the first place, and my father flat-out asked him if it was true—no sense in letting a misunderstanding fester, you know—and he never replied to that, either.”

Severin’s face had gone smooth, a mask to hide his distress, but a muscle in his jaw jumped. “I see.”

“So we figured either he’s working with Corruption, or he’s so busy fighting him he’s not reading any messages, or he’s cascading.” Ardith eyed Severin sidelong. “Any idea which?”

“No,” Severin said flatly.

“Ah. Awkward.” Ardith chewed their lip a moment and added brightly, “Or maybe he’s just so marvelously dedicated to rudeness on a philosophical level that he doesn’t care if his fellow Witch Lords think he’s a traitor to humanity! It could be that.”

“Severin,” I began, my heart wrenching at the suppressed pain on his face—but then I realized I had no idea where to go from there. All of the three real options were terrible, and nothing I could say would fix that.

Ardith clapped their hands. “Well! You look like you could use a drink, and I certainly could use a drink, and frankly this whole ‘talking to the Demon of Despair’ plan of yours sounds like it has an uncomfortably high risk of death or other terrible fates. So how about instead of doing that, we head to the nearest inn with living people in it and… Oh, bloody pox.” They broke off, staring into the night.

A gap in the trees where the road dipped downward gave us a glimpse of the next hill, standing black against the star-dusted sky. Low on its side, a light shone soft and pale through the woods, flickering as it passed behind trunks in the far distance. It was an unearthly shade, tinged gold-green like new spring leaves—nothing like starlight or lamplight, or even the cold radiance of luminaries.

“Despair,” I breathed.

“Never a good sign when your enemy is glowing,” Ardith muttered.

“It’s the excess energy they’re absorbing, I think.” I glanced at Severin, still worried about him, but unfortunately we were out of time for feelings—or maybe fortunately, given his aversion to them. “At least it’ll make them easy to follow.”

“You say that as if you mean to get nearer instead of running away,” Ardith observed.

“You don’t have to come.”

They let out an aggrieved sigh. “No, no, I’m going to get in trouble if I let you wander off after lights in the forest and I can’t even report back whether you met a terrible end. I’ll come with you, at least so long as we’re keeping our distance.”

“Severin,” I began, “are you—”

“I’m fine,” he said curtly. He shook his head, and some of the edge left his voice. “I already suspected something was wrong, and I can’t do anything about it now anyway. Let’s deal with this situation first.”

We proceeded with tense caution as we followed the road down into the forest. The eerie light vanished, hidden by the trees; when the road came out of the woods at the edge of a village, there was no sign of it.

“There’s someone up ahead,” Severin said, his voice tight and wary.

My first instinct at the sight of a man leaning against a fence at the edge of the little town was overwhelming relief. Thank the Graces, Hunger hadn’t been here; the people were still alive.

But he simply leaned there, staring off into the distance with a faint frown. His eyes moved to latch on to us as we approached, but he watched us placidly, without alarm or expectation, even though it was far too late for travelers to be on the road.

“Hello,” Ardith said, waving to him as they approached, the light tone of their voice belying the tension I could see in their shoulders. “Bit late to be out, isn’t it! Anything terrible and horrifying happen around here, did you notice?”

A moth fluttered at the man’s face, but he didn’t flinch.

“Hello,” he said dully.

“That’s… new,” I murmured. “Usually if Despair has passed through, the people can’t stand or talk.”

Ardith walked straight up to the man, until they were inches from his face. “Hey! I don’t suppose you’re just drunk? This is a bit too weird. Hello?” They gave his shoulder a little shake.

The man stared at Ardith. “Hello.”

“Bugger a goat. Can you say anything besides hello?” Ardith peered into his eyes.

“Tired.” He blinked, with glacial slowness. “So tired.”

Ardith swore again, but their hand on his shoulder remained gentle. “Right, then. Let’s get you to bed.”

They took him by the elbow, with a glance full of alarm toward us, and guided the man along into town. He shambled willingly with them, which was much more than I thought I’d ever seen anyone under Despair’s influence do before.

The main street of the village was an eerie sight. It should have been empty and desolate at this hour; instead a handful of scattered people stood in the road in their nightclothes, or on their porches, or sat on their steps. By their distribution, I guessed some of them had run out to see what was happening when Despair arrived, then lost their motivation and stayed there as Despair drained the vital spark from them.

Their faces turned to track us, expressionless. One woman’s brows creased, as if she were struggling to think of something, her arms tightening around the sleepy-eyed child in her lap. But then her face relaxed into a sort of absent calm again.

Seawater raced between the streets in a dirty brown froth, crowned with litter and broken wood and people’s scattered possessions. I dragged one numb and unresponsive human up a flight of stairs, screaming at a woman slumped in a doorway across the street to get up, to save herself. But she didn’t so much as twitch as the rising rush of water caught her, and tugged at her, and bore her away.

I shook the memory off, sweat pricking my skin, heart thudding in my chest.

Ardith settled the man on a random porch. “At least you’ve got a roof over your head if it starts raining this way,” they muttered. “Eldest wept, this is creepy.”

A pale green-tinged light flickered through the branches of the forested hillside beyond the town. This time I could just make out a glowing figure, skin and clothes and long trailing hair all shining, like a ghost in a story. The head turned slightly toward us, for one brief moment; then they passed behind some faraway obstacle, and the light flickered out.

No insects sang in the night. Mist left a chill on my skin.

We were so close. I glanced at Ardith and Severin; their faces were becoming clearer as thin gray light infiltrated the darkness. Dawn was coming, and it had been Nine Hells of a long night. Severin’s hair had started to come out of its long tail, and his face was haggard with exhaustion.

“That hill is right on the border with the Empire,” Ardith said, their voice low and worried. “There’s a major fortress on the far side of the valley beyond it, with Falcons and artifice cannons and everything, and the Oleander Lord told me they looked like they were preparing a strike against Gened. I barely managed to talk him out of sending war chimeras after them.”

Curse it. That sounded like the fortress Colonel Farrow had talked about. “Do they have a warlock, too?”

“For some reason the Empire hasn’t been sharing detailed military information with me, but I wouldn’t be surprised. Either way, when the Oleander Lord realizes Despair took out this village, odds are even he’ll blame the Empire and hit them with everything he’s got.”

“While the Empire will see Despair coming at them out of Gened as an invasion and take it as their signal to attack.” I punched my own thigh in frustration. “We’ve got to stop them before they cross the border.”

Severin raised his brows. “Just to be clear: a Witch Lord, a warlock, and a demon are all converging on each other in violent conflict, and you want us to step between them.”

“Hopefully we’ll catch them before the convergence part happens, but yes.”

Severin and Ardith exchanged some kind of look. I ignored it and started moving toward the glow. Whether from bravery, foolishness, or simple horrified fascination, they came with me.

Halfway up the hill, we caught another brief flicker of light ahead; we were getting close.

“Damn,” Ardith said, their voice barely above a whisper. “This might be a good time to mention that I have no applicable skills in an emergency and will be hiding in the back and trusting you to protect me.”

“I was already planning on it,” I assured them.

“Possibly while yelling profanities, if things get hairy,” Ardith amended. “Sorry in advance.”

We continued together up the dark road beyond the far end of midnight, following the ghostly light.
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We caught up to Despair at the top of the hill. They waited for us there, an eerie figure against a sky fading toward dawn. Light shone from the cascading river of their hair, the folds of their long vestcoat, the hollows of their eyes. It was the energy they’d drained from everyone around them, overflowing, unable to be contained in a single human vessel.

As I got closer, I could feel their power tugging gently at me, too—a sense like sand trickling through the fingers. But I was a demon; I had limitless oceans of sand. Ardith, however, grunted softly as if they’d just picked up something heavy, and Severin passed a hand across his brow.

“Despair!” I called. “Can you leave my friends alone? I want to talk!”

Their glowing gaze fixed on me, and they beckoned me forward. “Disaster! I hoped you’d come. I’ve been thinking about what you said, and I finally figured it out.”

I exchanged glances with Severin and Ardith; the latter shrugged, and the former gave his head a tiny shake. They seemed all right, so I continued my approach.

“What I said?” The fingers of my memory scrabbled for context and came up empty.

I crested the hill and couldn’t suppress a gasp.

Lights twinkled in the valley below. Some from a town and a few scattered farms, but far more from a careful and precise grid of luminaries and campfires. Rows of military tents stretched between them, broken by the bulks of cannons gleaming with artifice wire at regular intervals. In the predawn light, the camp was beginning to stir with activity. Behind it, across the green river valley on the far hill, stood the bulky sprawling mass of a fortress much larger than Castle Ilseine, imperial blue banners snapping from its walls and all manner of enchanted weaponry doubtless aimed in our direction.

If they saw Despair up here, they’d fire on Gened.

Despair seemed completely oblivious to the army’s presence or its implications. “Yes, what you said to me after that city.” They stood poised at the edge of a bluff, far too visible from below. “The one where you accidentally broke the seawall, and I came to stop all the noise they were making.”

Context unfolded in my mind, dragging my attention away from the encampment and back to Despair in a surge of horror.

“They couldn’t evacuate,” I breathed. “You came and shut down their minds like snuffed candles, and they couldn’t escape. Thousands of people died, when it didn’t have to be that way.”

Despair nodded, with solemn satisfaction. “Yes. I thought at the time you were overreacting, making a huge fuss about it when I’d been helping by stopping them from being so upset. They were suffering, and I made it so they weren’t suffering! A tidy solution.”

“I guess death is tidy,” Ardith muttered.

“Very,” Despair agreed, though I suspected they meant Whisper. “And then that woman they called the Grace of Beauty explained humans to me, and I understood they were useless sacks of wretched feelings who were beyond my help and went home to our world in disgust. But you did have a point, Disaster. I’ve been thinking about it ever since—and now, finally, I have a solution.”

Thin gray light spilled across the valley floor, dimming the twinkle of lights in the encampment. Soon the first golden beams of dawn would touch our hilltop, giving the imperial cannons a clear target. I had to figure out what Despair wanted and get them away from here.

“A solution for what?” I asked, with some trepidation.

“For helping them.” Despair gestured proudly toward the village we’d passed through on the way here. “All I needed was a more delicate touch. Did you see? Their minds aren’t making that terrible noise anymore, but they’re conscious. They can move. I started a fire in the first village to be sure, and—”

“You did what?”

“Just a little one! Not like one of yours.” Despair waved my concern off. “They moved away from it! They didn’t allow themselves to be burned like last time. See? Success!”

“Despair, the people in that village are standing around insensate, staring into space.”

“They’re not unhappy.” They said it like it was a triumph. “They’re not upset. They’re not worried. All the screaming and fussing their minds do, day in and day out, is quiet. Just a soft little murmur.” Despair closed their eyes, as if listening, then frowned and opened them again. “Your companions, however, are an excruciating cacophonic mess. Are you certain you don’t want me to fix that, humans?”

“It’s kind of you to offer,” Severin said with a tactful bow, “but no.”

“I’m a professional mess,” Ardith demurred, lifting their hands. “Can’t tamper with it.”

“A pity.” Despair sighed. “Since you’re Disaster’s humans, I’ll leave you as you are for now. But since my first attempts have gone so well, I’m ready to spread my aura farther and help as many humans as possible.” They swept a gesture toward the valley with its twinkling lights and gathered army.

I reached out, alarmed. “No! Despair, listen to me, you’re being used. Don’t do it.”

A tingling sensation suddenly swarmed in from my fingertips, and the hair stood up all over my body. I had half a second to think But I didn’t do anything as the sharp, fresh scent of ozone hit my nose.

Sound slammed through me as the sky ripped open. Blinding purple light blasted my eyes. I cried out, clapping my hands to my ears and flinching away; more tingling swarmed through me, my exhaustion vanishing in a sudden burst of energy.

Lightning. I blinked to try to clear the blaze of its afterimage from my vision, dizzy and staggering, breathing in ozone and scorched earth and—oh no. Oh, holy Hells.

Despair’s body lay sprawled twenty feet away, a branching red scar like the delicate traceries of frost marring their borrowed face. The glow left it as I watched, rising off it like steam and fading into the air above the lightning-struck corpse.
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I flung my arms wide in a panic, as if I could somehow block Severin and Ardith with my own body.

“Not them!” I screamed, desperate. “Despair, not my friends! Don’t take them!”

Utter silence fell. My heart pounded so forcefully I thought my rib cage would shatter. Seconds slid by, one after another. I turned, dreading what I would see, to face Ardith and Severin.

They stared back at me in shock.

“Still me,” Ardith said quickly, hand flicking out in the warding sign. “You’re stuck with me awhile longer.”

Severin’s eyes had gone wide as moons. “Ryx,” he whispered hoarsely. “The warlock.”

He’d called me Ryx, not Disaster. It was him. Relief flooded through me so strongly my knees went weak.

“Thank the seasons you’re both all right.” My ears still hurt, my pulse raced wild as the lightning itself, and I’d be trying to blink the light out of my eyes for a while yet—but they were alive. “Thank the—”

Thunder cracked the world again, shaking the hill beneath us. A violet ribbon of light speared down from the bruised sky to strike a shoulder of our hill, a low knob jutting up from the valley. The flash illuminated a knot of figures on its crown, frozen in a moment of terror as the bolt struck among them. Distant screaming came faint in the wake of the thunder, fragile on the rising wind.

The warlock.

The patchy overcast began growing like a living thing, starting to form a grand and ominous swirl, the ruddy light of the rising sun staining its underside with blood.

The Empire’s storm warlock had arrived.

It was rank madness for them to have brought a warlock onto Vaskandran soil. They must have seen Despair’s glowing figure just outside the warlock’s range and not been able to resist. They’d probably scrambled across the border and up the little rise in hopes of taking down Despair and getting out again before anyone noticed.

Well, they’d struck down Despair, all right. And by the violet flicker of lightning around one of the figures on the knoll below us, and the soft pale glow emanating from another, Despair had taken one of the warlock’s escort as their new host.

We were too late. The battle we’d come to prevent was happening right now.
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“Why are we running toward the fight between a demon and a warlock?” Ardith demanded.

“If they really get going, nowhere we could run will be far enough away,” I said.

The military camp had roused to a frenzy of activity, moving and aiming the cannons. On the knob, eerie lights flickered over figures falling prone one after another. Birds let out raucous, angry cries, and all around us, every tree and bush shook as a fierce wind whipped through them.

Not just a wind. Magic shivered along my senses; the land was waking to fury at the warlock’s attack.

“Oh, bloody pox,” Ardith said hoarsely, stumbling to a halt. “He’s here.”

I followed their gaze, and my heart seized in my chest.

Behind us on the peak of the hill stood a man crowned in dark leaves and pink blossoms, his rippling golden hair blowing loose in the quickening wind. He disdained the autumn cold, his chest bare of anything but intricate tattoos; he held a wickedly sharp wooden spear as if it were a walking staff, its tip dripping dark streaks of poison.

The Oleander Lord had come to defend his domain.

He lifted his spear, and thousands of moths rose up around him like a cloud of petals fluttering in the wind. They began drifting down the hillside, flowing in dreamy beauty toward the army in the valley below, delicate and inexorable.

The eerie sight twisted my stomach with more dread than if he’d unleashed a pack of war chimeras.

“He’s going to kill them all,” I breathed.

“And the warlock is going to finish off everyone else.” Another crash of thunder punctuated Severin’s words, shaking us to our bones.

Ardith spun back uphill. “I’ll try to talk him down. It’s my cursed job. Oh, we’re all so absolutely buggered.”

“And I’ll talk to Despair.” I didn’t wait, but started down the dirt trail. “Severin—”

He was already at my side. “I’m coming with you. Every time we get split up, something terrible happens to you.”

“Every time you come with me, something terrible happens to you!”

“Not every time. Besides, you need someone sensible along to fail to keep you out of trouble and then say ‘I told you so’ afterward.”

“If you were sensible, you wouldn’t come along in the first place.” But a traitor gladness enfolded my heart.

It didn’t last. Our path followed the line of a ridge that descended steeply down from the bluff to the knoll, and aside from a few scrubby trees we had an unimpeded view of the chaos unfolding below.

In the camp, crews of soldiers swarmed around the artifice cannons, desperately readying them to fire. They were racing against the forest; roots and branches crawled across the border river toward them like spider legs, stretching awake in violence. On the knob, dozens of soldiers in imperial blue lay sprawled insensate on the blasted ground, some with scorch marks marring their uniforms. One of the still forms wore Falconer red—which meant that if the warlock lost control, no one could rein in their power.

The warlock sure as Hells looked like they were losing control.

Clouds swirled ominously above, growing rapidly darker and more turbulent. Lightning flickered around the warlock, little blue-white whips of it arcing from their body to nearby objects, the sharp cracks of miniature thunder reaching our ears even from hundreds of feet away. A few trees smoldered, their trunks scarred black with recent strikes. And at the center of it all…

Graces have mercy. The warlock backed away from the glowing figure before her, hands raised, thin voice lifted in a scream of fear and fury. Her hair fell over her scarlet Falcon uniform in twin yellow braids, like a Callamornish milkmaid. She couldn’t have been more than twelve years old.

A child. The Empire had sent a child to fight a demon.

Despair stood before her in the form of one of her own blue-uniformed guards, incandescent, arms crossed with apparent annoyance. The warlock’s access to enormous magical energy must make her as immune to Despair’s aura as I was. They couldn’t meaningfully hurt each other.

But they could hurt everyone around them. Thunder split the sky again and again, rolling through the valley, wild bolts forking down to strike farms and villages on both sides of the border. Cries rose up from the encampment below; a streak of sizzling light arced over our heads from one of the cannons, impacting the hillside above us with a great boom that was almost lost in the cascading thunder.

A tree reached for the warlock, branches straining. She shrieked, lightning jumping from her hands with a bang to open a blackened split in its trunk and set it ablaze. More stretched toward her from behind.

“This is going straight to the Nine Hells,” I shouted, straining to be heard over the stinging wind and the thrashing of angry branches.

Severin’s face set in grim lines. “We need to take out that warlock quickly, before this escalates any further.”

“She’s just a child!”

“A child who’s about to kill hundreds of people.”

But she’s like me. I swallowed the words before they could escape. “We can stop her without hurting her.”

“How are you going to do that when your touch will kill her?” Severin grabbed my arm suddenly, yanking me to a stop, glancing up to the storm brewing above us and then down to the chaos below. “Come to think of it, maybe you’re not what this situation needs.”

The Oleander Lord’s cloud of moths began drifting over the encampment, nebulous and sinister as a bad dream.

A sudden frenzy of motion erupted beneath the fluttering white veil of tiny wings, and a high, keening scream pierced the rumbling echoes of the thunder. Another joined it, and another, in a rising wave of terror and pain.

The sound wiped my mind clean of anything but horror, and for one blank moment I had no idea what Severin meant. Then it hit me with the next earsplitting crash of thunder. Disaster.

“I’m not—that is, I don’t think I’m making this worse. I…” I couldn’t go into my own kitchen at Gloamingard for fear of causing half a dozen accidents with my mere presence. Hells.

I might not be causing this mess, but something in me was resonating with it. The storm unleashing its searing purple glory on the hill called a thrill from my heart that wasn’t terror. I was sure, in that moment, that if I raised my hand, I could catch the lightning in it. I could drink it like cool water. We were made of the same stuff.

Severin dropped my arm, shaking out his hand as if his fingers ached.

Heart racing, I turned resolutely downhill. “I’m not killing anyone, and neither are you. We’ll find a way.”

As if on cue, someone strode from the smoldering woods toward the warlock, her dark hair blowing in the wind and her hands extended in supplication.

Kessa.

My heart ricocheted around my rib cage at the sight of her. By some inexplicable miracle she was here when I needed her most, free and brave and beautiful—but blood of the Eldest, she was about to die.

“What are you doing?” I whispered in dread. “Oh no, Kessa, what are you doing?”

I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but everything about her posture suggested she was approaching the warlock with soothing words, trying to calm her down. She seemed to have one quick exchange with Despair right at the beginning, and Despair gave her a shrug and nod in return and stepped back. Otherwise Kessa focused entirely on the warlock, hands empty, even from this distance radiating calm kindness.

But once a warlock lost control, the stories went, they couldn’t get it back again. They were berserk, at one with their power—not unlike a demon who hadn’t yet learned restraint. Even if Kessa managed to keep the panicked warlock from deliberately striking her down, every second she stood there was another chance for one of the rogue bolts flickering in earsplitting wrath from the clouds to kill her.

I started running down the hill again. Severin cursed and followed after me.

Another fiery golden cannon blast arced over our heads. Severin swore and ducked, but my attention stayed fixed on Kessa. She moved cautiously closer to the warlock, reaching out; the girl shook her head, wrapping her arms around herself as if she were in pain. Thin purple tendrils arced off the warlock, one catching a tree not three feet from Kessa, another leaping to a fallen soldier’s sword; Kessa jerked with surprise at each sharp bang, but didn’t alter her calming posture.

The warlock blurred as if water had run into my eyes for a second, then grew clear and crisp again.

Bastian. It must be him, circling around to come at the girl from behind with sleeping potion. He’d have Nine Hells of a time getting close enough, though—threads of lightning crawled over the girl, jumping to the ground and spreading around her in a deadly, crackling pool.

I could help with that.

I sprinted the last distance to the clearing at the top of the knob, ozone-scented wind sawing through my lungs, panicked screams from the encampment beating at my ears. I had to make it there before those lovely writhing strands of light could catch my friends and end them in a blink of an eye.

Kessa blurted my name in shock as I burst out of the trees. It was hard not to look at her, but I kept my attention fixed on the warlock.

“Oh, hello,” called Despair across the clearing. “These humans claim to be handling the situation, but I’m skeptical.”

I ignored them, too. “Hey,” I called to the warlock. “You don’t need to do this.” I wasn’t trying to convince her—just to get her attention.

It worked too well. She spun to face me with a shriek.

A thin violet bolt of lightning leaped from her hands to my chest.
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The bang split my ears, and tingling rushed across my skin as every hair stood on end. Energy surged along my nerves, sizzling through my entire body.

I wasn’t dead; it didn’t even hurt. The white fire sleeping within me swallowed the lightning in one gulp, like to like. All my weariness washed away.

“See? I’m like you.” I paced closer.

The warlock’s face was wild and distant, her eyes glowing with violet light. I doubted she could understand me, with her soul stirred up to so fierce a storm, any more than I’d understood what I was doing when I first stumbled through the gate four thousand years ago.

Kessa rolled with my sudden appearance as if she’d planned it from the start. “It’s like I said,” she told the warlock, her voice soothing. “We’re not here to hurt you.”

Another bang—I flinched from the sound—and another flash of lightning and surge of energy. My skin prickled as if a million tiny bubbles fizzed and popped all over me, and I didn’t want to know what my hair looked like; my heart beat with wild energy. I was almost in arm’s reach, too close for comfort.

I took one final stride and stepped toe-first onto the edge of the crawling blue circle that surrounded her.

With a great, swarming rush, power flooded my veins, and my own vision flashed blue. The girl’s barrier flickered into darkness.

Bastian had been waiting. In that instant, the air blurred behind her, and a splash of colors wrapped around her face.

The glow in her eyes dimmed at once, and her lids drooped shut. The girl began to topple toward me; I had one brief instant of panic, but Kessa lunged and grabbed the warlock before she could touch me, easing her to the ground.

The wind died. The last roll of thunder rumbled around the hills, fading with each growling echo, until it was gone.

Kessa dropped to her knees with a desperate gasp of relief.

Severin entered the clearing behind me, and Ashe and Foxglove burst from the trees; Bastian shimmered back into visibility as he scooped up his jacket and bag, heading at once to treat the wounded. A wave of giddy joy swept through me at the welcome sight of the Rookery’s faces, alive and free and whole.

“Ryx!” Kessa cried, climbing back to her feet and tugging her feathered hat into place. “You’re all right! I was so worried!”

Foxglove scanned the blasted hilltop. “Save the reunion. We’ve got to…”

He swayed suddenly, lifting a hand to his temple. Kessa started to reach for him in concern, but her arm dropped as if she couldn’t hold it up.

“Thank you,” Despair said, drifting forward, light spilling off them in radiant glory. “That’s much better, with the excessively loud one asleep. Now I just need to quiet you down as well.”

I whirled to face them, my hair crackling with static. “Don’t touch them! They’re my friends, too!”

Despair sighed. “Very well, but they’re going to give me a headache.”

The Rookery caught themselves, straightening as their energy returned. I stepped forward, heart pounding, very much aware that this wasn’t over. Bodies littered the hilltop, some of them wounded and others likely dead. The encampment—its near end alarmingly close at the base of the knob—had become a horrifying chaos of sprawling corpses and screaming soldiers. Thousands of delicate white wings clung to human hands and faces, flashing in time to each fading pulse.

“Despair,” I began desperately, “you’ve been—”

A streak of golden light shrieked across the river into the base of our hill, exploding in a great flash of light and fire; a shiver of impact ran through the stone under our feet. Ashe swore.

Despair’s brows pinched in an annoyed frown. “One moment. There’s still too much noise.”

A wave of stillness fled out from them like a ripple from a dropped stone. First the trees at the edges of the clearing stopped thrashing and reaching for them; then the agitated cries of birds ceased on the hill. In the encampment, soldiers went limp and dropped one after another, moths raining down on them from midflight like snow. Half a mile distant, a madly barking dog fell suddenly silent. A second later, a flashing signal light on the battlements of the fortress across the valley went out.

“There,” Despair said, their shoulders relaxing. “That’s better.”

“Bloody pox,” Ashe whispered, turning to stare around the valley. All across its broad expanse, nothing stirred.

They’d put everyone and everything for miles around into a waking sleep.

“Don’t worry, Disaster, I left your friends alone for the moment.” Despair crossed their arms. “Now, you’d better not tell me I should leave all the humans alone, because we’ve had this conversation before, and you’re still wrong. I just need to fine-tune this until I get it right.”

“There’s nothing to fine-tune,” I said, biting back a sudden surge of frustration. “You’re hurting them.”

“I’m helping them,” Despair insisted. “They certainly can’t do it themselves! Have you seen a human try to unravel their own feelings?”

This felt almost rehearsed, like an old family argument, the sort Aunt Karrigan and Uncle Tarn could have had in their sleep.

“Excuse me.” Kessa stepped up beside me. “With all respect, while I’m sure our feelings seem very loud and annoying to you, I’m afraid quieting them doesn’t actually help us.” She flashed a smile that could have charmed paint off the walls even as she clasped her hands behind her back to hide their trembling from her brush with the warlock. “There’s a difference between fixing a problem and throwing a blanket over it, to my frequent regret.”

Despair gestured toward Kessa as if she’d only proved their point. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. Look at you! You’re sad all the time, so you make yourself cheerful hoping that’ll fix it, but it doesn’t. You’re just sad and cheerful. It doesn’t even make sense!”

Kessa blinked. “Well,” she said, and then, at a loss, “Well,” again.

Despair whirled on Foxglove, who was tugging his cuffs, getting ready to speak. “And you—you’re absolutely overflowing with self-loathing. Surely you’d be better off not having feelings if you’re just going to hate yourself constantly.”

“It’s useful,” Foxglove said, with unflappable calm.

Despair made an exasperated noise and pointed to Bastian. “And you! You’re afraid most of the time, even though the thing that made you so afraid happened a long time ago and is over now. Clearly humans can’t be trusted to have emotions if you’re so bad at dealing with them that you just get stuck in one for years! It’s absolute nonsense.”

“Well, yes, it is,” Bastian admitted, glancing up from tying a bandage. “I do find it tiresome myself. Nonetheless, I’m afraid that such nonsense appears to be an integral part of who we are.”

“But it doesn’t have to be.” Compassion softened Despair’s voice. “Can’t you see? My way takes away all your pain and suffering, all your shame and fear. Is that really worse than leaving you to make yourselves miserable like you always do?”

“The problem is that with your way, they’ll die.” I threw up my hands. “You can’t leave people so drained of volition that they can’t take care of themselves.”

Despair grimaced. “They are fragile, aren’t they? Humans need so much maintenance. But this is why I need to keep trying. I’m sure I can get the balance right.”

“Seasons witness, I wish it were that easy.” Kessa sounded genuinely wistful. “If a simple fix like dulling everything across the board worked, I’d go to a brewery instead of an apothecary to manage my melancholia, which would be dramatically less expensive. As it is, it took my alchemist a year to get my elixir right, because everyone’s mind is different. It’s a fiddly, nuanced business.”

Despair frowned. “That seems unnecessarily complicated. Surely removing the capacity to feel suffering for all humans at once is more efficient.”

Before anyone could reply, Ardith burst onto the hilltop, glancing back over their shoulder. “All right, thanks to some unexpected diplomatic reinforcements he’s agreed to stand down so long as the Empire doesn’t attack Gened again, but—oh, bloody pox, there’s still a demon here.” They jumped back from Despair as if they were a spider, then tried a nervous bow. “Two demons, technically. Hello, sorry to interrupt, and please don’t turn my brain to pudding—at least not any more than it already is.”

Despair pinched the bridge of their nose. “Pudding would be a lot quieter. A sack of angry cats would be quieter.”

I glanced up the hill; blasted scars marked where enchanted cannonballs had landed, and the Oleander Lord no longer stood on its crown. The moment the surviving imperial soldiers woke up they were likely to start attacking again in panic, even if he called the moths off, and I had no doubt Gened would respond with swift and vicious violence. We had to find a way to get through to Despair quickly.

“Listen, I know it’s hard, realizing your power hurts people.” Too well, in fact, from both my lives. “You could do what I did. Find a place far from any humans, so you won’t have to listen to the noise their minds make. Leave them alone and exist in peace. Come back among them if you want, once you’ve learned some way to do so without your power affecting them.”

“I want my power to affect the humans. The whole point is to fix them,” Despair said, with the patience of someone explaining to an obstinate child. “They certainly haven’t fixed themselves. They’re one hundred percent as bad as they were last time!” They gestured around at us, the sprawled soldiers, and the world in general. “Just as full of rage and grief and desire and petty worry and pain and confusion. They’ve learned nothing. It’s up to us, Disaster, or they’re going to suffer like this forever.”

“Suffering appears to be part of life,” Kessa said. “Much as I dislike pain and fear and the rest, they do get us to protect and take care of ourselves, which we’re otherwise terrible at doing. We need them.”

“Sorry, but you can’t fix us.” Ardith jammed their hands in their pockets. “And if you can’t look around and see you’re making an even bigger mess than we would on our own, you’re frankly not paying attention.”

“Now you’re vexing me. The humans made this mess themselves. I just need to use a lighter touch, or—”

“No.” An ache swelled up in my chest, making my words come out unexpectedly gentle. It was a truth I wouldn’t mind stepping away from myself, if it weren’t so dangerous for me to do so. “There is no touch light enough. We’re too much for this world, Despair. Our power is a massive stone thrown in a river, a hurricane through gossamer.”

Despair let out a sharp sound that was and was not a laugh. “Listen to you. Do you remember what you said to me, before you went through the gate into this world for the second time? When you came through to take the form you wear now?”

I shook my head, not sure I wanted to know.

“I caught you brooding around the gate, stirring everything into a big messy vortex with all the thinking you were doing. You told me a human had asked you to come through.” Their words tickled at my memory, stirring up odd echoes of that place of endless shifting white fire. “How could you say no, you said. If a human wanted you to save a life, you had to do it, given all the lives you’d taken. Not a word from you about not meddling in human affairs. And look at you now.” Their sharp glance raked me up and down. “Look how that turned out.”

I was tired, so tired, of being treated like a mistake. All my life, first for my broken magic and now for being a demon or a human or both, people had treated me like some unfortunate accident deserving of pity and at least a touch of horror.

Except my grandmother. She was the one who’d made me what I was, and she’d never seemed to regret it.

“I turned out fine.” For the first time in my life, I meant it.

“That’s debatable.” Despair crossed their arms. “My point is that you meddled, too. You’re still meddling.”

“This isn’t about me, Despair. This is about the choice we both face.” I had no desire to get pulled into ancient arguments, defending actions I barely remembered. “We can muck around like we did last time, treating this world like our playground and doing irreparable harm. We can learn to exist here without disrupting things. Or we can go back where we came from. If you pick the first, I have to oppose you; if you pick the second, I’ll help you do it.”

Despair’s eyes narrowed to incandescent slits, contemplating me. “I’m not like the rest of you, you know.”

I blinked. “Of course we’re all different, but—”

“I don’t like it here.”

A remnant breeze swirled across the hilltop, stirring up ashes. A strange emptiness unfolded in my chest. “No, I suppose you don’t.”

“This place hurts, Disaster.” A shadow of a divot appeared between their luminescent brows. “It gives me a constant headache. This complexity that you all love so much—this ridiculous, imperfect, noisy mess that attempts order and fails at it, so spectacularly, time and again—all this racket and stink… I hate it. It’s horrible. Home is much more peaceful.”

It bent my brain to think of a place of nearly pure entropy as peaceful.

“The only reason I came back was because I have such a clear vision for how to make it better.” Despair’s fingers lifted, as if they could seize the world in their borrowed hands and reshape it. “But now you’re all telling me you don’t want that. That you’d rather be wrong and miserable, and live your short little wretched lives in pain.”

“I mean, I’d rather live my short little wretched life in a state of inebriated ecstasy,” Ardith corrected. “But pain is better than numbness. For me, anyway. Not judging those who feel differently.”

“Much as I spend half my life trying to deny my emotions,” Severin said with more than a trace of irony, “I think it’s worth the effort to suppress them on my own. Who knows, someday I might learn something.”

Despair’s glowing gaze swept all of us. At last, they let out a long sigh.

“Walk with me, Disaster,” they said, turning abruptly away.

I glanced at the others, my pulse racing. Fires licked sullenly around us, and unconscious soldiers scattered the ground. The situation still poised on the cusp of unspeakable violence. Going for a stroll with Despair seemed as impossible as denying their request.

“We’ve got this,” Kessa murmured, with a confidence that absolutely must have been an act.

Severin squeezed my hand. “Scream like you’re dying if you need help.”

“Stall them as long as you can,” Foxglove added, glancing toward the horrifying ruin of the encampment with strained eyes.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

I followed Despair, their glow casting an eerie light across my skin as I caught up to them. We strolled beyond the little clearing at the top of the knoll and into the scrubby pine forest, like mortal siblings out for a walk together.
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They’re wrong, you know.” Despair sounded tired. “You all are. But it seems as if the humans are going to insist on being wrong. There’s no point in staying here if they’re truly going to reject my help.”

“So…” I felt an inexplicable pang of loss. “You’ll go back to the Hells, then?”

Despair reached out and touched the outside of my arm, ever so lightly. “You could come with me.”

At that tiny point of contact, a swooning, draining sensation pulled at me, as if I’d stood up too suddenly and the blood rushed from my head. Despair’s light flared into incandescent glory, throwing sharp black shadows away from us in the sullen gray twilight.

Flickers of memory skittered through my mind. Weeping alone on a hill overlooking the flooded bay full of debris and wreckage that used to be a city before I broke the seawall. Despair coming to stand beside me, head bowed and hands clasped, their presence a comfort if not quite an apology. A neat, precise inward swirl of energy in the limitless light of the Hells, resonating with both annoyance and pleasure, greeting me as I stumbled home in my grief and anguish: Welcome back. It’s been quieter without you.

Despair snatched their fingers back. “Sorry. Residual human instinct. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

I cleared my throat. “That’s all right.”

“You’re never happy here.” The bright shining wells of their eyes pierced mine. “Last time you came back a complete wreck, simply devastated, your patterns all over the place. It doesn’t make any sense for you to stay here and suffer. Come home with me, Disaster.”

“I’m not Disaster anymore. Not really. I’m Ryxander of Morgrain, Warden of Gloamingard. This world is my home.”

“Hmm,” they said, with deep skepticism. “You certainly seem like Disaster to me.”

It was tempting to reject that name. To pretend the demon was dead, and the person I was now was someone entirely new. But that wasn’t the truth, whether I liked it or not.

“That’s part of who I am,” I admitted, “but I’m human, too. Now I have nuance and complexity, like Kessa said—all the contradictions and paradoxes that make humans messy and strong. I’m not simple enough to be happy in the Hells anymore—and I belong here in a way I couldn’t before. I’m flattered that you ask, but no. I think I’ll stay.”

Despair tilted their head, as if wondering what sort of strange creature I’d become. Well, they could join me, then—I’d been wondering that for days, and I was only just now beginning to feel out the edges of an answer.

“Suit yourself.” They sighed. “I suppose I’ll see you soon enough, when you’ve destroyed some small country and come crying home saying ‘You were right, Despair, like you always are. I should have listened.’”

“I hope not.” I forced a smile onto my face. “If I do, though, you can say I told you so.”
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A strange hollowness opened beneath my breastbone as I started back through the trees to meet the others. This was a victory, surely; Despair would go back to the Hells in peace. It was the best possible outcome for humanity, and probably the best for Despair, too. Why did it feel like a defeat?

Because I’d wanted them to stay. I’d wanted them to find some way to live in harmony with humankind—not because I thought it would be good for Despair or for Eruvia, but to prove it was possible for me and my grandmother.

“I’m an ass,” I muttered.

“I wasn’t going to mention it,” said a voice beside me.

In the tangled shadows of the wind-stunted forest, I turned to face Whisper. He perched on a mossy rock as if he’d been there for centuries, though I’d swear he hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“Ha, ha. I’m glad you’re here.”

“Surely you weren’t surprised by Despair’s decision.”

“Not really.” I tried to gather the scattered urgency of my thoughts. No matter how desperate things might be, when Whisper appeared, it was always wise to give him my undivided attention. “I think I finally understand why it’s harder to get through to pure demons like Despair or Hunger, who’ve never merged with a human. Because they are pure, with a simple essence, so it’s harder for them to change.” I frowned. “But Carnage has merged, and she seems beyond redemption. And you—you never merged, did you?”

“No,” he said quietly. “I did not.”

“But you’re not, ah…” I struggled for a tactful word.

His tail swished. “I have never been unreasonable. That which is already perfect doesn’t need to change.”

I could think of a lot of things to say to that. I dropped down into a crouch beside him instead, rummaging through all our various pressing crises to pick one to ask him about while I had this chance.

What came out of my mouth wasn’t related to any of them.

“Whisper, why did you stay in this world? Why didn’t you go back to the Hells, when the rest of us were gone?”

“You know why.” One ear flicked. “The sea of entropy we left behind is tedious. Having tasted physical existence, I had no desire to go back, and the ones you call the Graces crafted me a suitable vessel to withstand the ages.”

“Was that the only reason?” I pressed. “You stayed at Gloamingard all that time. Your image is woven through the Gloaming Lore, all around the castle, and you slink your way up and down the marginalia of our family history. Do you honestly expect me to believe you had no other purpose besides self-indulgence?”

He licked a paw with an annoyed little pink flash of tongue. “I suppose I may have felt some responsibility for how badly we disrupted this world, and thought it best if I kept an eye on the gate to make sure no foolish human threw it open for poorly conceived reasons.”

I’d suspected as much. But that didn’t answer the question that had been gnawing at my mind ever since I learned the truth behind what happened in the Black Tower when my grandmother broke the Gloaming Lore all those years ago.

“You let my grandmother open it, though,” I said softly. “You were there, advising her. I remember. You helped her bring me through, to save my life.”

He was silent for a long moment. At last, he let out an unexpectedly grumpy sigh, a sound I’d never heard from him before. “Because I missed you.”

“Whisper!” I reached out, delighted; I half expected him to bite me, but he let me scratch the soft fur behind his ears, though he kept his face averted as if he hadn’t noticed what I was doing. “I missed you, too.” The words came out on instinct, but I had no doubt whatsoever that they were true.

“Hmph. Well, you are my least annoying friend.”

Least annoying friend. My heart swelled as if it were baking in some beautiful, cinnamon-scented oven.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m glad you did it.”

He went still. “Are you?”

“Of course I am! I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

The tip of his tail wove a complex design in the air. “I was never sure.”

I almost said something about how it might not have been the best thing for Eruvia, but I stopped myself. To the Hells with that. I wasn’t going to regret existing—not anymore.

A thought struck me. “Pox. How is Despair going to get back through the gate? They’ll need someone of the bloodline to open it.”

“I’ll escort them. I imagine your grandmother can find one of her descendants willing to open the gate. She may not be happy about it, but if Despair wants to leave, she’s not going to fight them over it, either.”

“You’ll escort them? Isn’t that interfering?”

He glared at me. “Not if Despair wants me to. I’m not taking sides, I’m preventing amateurs from mucking around with the gate.”

“Graces protect us from amateurs,” I said wryly.

“I wish they could.” Whisper rose and stretched. “Speaking of which, it seems your friends have awakened the Falconer and convinced him to take his charge away from the border. You should go to them now, before someone less scrupulous than I am interferes to make matters worse.”

“All right.” I rose, anxious to head back to the Rookery. Then his last words hit me. “Wait, before who interferes?”

But he was already gone, curse him.




[image: image]







The Rookery were alone when I returned to the clearing atop the knoll, the imperial soldiers and the warlock gone. Foxglove was trying to signal the fortress with a pocket luminary, cursing at the rising sun that washed out the smaller light.

“Despair agreed to go back to the Hells, and Whisper is taking them there,” I reported, to alleviate the apprehension in the faces they all turned to me.

Kessa tossed her hat into the air and caught it with a whoop of victory. “Three demons down! How do you like that?”

Bastian blinked a few times. “Ah, so the Demon of Death was here? That’s… fine, I suppose.”

Foxglove slipped his fading luminary back into its pouch. “The warlock is going to be out for a while after using her powers, but we got some of her escort more or less conscious using stimulants, and they withdrew with their wounded and dead. We’ve bought a little time, but this isn’t over.”

“Forget that stuff. You’re all right! Ryx!” Kessa threw her arms wide and started toward me; Ashe hooked her expertly by the back of her vestcoat.

“Jess first, hugs later,” she scolded.

“Severin has it. It’s probably not recharged yet.” I couldn’t help a twinge of regret; I wouldn’t mind a hug right now.

“Do you mind if I take a look?” Bastian held out his hand to Severin, who glanced at me and then passed the jess over. “It probably absorbed some ambient energy from all the lightning, so it might be closer to full power than you’d think.”

“Look while we walk,” Foxglove told him curtly. “We need to get off this hill and away from the border before that encampment wakes up—those that wake up at all.”

A chill threaded its way up my spine. It was too much to hope that those moths had merely put the soldiers they attacked to sleep; there could be dozens or hundreds dead.

Foxglove started at once toward a trail that headed down to the base of the knoll on the Gened side of the river; the rest of us fell in with him, getting one last sobering glimpse of the devastated encampment before we descended into the trees. There had to be some way to keep things from erupting directly back into violence again. I needed to think.

“Despair’s victims usually take at least a couple of hours to recover,” I said. “Will that be enough time to convince the Empire to stand down? If we can get word to the doge and the Council that Hunger was the one killing Despair’s victims, not the Oleander Lord, and the reports that they were working together were faked—”

“Already on it,” Ardith said. “That’s the one good thing about this rotten job—I’ve got a quick line of communication to the Council through my father’s friends. Sometimes it can take a bit of time for facts and orders and such to trickle down to the scared people on the ground with an excessive number of artifice cannons, though, so running away is good.”

A little of the tension seemed to leave Foxglove’s shoulders. “I’m glad you have that, because the Empire might not listen to me right now.”

“How did you get released so quickly?” I drank in the sight of the Rookery, absorbing every detail; they looked a bit haggard, but they were all right. “Did Lady Cornaro intervene?”

Bastian coughed delicately, not looking up from the jess. “Well, it might be something of an exaggeration to say we were released.”

Ashe grinned. “Foxglove is a former imperial assassin, Kessa is a spy, and Bastian can turn invisible. They could bust us out of a basic castle like that stone drunk with their hands tied.”

“Maybe with one hand tied,” Kessa demurred modestly.

“So wait,” I said, uncertain. “If you broke out, does this mean you’re—”

“Fugitives!” Kessa said brightly, setting her hat at a rakish angle. “Desperate escaped prisoners, on the run from the Empire! I’ve never been an outlaw before.”

Foxglove straightened his cuffs with great dignity. “Lady Cornaro isn’t in charge of the military, so she couldn’t defuse the border situation quickly enough herself. She let us know through unofficial channels that while she couldn’t order us to break the law and might not be able to protect us if we did… Well, if we happened to find ourselves in a position to prevent a horrible tragedy on the border, we should do as we saw fit.”

“Thank the seasons you did, because I’m not sure what would have happened if you hadn’t taken out that warlock,” I said fervently. “That was well done.”

“Well done except for the part where half my hair turned gray watching,” Ashe said. “I thought you were going to get struck dead by lightning any minute. I hate it when you do that sort of thing, Kessa.”

Kessa raised an eyebrow. “Well, now you know how I feel, watching you hurl yourself into battle all the time!”

“That’s different.”

Foxglove cleared his throat before Kessa’s eyebrows finished climbing into a dangerous position. “Regardless. Right now, we need to figure out where we’re going once we get to the carriage.”

I blinked. “How did you get a carriage, if you were escaping Castle Liret in the middle of the night?”

Kessa waved a dismissive hand. “Best not to ask too many questions about that.”

Ardith rubbed their hands together. “How about we head for the nearest tavern? We can toast our victory over Despair.”

“It’s barely dawn,” Kessa pointed out, brows lifting.

“One person’s morning is another’s late night,” Ardith observed philosophically.

Bastian paused a moment as we passed through a mossy glade splotched with early-morning sunlight, putting away some tool he’d been using to poke at my jess.

“Good news! The lightning appears to have done the trick. Your jess is fully recharged, Ryx.”

Relief flooded me. “Thank the Graces.”

Kessa took the jess from Bastian and slipped it over my wrist with exquisite care; the world lost some of its sharp edges and the air felt softer, my sense of the magic around me blunted, but that was a tradeoff I’d gladly make. I poked a clump of moss with my toe to be sure, and it stayed green and springy. At least I still had this.

We were rather short on other resources. The Rookery had already lost their home, and now they were severed from family, friends, and the international support that defined the Rookery’s mission and gave them their power. All we had was ourselves, each other, and what we carried on us. And, apparently, a carriage.

It would have to be enough.

I took in a deep breath. “I think we should go to Alevar next. We don’t know nearly enough about what Corruption is doing.”

Severin gave me a desperate, grateful glance.

“That’s not a bad idea, especially since we may not be welcome in the Empire,” Foxglove approved. He turned to Ardith. “Do you want to come with us?”

“To Alevar? Much as I love slogging through swamps looking for horrifying demons who can make me vomit up my own lungs, I’ll pass, thanks.” They were glancing around as they said it, as though watching for something. “I think we should, ah, wait here for a little bit before jumping in that carriage, though.”

Severin’s eyes narrowed. “There’s something you’re not telling us.”

“Loads of things!” Ardith agreed cheerfully. “So many things. You have no idea. I live and breathe secrets.”

“Something pertinent,” Severin clarified, with a touch of acid.

“Well, maybe.” Ardith jammed their hands in their vestcoat pockets. “Look, do you remember those diplomatic reinforcements I mentioned?”

Severin crossed his arms. “No.”

“You don’t seriously think the Oleander Lord would hold back from finishing off a bunch of incapacitated imperial soldiers who just fired artifice cannons at him because I asked him nicely, do you? I had help. And maybe that help wants to talk to you, Ryx, and asked me to make sure you didn’t leave yet.”

“Me?” I asked, surprised. “How do they even know I’m here?”

“If you think no one has been spying on you since we found out you’re one of the Nine Demons, you should work on remedying your overly trusting nature.” Ardith looked up innocently. “Also, I may have told him.”

Lovely. I gritted my teeth. “Ardith, the last time someone asked for a meeting with me, their next move was to try to kill me and extract my soul to use as an energy source. So forgive me, but it’s been a long day—a long month—and I’d be very grateful if you could give me a little more information.”

“Blood and ashes! No, I think I can guarantee he’s not going to rip your soul out. The Empire are a bunch of sick bastards.” Ardith sighed. “Look, I don’t really know what this is about, and I can’t guarantee he wants to throw you a nice party with cake and good beer. But if I thought it was a murder trap, I wouldn’t have agreed to stall you for him, because you’re my friend.”

“He?” Foxglove asked sharply. “Don’t tell me you mean—”

“Me,” said a husky tenor behind me. “Hello, Foxglove.”

The temperature seemed to drop suddenly, as if a snow-laden breeze had sighed down off the mountains, and the fine hair rose on my arms. Everyone froze, with the tense stillness of deer who know the wolf has spotted them.

I turned, heart racing, not sure what I’d see.

A man leaned against a tree, grinning with the sharp mischief of a cat who’s cornered a mouse. The virulent yellow of his mage mark dominated the pale gray of his eyes. His near-white hair fell in a careless tousle, the tips dyed black, and a cloak of dark feathers ruffled his shoulders.

I knew him. Witch Lord, schemer, trickster, Rookery founder—powerful, unpredictable, and dangerous.

“Well met, Ryxander of Morgrain,” the Crow Lord said. “Do you want to play a game?”
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No,” I said bluntly. “I don’t want to play a game. I want to talk to you.”

The Crow Lord burst out laughing, as if what I’d said was the most surprising and delightful thing he’d heard in days.

“I’m afraid one comes with the other.”

The Rookery didn’t seem entirely reassured by their founder’s sudden presence. Foxglove’s expression was guarded; Kessa’s nervous bow of greeting lacked half its usual flourishes. I’d heard many stories about the Crow Lord and his games—a fair percentage of them cautionary, with things ending poorly for those who played them and worse for those who refused.

But then, he’d probably heard a lot of stories about the Demon of Disaster, too.

He gestured casually, and a table and chairs wove themselves into existence from the roots of the tree he leaned against. “Have a seat, and let’s play.”

It seemed like pure folly to spend our short window of calm on games while demons ravaged the land and the border could erupt into violence again at any minute. But the Crow Lord was no one to trifle with, and given that he was a primary architect of the peace that lay shattered around us, he presumably had his reasons. I tried to wrench myself into a diplomatic mindset.

“I’d be honored, Most Exalted.”

“Here we go,” muttered Ardith.

Foxglove eyed the table; there were more than two chairs. “Can the rest of us join in?”

The Crow Lord considered him. “Are you taking sides, then?”

Foxglove shook his head. “No. You know we can’t.”

That earned him a sharp look from Severin, but I couldn’t fault him. The Crow Lord was the Rookery’s sponsor, and we didn’t even know what the game was.

I settled into a chair, determined to keep this as to the point as possible. “All right. What did you want to talk about?”

The others approached cautiously; most of them sat down, Severin at my side and the others in neutral positions between us. Ardith hovered, and Ashe prowled the glade, on alert for threats in the woods.

“The rules are simple.” The Crow Lord perched opposite me, one knee up, that intent yellow gaze locked on my face. “I’ll ask you a question, and you answer. You don’t have to answer truly—but you do have to tell me whether you’re being fully honest.”

So if I didn’t lie, it would just be a normal conversation. I could deal with that. “Do I get to ask questions, too?”

“Yes.” He said it with a twist of a smile, and I realized I’d just wasted my first turn. “First question: What is the difference between a demon and a Witch Lord?”

That wasn’t what I’d expected. Was this a riddle? “There are lots of differences.”

He spread his hands. “Pick one.”

There was too much tension in the air; my answer mattered. I could get this wrong, with unknown consequences.

“A Witch Lord forges connections to life,” I said carefully. “You draw your power from the mortal world around you, and are deeply tied to it. Demons are more like warlocks; they don’t need external sources of power. They’re made of magic, and can draw more straight from the Hells at will.”

Bastian surreptitiously slipped out his notebook and pencil.

“And the Lady of Owls is both,” the Crow Lord murmured.

“So this is about my grandmother?” I snapped, and then immediately wanted to kick myself.

But the Crow Lord leaned back to consider me as if I’d asked a particularly clever and tricky question.

“Yes,” he said. “But it’s also about you, Exalted Ryxander, atheling of Morgrain and Demon of Disaster. And that is the full truth.”

Ah. Here it was at last, then—the conversation I’d been dreading since the moment I realized how my grandmother’s peers would react to the idea of a demon Witch Lord. At least I was ready for it.

“My grandmother isn’t dangerous to Eruvia.”

“Isn’t she?”

“No. She’s—”

“Remember, you have to tell me if you’re not being honest. Even with yourself.”

That stopped me. I stared at him, aware of the Rookery’s eyes on me, trying to decide if I was angry. No, I deserved that.

“Fine. She’s dangerous, yes, but so are you. Vaskandar only survives because Witch Lords mostly keep their power turned inward, on their own domains. If my grandmother confined her attention to Morgrain—”

Ardith made an incredulous noise. Everyone turned to look at them.

They held up their hands. “Sorry, not playing the game, not taking sides! But I was there for the Conclave, where she interfered in just about every damned thing she could find—and Ryx, she won’t keep her mischief to Morgrain. You know she won’t.”

Half the Rookery wasn’t meeting my eyes. I wanted to argue, but I couldn’t.

“All right.” I gripped the arms of my living chair. “Full, honest answer—yes, you’re right, she probably won’t mind her own business in Morgrain. Not exclusively. But my point still stands. Yes, she’s a demon and a Witch Lord, but that makes her less dangerous. Demons have no connection to this world, and no innate desire or need to preserve it. We humans, on the other hand, care about it and want to protect it. It’s our home.”

The Crow Lord raised his brows. “So you think of yourself as human.”

“Ryx is human,” Kessa said at once, with stubborn loyalty.

The Crow Lord tilted his head. “Is it so easy, then? I have a whole Heartguard to remind me.”

But it was easy. I felt so messily, utterly human all the time, flawed and finite and very much at the mercy of my emotions.

“I think,” I said slowly, “it’s simpler for me than for a Witch Lord. I don’t have to integrate an entire domain. I’ve got one human heart and more human feelings than I frankly care to deal with. One human mind, and one set of human senses. The fact that I’ve got a demon’s soul crammed in here, too, complicates things, but it doesn’t change who I am.”

“If you know who you are, you’re ahead of most people,” Ardith muttered.

“It’s my turn.” I leaned forward. “Since merging with the Demon of Discord, my grandmother hasn’t done anything she couldn’t have done as a mere Witch Lord. What are you so afraid of? What do you think she’s a danger to?”

The Crow Lord spread a hand. “Anything she chooses. Many things she might not choose. Perhaps most of all, her own people.”

“She would never hurt her people,” I protested. “She cares about them. She’d do anything to protect them.”

Foxglove met my eyes, an understanding deep as sorrow in his gaze. “That doesn’t make her less dangerous.”

I thought you weren’t taking sides. He had a point, though, curse it.

“Consider the force that undoes us all,” said the Crow Lord softly. “Time.”

The way he said it felt like a warning. “What do you mean? Demons and Witch Lords have the unique advantage of not succumbing to time.”

“The atheling of Alevar knows.” The Crow Lord nodded toward Severin, who went very still. “The end that claims more Witch Lords than any other. The slow descent into cruelty and caprice, all grip on reality lost, until at last some heir or neighbor takes advantage of this weakness in an act of desperation or ambition.”

“Cascading.” Severin’s voice was harsh. “I’m aware, yes.”

The scars stood out on his throat. I reached out and squeezed his hand under the table; I meant to release it immediately, but he returned the pressure with double the force and didn’t let go.

“There are two ages at which it happens most,” the Crow Lord said. “Perhaps you know this, too.”

Bastian raised a tentative hand, barely as high as his shoulder. “I’m given to understand that it’s most common in the first years after ascension, when they’re assimilating their domain into their consciousness and adjusting to the new vast scope of their power.”

The Crow Lord regarded Bastian with open curiosity. “Interesting. You know a surprising amount about it, for a Raverran.”

A pleased mauve flush crept across Bastian’s skin. “Well, I’m a scholar of the magical sciences, and I’ve spent a fair amount of time in Vaskandar.”

“Ah.” The Crow Lord’s voice went strangely gentle. “A scholar.” He rose, his feathered cloak rustling, and took a couple of paces away from the table, turned half from us as if in thought.

“A full and honest answer,” he murmured.

“Most Exalted?” I asked uncertainly.

“The other time of greatest vulnerability,” he said with his back still half to us, “is at your grandmother’s age. When you’ve outlived every mortal of your acquaintance, even the strongest vivomancers with the power of life burning bright in them—when nearly everything you loved has passed away and died.”

A cold worm of foreboding squirmed its way into my chest. This was something I would have to face, too. The echoes of old grief coloring his voice—that would be mine someday.

“It’s very easy to stop caring, to protect yourself,” the Crow Lord said. “The Lady of Owls is well familiar with this.”

I thought of the kind creases beside my grandmother’s eyes. The tenderness in her hands when she laid them on my shoulders or passed me lavender tea to chase away bad dreams. I opened my mouth to say that her ability to care seemed to be going strong.

Then it hit me, in a sudden wave like an old grief.

Vikal had thought she’d favored me. She’d kept me close to keep me out of trouble, yes, but there was no denying she’d shown me more open and clear signs of affection than she had her other grandchildren. I’d assumed it was because she’d raised me, or perhaps out of pity; but now the truth took hold, its old roots tightening in the cracks of my soul.

She’d dared to love me fully and without reservation, in a way she couldn’t even with her own children. Because she knew I’d live forever.

“Hells,” I whispered, lifting a hand to my brow.

“I have my Heartguard to keep me from turning my back on humanity. Perhaps you’re right, and she still cares deeply for her people. The desire to protect your family and your domain is powerful.” The Crow Lord faced us again at last, his expression unreadable. “But it can make you a monster faster than anything.”

Bodies strewn in their blood in the village streets. Children crying for their slaughtered parents. Rage building and building in me, banishing sense and reason, until the earth itself trembled in answer.

“I know,” I said. “Believe me, I know. But every Witch Lord faces this. It’s no different for my grandmother.”

“Except that every other Witch Lord can be checked by their peers if necessary.” The Crow Lord settled half on his chair in a restless crouch. “The Eldest have kept the balance in Vaskandar for centuries. They dislike the idea that they might be supplanted as the most powerful beings in Eruvia by a demon, and they won’t accept the idea of the Lady of Owls remaining a Witch Lord.”

“But there’s no way for her to stop being a Witch Lord,” I protested. “She’s been one for over a century; her connection to the land is too deeply established. Even if she tried to pass it on to her heir and let him blood his claim—which I doubt very much she would—her power over Morgrain can’t be undone. The only real way for her to give up her domain is to die.”

“You understand, then,” the Crow Lord said.

I stared at him, dread and anger simmering in my stomach.

“And you understand,” he went on, “why we need to know what you will and will not do, Ryxander of Morgrain, Demon of Disaster.”

“You’re asking whether I’ll sit back and let you kill my grandmother.”

“I wouldn’t waste a question on that. Anyone can look in your eyes and see that you wouldn’t. But what does that mean? Would you lay waste to Vaskandar to stop us?”

“No, of course not!”

“Where will you draw the line?” he pressed. “You had a long turn; it’s mine now. Answer the question.”

“We’re not playing a…” I sighed. “Fine. It’s your turn. Let me think.”

I didn’t have to answer truthfully. I could give him some nonsense answer and admit it wasn’t honest. But it was a good question, and dodging it would be an answer in itself. I stared at him a long time, considering; he watched me in turn, his centuries-old eyes reading every thought passing across my face. Learning from everything I said and did what sort of opponent I’d be if, in the end, he had to fight me.

If I were going to be studied, I supposed this was better than getting poisoned and bound in a warding circle.

“Most Exalted,” I said with deliberate care, “I have spent my whole life finding diplomatic solutions to problems because the consequences of violence have always been exceptionally dire for me. I’m not going to change that now.”

“She’s actually kind of annoying about it,” Ashe put in helpfully.

The corner of the Crow Lord’s mouth twitched. “And is that the full truth?”

“It’s all I’ve got to give you.” I was glad my hands were under the table, because they were trembling. “My turn. Do you have any hostile intentions toward Morgrain?”

He tilted his head, considering. “Toward Morgrain? No. Toward the Lady of Owls? I like her. I’d really rather not fight her.”

“And is that the full truth?”

“It’s what I’m willing to give. So perhaps not.” He leaned an elbow on the table, cradling his chin. “Next question. What will you do if we win? By one means or another, banishment or bargain, friendship or force—the Dark Days are averted, the world is at peace once more, and all is somehow miraculously well. What then?”

Severin raised a brow. “You’re more optimistic than I’d expected if you think that’s a likely outcome.”

The Crow Lord shrugged. “I’ve found you can learn a lot from hypothetical questions.”

It would have been an easy question, not long ago. I was the Warden of Gloamingard; I’d return to my castle and resume my duties, scurrying back to my secret places in the walls like a mouse. Perhaps I’d see Severin and the Rookery sometimes. My people would make the warding sign against me with new fervor; my grandmother and I could be an ominous brooding presence in Gloamingard together, watching the seasons turn and our loved ones die and the world remain its flawed and frustrating self, until one day our restraint broke and one of us reached out to change it.

Hells. How had Whisper done it, all those years?

“I don’t know,” I told him, with painful honesty. “That’s going to depend on what the world looks like, and who survives, and what I’ve got left to go home to. But I’d like very much to live a human life.” The words echoed in my memory, reflected back from mirror glass; it was the promise I’d extracted from Whisper, the desperate desire I’d had from the moment I merged, the instant of creation for the person I was now.

If this was all I’d wanted for my entire existence, you’d think I’d be better at it.

The Crow Lord blinked. “My, that’s ambitious. I’m not sure I know what a human life is. Do you?”

I lifted a scolding finger. “That’s another question.”

He laughed, and turned to Foxglove. “Fine, then. I’ve got a question for the Rookery, since you’re not playing the game, so it doesn’t count.” His gaze sharpened, though his tone remained light. “You’re my magical troubleshooting team. I think we can agree that Exalted Ryxander is magical trouble. What would you advise me to do?”

Foxglove met the Crow Lord’s eyes, one finger tapping a thoughtful rhythm on the arm of his chair in a way that reminded me of the swishing of Whisper’s tail. Tension knotted my shoulder blades. Foxglove had worked for the Crow Lord for far longer than he’d known me; his loyalties should lie with him. Kessa and Bastian watched him with a kind of wary trepidation that suggested I could expect whatever he said to be brutally honest.

“I don’t know if I can give you clear, unbiased advice,” he said. “But I can tell you this. With Ryx, we have time. Maybe someday she’ll break and cross a line she can’t imagine crossing now. Maybe over the centuries she’ll lose her grip and descend into some darker place. Right now, I can tell you that we’d have three more demons devastating Eruvia without her help, and she’s not doing any more harm than you or I. We need her, Most Exalted. We need her to get the job done.”

Moments slid by. The sun came out from behind a cloud, sending golden light shifting through the leaf shadows to ripple across our faces for one shining instant before it slid back into gray overcast again. I wasn’t sure I was breathing.

The Crow Lord rose, his feathered cloak cascading over his shoulders. “Then let’s do the job.”

“Most Exalted?” I asked, uncertain whether I’d just passed a test or failed one.

“Rooks.” The Crow Lord showed his teeth. “Are you ready for a mission?”

“Always,” Foxglove murmured. Ashe straightened like a dog hearing distant horns.

“Your purpose is to solve magical problems and the diplomatic messes that surround them. But we have so many,” he said, almost cheerfully. “The peace I’ve guarded for a century and a half is in ruins, due at least in part to deliberate sabotage. We’ve got several different demons rampaging across the land. There are so many options.”

Kessa cleared her throat. “Most Exalted, just to be clear—is the game over?”

The Crow Lord blinked. “Of course.”

“Who won?” Ashe asked, glancing back toward us, as if she were inquiring after the result of a card game.

A flash of white teeth. “I didn’t have to use the network of roots I was growing into a massive trap under your friend here, so you could say we all did.”

I resisted the sudden strong urge to get up and go stand somewhere else. “So, what’s the mission? How can we best help?”

“The demons,” the Crow Lord said, his husky voice gone grave. “The Empire and Vaskandar are wounded; they’re reacting defensively, pushing demons out of their own domains, hoping they’ll be someone else’s problem for a while. They can’t follow across the border to finish the job.” He regarded us with satisfaction. “But the point of the Rookery has always been that you can cross those borders.”

“Ah. About that.” Kessa took her hat off and turned it in her hands. “You’re probably aware that we got ourselves in a little bit of trouble in the Serene Empire. I’m not entirely certain we still have that border-crossing freedom you’re talking about. Hells, I’m not certain we still have the Rookery.”

“We have the Rookery.” A fire shone in Foxglove’s dark eyes. “There was a time we served the Empire. There was a time we served Vaskandar. That was all well and good. But now it’s Eruvia that needs us. We can’t worry about what anyone might let us do or be. All that matters is what Eruvia needs us to become.” He tugged his cuffs straight. “And what Eruvia needs is someone to get this done. That’s us, rooks. That’s who we are.”

The smile that spread across the Crow Lord’s face had a touch of something soft to it—Wistfulness? Nostalgia?—that looked out of place on his sharp-edged face.

“Yes,” he said. “That’s exactly what we always hoped you would be.”

Foxglove began to pace, limping slightly on his injured leg. “So we need to go after Corruption, Carnage, and Hunger. Possibly in that order.”

Bastian looked thoughtful. “It would be a lot easier to defeat any of them if we could get ahold of Hylah’s demon trap. I really do think it should work.”

The Crow Lord’s eyes kindled with interest. “Lucaria mentioned this device. She didn’t think the Empire would willingly loan it to Vaskandar, but they might let the Rookery use it.”

Kessa grimaced. “They might have,” she agreed, “except for the little part where we’re fugitives there now.”

To my surprise, the Crow Lord chuckled. Ardith laughed, too, nearly choking on whatever was in a small flask they’d been sneaking a sip from.

“Oh, can I tell them?” they asked, wiping their mouth. “Please? I want to see their faces.”

The Crow Lord waved magnanimous permission. “By all means, go ahead.”

“So about that fugitives thing.” A slow, savoring grin spread across their face. “You forget that you’re not doing this alone.”

Kessa’s head lifted. “Lady Cornaro? Was she able to smooth things over?”

“Oh, it’s better than that. Apparently Lady Cornaro saw this coming, or something like it, when the Rookery started working with a demon. So she’s been laying groundwork this whole time for the moment when someone would try to make a stink about it and take one of her favorite pieces off the board. While she can’t flat-out back the Demon of Disaster and probably doesn’t want to—no offense, Ryx, I like you, but you’re a staggering political liability right now—”

“None taken,” I murmured.

“Well, she’s the head of intelligence, you know, and the thing about an intelligence network is that it works both ways. You can put news in as well as take news out.”

Kessa nodded as if she were well familiar with this phenomenon. “So she’s spreading rumors that make Farrow look bad? I’d heard he was getting blamed for the border mess.”

“No. Well, probably—that sounds like her style—but more to the point, she’s spreading news of the Rookery’s amazing deeds.” Ardith fluttered their fingers expressively.

“Our… amazing deeds.” Foxglove looked ready to murder someone.

“Oh, sure. Binding the Demons of Nightmares and Madness, holding off Carnage at Castle Ilseine…” Ardith clasped their hands and made disturbingly shiny eyes at Foxglove. “You’re going to save us all, you know. You’re heroes.”

“Oh, bugger a goat,” Ashe said, with tremendous resignation.

Ardith shrugged, resuming their normal I-just-ate-your-last-almond-biscuit expression. “Raverra can’t back this Farrow fellow’s dubious arrest of Eruvia’s biggest heroes without looking like fools and making a lot of people angry. You’re golden in the Empire right now.”

Kessa put her hands on her hips and swept a critical gaze across her companions. “We need new outfits.”

My mind was racing—this gave the Rookery power, as Lady Cornaro doubtless knew and fully intended. We could use this. “If the Rookery’s credit is high and Farrow’s is low, can we pry the device out of his control somehow?”

“Devices created by Falcons using military resources belong to the Empire, not any one specific commander,” Bastian said. “All we’d need would be orders from anyone high enough up to authorize its use.”

“I like it.” Foxglove turned to the Crow Lord. “What strings can you pull? Can you make that happen?”

“I had to promise not to meddle directly in imperial politics a long time ago,” the Crow Lord said, with a wicked grin that made me wonder what he’d done to make that promise necessary. “That said, Lucaria can easily set up a meeting for you with a few key representatives of the Council of Nine. You’ll have to convince them to let you use the device on your own, but if you can’t do that, then I’ve wildly misjudged my rooks.”

“Thank you, Most Exalted.”

The Crow Lord sighed. “I wish I could go with you after the demons instead of dealing with this border mess. It sounds like fun.”

Seasons, he meant it. Who in their right minds would think it sounded fun to face down the worst of the Nine Demons?

“I don’t,” Ardith put in cheerfully. “It sounds absolutely miserable. Good luck, though.”
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As we headed to the carriage, I fell behind the others to walk beside Severin. His face was grim and set, with tired hollows beneath his eyes.

“You should try to sleep,” I murmured. “You look like somebody dragged you through the Nine Hells facedown.”

“Heh. Someone called Ryxander.” He shook his head, loose tendrils of hair curtaining his face. “There’s no way I’m going to sleep.”

“You should try,” I pressed. “We walked all through the night.”

“Oh, I’m well aware.” He caught my gaze, and the anguish in his eyes nearly stopped me where I stood. “You heard what Ardith said. Either my brother is acting strangely because he’s sided with Corruption, or because he’s cascading and Corruption is attacking Alevar. Either way, I’m his heir. I may not be much of an atheling, but even I recognize that I have a duty to my domain to do something.”

“We’ll help you,” I promised. “Whatever’s happening to Alevar, we’ll find out, and we’ll deal with it.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of. When the best-case scenario is that my brother is cascading, I don’t really want to know.” A shudder wracked his shoulders. “I keep thinking… What if me leaving was what tipped him over? I always held him in check, found ways to soothe his more extreme moods. I’m not going to pretend all the ways I found were good or healthy—but Hells, Ryx, what if I was the only thing keeping him stable, and when I left…”

“No.” I stopped in front of him. Meeting his eyes, I held out my hands to him. “Even if that were true, it would be his fault, not yours.”

Severin slid his fingers through mine; they were ice cold. “I don’t care whose fault it was. I’m not like you; I don’t worry about that nonsense. I’d push him down a flight of stairs if I thought there’d be no consequences, and I’d scatter shark’s teeth on the stairs first. But all I know how to do is run away, and Alevar needs me to do more than that.” His fingers flexed and tightened on mine as if something hurt him. “If he’s cascading, he’s going to do it malignantly. My duty as his heir is to either stabilize or replace him. I spent most of my life trying to manage him, so I suppose I might have a chance at the former, but…”

He clamped his mouth shut on the rest of it, but I knew too well what he was thinking. The idea of going back to the perpetual terrified dance he’d escaped from, of walking the knife’s edge of his brother’s moods, of bearing the brunt of his anger when it might spare his domain—it was repugnant.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said fiercely. “You don’t have to pour your whole life into his like that.”

“If he’s cascading, it’s that or kill him.” Severin gave a careless shrug, but it hitched in the wrong places. “That’s all right, I suppose. I have experience at killing my closest family, too. Still…” His voice dropped to a bitter whisper. “Hells, I’m such a coward. I don’t want to go. I don’t want to get sucked into his deteriorating mind, or unraveled by Corruption’s aura. I don’t want to go back to a dying domain and be pulled down into its grave.”

“Then don’t. He exiled you; you’re free now.”

His mouth twisted. “I’m not, though. I’m never free of him, and you know it. He’s my twin and my Witch Lord. He lives in the back of my mind like some poisonous itch in a place I can’t scratch. There’s something wrong with him, and with Alevar; I can feel it.”

“Then we’ll help Alevar. But we won’t sacrifice you to do it. You’re worth more than that.”

He lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “Am I? No one but you thinks so, you know.”

“Listen to me.” I drew him close enough that my breath stirred his tangled hair. “I’m not going to let your domain or your brother consume you. Whatever’s happening in Alevar, we’ll face it together. Together, so if you start to go down in that horrible swamp, we can pull you out. Understood?”

He stared into my eyes as if desperate to find something in them that could save him. At last, his mouth stirred toward his usual one-sided smile.

“Alevar isn’t a horrible swamp,” he said. “That’s my domain you’re insulting.”

“It is a horrible swamp. Full of mud and foul smells and venomous snakes—”

“The snakes are pretty,” he objected. “You just don’t like them because they want to kill you.”

“But there is one thing from Alevar that I like.” I planted a quick, teasing kiss half on his lips, nearly missing my mark.

“That was pathetic,” he murmured. “You’ll have to try again.”

“Hey, are you two alive back there?” Kessa called up the trail.

Severin laughed. “I suppose we should catch up.” He squeezed my hands and released them, his mask back on. He couldn’t fool me, though; he wasn’t all right.

But then, I supposed I wasn’t, either. Maybe that was what it was to love someone—to cease to be fooled by their masks and their armor and their fancy footwork. To see the weak and trembling core of them, to know you could strike it true, and instead to protect it with everything you had.

“You should still try to sleep,” I murmured as we started down the trail again.

“You first,” he countered.

“I don’t need sleep. I’m an inhuman abomination, remember? I’m not even tired.”

The look he gave me suggested he wasn’t fooled by my nonsense, either.
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As Severin magically refreshed the horses and the others readied the carriage, Foxglove pulled me aside.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, his voice low enough not to carry. “I should have stood with you along with the others, when they helped you escape. I’m sorry.”

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected—a request for an update on what had happened with Despair or Hunger, perhaps, or a quick word about the political ramifications of returning to the Empire—but it wasn’t this.

“It’s all right. I know you didn’t want to put Lia and Teodor at risk.”

“I’m not used to them being in danger. My instincts say to hole up somewhere safe and protect them.” He shook his head. “But that’s not enough in times like this. Teodor scolded me for not helping you.”

“I’m surprised Teodor wanted you to help a demon,” I said, touched. “Looking at it objectively, Farrow’s not entirely wrong—imprisoning me is probably the safest option short of sending me back to the Hells.”

“Despair had a plan for keeping Eruvia safe, too. Safest isn’t always best.”

My mouth twitched a little. “We’d better hope not, given our record to date.”

A rare, fleeting smile passed across his face at that, his eyes crinkling. But then he sobered. “I’ve been thinking about what Hylah said. I don’t agree that any of us can become Graces. I believe they had a divine spark that we lack.”

A strange tangle of feelings unspooled within me. I’d known them, or at least some of them. Fragments of memories stirred beneath the surface of my mind—skilled hands on a lyre, a boisterous laugh, the scratch of a quill mincing up the silence of a late night—and then sank back into slumber, unready to emerge. I was sure of one thing: if the Graces had possessed such a spark, I wouldn’t have known how to recognize it among all the common human miracles, like kindness.

“I’m forced, however,” Foxglove went on, “to confront that history may enshrine those who helped defeat demons, if we’re fortunate enough to still have history. And I don’t want my legacy to be a lesson that, sometimes, it’s practical to abandon your friends.”

Friends. A thrill went through me at the word. I’d never quite been sure; Foxglove kept his emotional distance from just about everyone except Lia, Teodor, and occasionally Kessa. Friends seemed beneath his dignity at the best of times, and since he’d learned I was a demon I’d about given up any hope that what lay between us might be friendship, at least on his end. But there it was.

I nodded, because I didn’t trust myself to speak.

“Back in the Summer Palace,” he said gravely, “I did you wrong. I turned my eyes from the truth because I was afraid to admit what it might mean if a demon could be a decent person. I didn’t want my faith to be founded on a lie. It was wrong, and I won’t ask for your forgiveness. But I also won’t stand aside like that again.”

“It isn’t a lie,” I said, with slow certainty.

He gave me a shadowed, sidelong look. “You’re not evil. And if demons aren’t evil, a great deal of everything else the shrinekeepers taught us can’t be true.”

“It’s all true. Or most of it, anyway.” I struggled to put into words the vague certainties in my mind, made of cobwebs and stardust. “Those stories were never really about us. They’re about the effect we had, the wake we left behind. The place demons come from is all light and fire. The story Hells aren’t that world—they’re what we created around us in this one.”

I became more sure as I spoke. I could feel Foxglove’s dark amber gaze on me, intent.

“It’s like any truth,” I said. “There’s just more to it when you look from another angle. We were children back then, freshly born into this world—terrible children of light and chaos, dragging apocalypse behind us like a blanket. Some of us grew up to be better, and some didn’t. That’s all.”

“That’s all, is it?” Foxglove let out the ghost of a chuckle. He touched the charm at his throat. “I still don’t believe Hylah’s theory, mind you.”

“Even if it’s true, I can’t imagine it applies to people like us.”

“We’d make terrible Graces,” he agreed. “But the Graces didn’t teach us to become like them. The Graces taught us to take up the tools they left us—wisdom and mercy, courage and love—and use our own human strengths to forge a better world.” He tugged his lace cuffs straight. “And much as I hate the idea of being called a hero after all I’ve done… For Lia and Teodor’s sake, it’s time I picked up those tools and got to work.”
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A somber silence enfolded the carriage. Traveling back through Gened toward the Empire in daylight revealed a far different landscape than we’d seen coming north at night.

The cruel sun illuminated the devastation that Despair and Hunger had wreaked. Villages that had seemed to be merely sleeping at night were now clearly and ominously abandoned, tools and toys lying where their owners had dropped them when Despair’s aura fell over them. I tried to tell myself the people were indoors somewhere, recovering, but I knew in my heart that their families had come to take their bodies and return them to the forest. Hunger had murdered and devoured this entire corner of Gened, down to the last child.

He’d have to find some other way to keep Aurelio alive, now that Despair was returning to the Hells. I doubted it would be any kinder.

“This road is too empty,” Kessa murmured as we merged from the border road onto a larger trade route. “I’ve traveled it dozens of times, and you’re usually choking on the dust of all the wagons going back and forth. It should be even more crowded with Morgrain sealed to imperials—this is the remaining major trade road with the Empire for all the northeastern domains.”

“Well, it makes sense,” Bastian said solemnly. “Between Carnage, Despair, and Hunger, virtually every inhabited area along this part of the border has been either evacuated or slaughtered, and it sounds as if farther north Corruption has wiped out a similarly large area. Since the Lady of Owls forced the demons out of her domain and this road curves along the Morgrain border, the trail of their devastation basically follows the trade road. Even people trying to flee to safety would be moving away from the road rather than on it.”

The sheer scope of the casualties left me shaken. It was easy enough to say thousands dead, but the damage went much deeper than that. All the people displaced from their homes would strain already crumbling systems; the dead had formed vital links in the chains of family and community. We’d only begun to feel the toll the demons were exacting from humanity.

Soon enough, we once more crossed the river that marked the border between Gened and the Empire. The traditional shrine to the Graces at the midpoint of the bridge looked lonely and abandoned, tucked up against the railing and adorned with weather-tattered ribbons, with no fresh offerings laid before it.

On the far side, Castle Ilseine loomed on its hill, from a different angle than I was used to seeing when approaching from Morgrain. Crows perched on its blasted gate and half-crumbled wall. The Empire had clearly been here to clean up; it had the look of a picked-over carcass, the cannons gone from its walls, imperial flags no longer flying above it.

Just past the bridge, Hylah waited, sitting on a milestone, a horse grazing beside her. Bastian’s whole face lit up at the sight of her.

“Hylah!” he called as we approached, waving enthusiastically. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m your contact, silly.” She slid down off the milestone and dusted herself off, pulling her uniform straight. She shook her cascade of braids back over her shoulders, eyes fixed on Bastian. “I’ve got the details of your meeting with the Council representatives. I volunteered.”

Before he could reply, she pivoted to face me, offering me a bow far stiffer than her usual fluid grace. “Lady Ryxander. I’m so sorry for what Colonel Farrow tried to do with my work. I’d rather he’d smashed it than attempted to misuse it that way.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I reassured her. “The energy trap is a brilliant idea, and it could save thousands of lives.” I refrained from mentioning that I found it horrifying on a personal level.

She looked relieved. “I hope you’re successful in getting it transferred to the Rookery’s care. I don’t trust Colonel Farrow with it anymore.”

“I’d personally sooner trust a rabid whiphound,” I agreed.

“I gather he’s facing a great deal of pressure from his superiors.” Hylah glanced around as if someone might pop out from behind a bush to scold her for gossiping. “Apparently some of the Council feel that by attacking you and passing on those dubious reports from the Gened border, he handed Vaskandar the perfect excuse to invade at a time when the Empire’s defenses have been decimated. They’re concerned they may lose Loreice as a result.”

Foxglove let out a low whistle. “Doesn’t he have a cousin on the Council or some such?”

“He does, but of course his family has opponents.” Hylah straightened, shedding her confiding tone. “Which brings me to the information I was asked to pass on to you. You’ll be meeting with a deputation sent by the Council of Nine to oversee certain aspects of the imperial response in this area; they have the power to authorize you to use my device. I gather that its three members report to different factions in the Council, one of which is associated with Colonel Farrow’s family.”

Kessa groaned. “They’re making this a political thing, aren’t they?”

“Raverra always does,” Foxglove said wearily.

I could see the implications as clearly as if Hylah had written them out for me. “So Farrow’s faction isn’t going to want to give us the device, since he’d lose more face over it.”

“Precisely. Still, Lady Cornaro’s messenger seemed to think it would be hard for them to come up with convincing reasons not to let the Rookery borrow it, given your record of success against the demons, unless…” Hylah hesitated, and her eyes met mine. “Unless we give them one.”

She meant me. It was bitter medicine to swallow. “You think if I come to this meeting with the Rookery, Farrow’s faction will use me as a point against them.”

“That, and perhaps worse.” Hylah’s poise crumpled at the edges, distaste creeping into her expression. “I can tell you from my own observation that Colonel Farrow is desperate to do something to restore his reputation. It rankles him deeply that you escaped, Lady Ryxander. The deputation is currently staying at Castle Liret, and I’m concerned that if you come within his reach again, he’ll seize the opportunity to present them with a successfully captured Demon of Disaster to impress his superiors and shine glory on his name.”

Hells. Why did everything always have to be so messy?

I ran restless fingers down my braid. “Much as I was hoping to broach diplomatic efforts with the deputation, I don’t want to undermine the Rookery, and I certainly don’t want to give Farrow a second shot at ripping my soul out.”

Hylah gestured up the hill to the fallen castle. “Do you want to wait for us up there? It’s still mostly intact, it’s close to Castle Liret, and patrols are unlikely to bother climbing the hill now that it’s stripped and sealed. If all goes well, we could be back within a few hours.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said approvingly. I could retrieve a few things from my room while I was there, if it hadn’t all been carted away.

A thought seemed to strike her, and she chuckled. “Maybe while you’re there, you could have a look at the so-called relic in the shrine to the Grace of Luck. I have an ongoing bet with the Castle Ilseine shrinekeeper that it’s fake. With your, ah, historical knowledge, perhaps you could finally settle it.”

I wasn’t sure whether she was serious, so I laughed to be safe.

Severin frowned. “Will you be all right alone in the castle? I know you’re a creature of terrible dark power—”

“Oh, hush,” I grumbled.

“—but last time you were in the Empire, soldiers were shooting you on sight.”

“Aha!” Hylah brightened. “As it happens, I thought of that. When I heard you’d be coming back to the Empire, the possibility that one of Farrow’s patrols might fire on you was an obvious problem, and I’m determined not to let him get another chance to misuse my device against you. I tend to always look for an artifice solution, and I think I may have found one.”

Hylah reached into her saddlebag, pausing for an absent stroke of her horse’s inquisitive nose, and pulled out a shimmering silvery bundle. She shook it out, and it unfolded into a sort of airy vest woven from a lacelike network of rune-graved steel rings and artifice wire.

“Ah,” Bastian said, his eyes gleaming with wonder and delight. “A kinetic shield! I’ve never seen one before. That should keep you safe from everything from swords to muskets.”

“Those are for warlocks,” Foxglove said, frowning. “Would it work on Ryx?”

“It should,” Hylah said, with almost alarming eagerness. “I make the ones the imperial warlocks wear, so I’m quite familiar with the theory. Redirecting kinetic energy takes so much magical power that only someone with an internal source of magic can use one, and warlocks only usually have enough to deflect the first couple of shots. A demon should be able to withstand more, I’d think.”

“Let’s hope we don’t find out,” I said.

“Put it on under your vestcoat, to protect the wire and to give anyone who tries to attack you a nasty surprise.” Hylah grinned, seeming inordinately pleased at the idea.

“Thanks.” I took it, feeling a little less alone. The wirework and steel rings poured through my hand like some surprisingly heavy liquid, despite the lacelike appearance of the vest.

“Let’s check the fortress to make certain it’s safe,” Foxglove said. “I wouldn’t put it past the Empire to have left some nasty surprises for Carnage in case she came back—or for looters. We should send a scout.”

Everyone carefully didn’t look at Bastian. Ashe opened her mouth to volunteer.

Bastian lifted his hand to stop her. “I’ll do it. It’s all right.” He turned to Hylah, determination radiating from every line of his body. “So this is a little awkward, but I owe you the truth. When I disappeared years ago, it was because…” He faltered, swallowed, and continued. “Well, it’s a long story, but the extremely short version is that the reason I never showed up for dinner all those years ago is because I was betrayed, kidnapped by the Zenith Society, and turned into a chimera.”

Hylah stared at him, confusion and horror warring on her face. “Is that… is that a metaphor, or…”

“I should have told you what happened. I’m sorry. I’ll understand if you don’t want to…” The courage that had shone from Bastian seemed to peter out. “Well, anyway, now you know. I suppose I should go scout the fortress.”

He stripped off his jacket and the false shirt front that went with it. Hylah’s brows shot upward as she took in the lean muscles of his chest and abdomen for one brief instant before colors swarmed across his skin like ink spilled into water. Buffs and greens and grays took on the textures of dusty road and stone-scattered hills; he stepped behind a bush and all but vanished.

“Holy Graces,” Hylah blurted, her hands flying to her mouth.

With a blur of colors, Bastian was gone. Hylah stared after him, hands still on her mouth, eyes wide.

I struggled to think of something to say. Ashe shuffled her feet.

Kessa bit her lip, watching Hylah’s face. “I know it’s a bit of a shock,” she began, “but he’s still the best, sweetest—”

“All this time,” Hylah breathed, her voice rough with emotion. Her hands slowly dropped from her face. “All this time, I asked myself what I’d done. What I’d said.” She shook her head. “It was never about me. Grace of Wisdom, I’ve been a fool.”

It wasn’t long before Bastian returned; his clothes seemed to scoop themselves up into the air, and he stepped behind a tree to recombobulate himself. Hylah’s brows achieved new elevations as the realization that he’d been running around stark naked climbed across her face.

“There’s no one there,” Bastian reported as he stepped out from behind the tree. His ears seemed a bit more purple than usual. “Signs that some scavengers have been coming and going, perhaps, but no imperial presence, and no traps.” His eyes drifted inexorably toward Hylah’s. “I’m not… if you…” Words seemed to utterly fail him.

Hylah reached out and took his hand, wincing as she discovered his missing fingertip.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “You needed help, and I didn’t figure it out and come to rescue you.”

Colors rippled wildly across Bastian’s skin. “Oh, that’s all right,” he managed faintly. “You couldn’t have known.”

An awkward silence fell, until Foxglove cleared his throat. “We should go. We can’t be late for this meeting, but we can at least walk Ryx to where the road splits.”
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It was surreal to approach Castle Ilseine’s blasted gates; it didn’t make sense that this damaged hulk could be the place I’d lived for several weeks. Someone had cleared the rubble from the collapsed throat of the entrance tunnel to make way for wagons, so it was easy enough to walk right into a space I’d only entered before by passing wards and gates and guards.

The courtyard that had always bustled with activity stood empty, determined little weeds already starting to sprout between some of the stones. The military had stripped everything of immediate use and left the rest stacked neatly in corners: coils of rope, empty crates, sandbags. They’d left the rubble strewn across the courtyard where it lay.

Hells, they’d probably cleared out my room, too. I hadn’t kept much there, but the others certainly had. All the Rookery’s mementos of past missions, their personal belongings—were they gone?

I headed for the central keep, but the door was locked and barred, the wards intact, and a new one painted roughly on the wood for good measure. A touch of relief relaxed my shoulders. If they’d sealed the keep against thieves and weather, perhaps my friends would be able to recover their things, at least, even if they couldn’t go home.

“Oh, bloody pox,” said a familiar voice behind me. “It’s you.”

I turned, absolutely poleaxed. “Redward?! Oh, excuse me… Ulsa!”

She stood frozen, an enormous basket in her arms and a guilty expression on her face. “Don’t curse me! Graces have mercy, I waver for one minute and you’ve come to curse me, haven’t you?”

“Of course not. I can’t curse people even if I wanted to.”

She backed away toward the door she’d emerged from. “Like Hells you can’t! You told me that if I touched you, I’d die!”

“Oh, that’s… Look, first of all, that’s not a curse. Second, I’m safe to touch right now, because my jess is active.” I held up my wrist to show the elegant weave of golden wire and red crystal beads. “See? Like a Falcon.”

She hesitated, her wiry arms straining to hold up the massive basket. “So you’re not here for me? Are you telling me this is just a coincidence?” Her voice dropped to a mutter. “Oh, the Graces are punishing me for certain.”

“Of course it’s a coincidence. What are you doing here?” The implications of the bulging basket sank in. “You’re looting, aren’t you.”

“No! No.” She grimaced. “All right, yes, maybe a little.”

“You promised! No more stealing!”

“I know! And I meant it, holy Graces forgive me!” She dropped her basket with a rustling thud and held out pleading hands. “Look, I have to get home to my ma, and carriages across the whole Empire cost money, and there’s no work because everyone is gone or dead. I figured stealing from the Empire isn’t like stealing from people—it’s so big, it won’t even notice.”

“How do I know you won’t start out that way, then convince yourself you can go back to cutting purses, and the next thing you know you’re murdering people again?” I could almost see it happening, her descent unfolding before me. Given my record of releasing people upon the world, I supposed I should have seen this coming.

“I won’t! Graces witness, I won’t.” She dropped her voice and muttered, “Though why I’m standing here morally justifying myself to a demon, I couldn’t honestly tell you.”

I pushed my hands up over my face and into my hairline. “I want to believe you. I really do.”

“Look,” Ulsa said, a touch of desperation in her voice. She must still think I was going to curse her. “You’re a demon. You must have done some terrible things. Worlds worse than anything I’ve ever done.”

“I… All right, yes.”

“But you don’t seem like a demon. You seem like a regular person, aside from the creepy stuff I saw you do, eating the wards. So you’re trying to leave it behind, right?”

“I suppose I am.” Not that the world seemed to have any intention of letting me.

“Right! Same as me.” A strange expression came across Ulsa’s face, and she hesitated. “Hey, why did you do it, anyway? Whatever you did to get called a demon.”

That caught me with unexpected force. No one had asked me that before. “I… I never hurt anyone on purpose. It was an accident, every time.”

An odd light kindled in Ulsa’s eyes: sympathy. “Things got away from you, eh.”

“I know it sounds preposterous, that I could…” I faltered, but it was getting easier to say these things, for better or worse. “That I could destroy entire cities and such by accident. But back then, I didn’t understand what was happening, and I didn’t have control yet.”

Ulsa sighed. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I suppose I can’t really judge someone for letting things slide out of control and go too far. That’s how I get into trouble, every time.”

“I suppose we are in the same situation after all.” A laugh caught me by surprise and came out a little strange. “Trying to start over in a world where no one wants to let us forget our past crimes. Unsure ourselves whether we can really leave it behind.”

“Yeah.” Ulsa laughed, too, more heartily. “Yeah, we are. You’re no demon, you poor bastard. You’re just a mixed-up wreck of a human like the rest of us.”

Her laughter enfolded me like a shared blanket, warm and comforting. Hells, it felt so good to have someone with no investment in me call me human. To find a thread of kinship thrown out like a lifeline in a dark and stormy sea.

“Thank you, Ulsa. That’s one of the nicest things anyone’s ever said to me.”

She shook her head at that. “Oof, you need more friends, then.”

“I have friends,” I said defensively. “We’ve just been busy.”

Ulsa gave me a skeptical sort of look. “Never too many. I could use more myself, honestly.” She hesitated a moment, then seemed to come to a resolution. “Hells, tell you what, demon. Once I get home, if you ever come to Breeport in Callamorne, I’ll buy you a drink.”

I stared at her in shock. I could feel a smile unfolding across my face, easing muscles that had been stiff for a long time. Never mind that I didn’t drink; Ulsa was offering me friendship, human to human, knowing what I was, and it was the most beautiful gift anyone had given me since Laeka braided my hair.

“I’d like that,” I said. “I think I’d like that very much.”

Ulsa grinned widely, showing a missing tooth, and thrust out a hand toward me. It took me a brief confused moment to remember that in Callamorne, they shook hands to seal a promise. I reached tentatively toward her.

She staggered, eyes going wide with shock, as a bloody blade emerged from her chest.

A soldier in a bloodstained, slashed uniform finished stepping through the door behind her, a fierce grin on her face and all Nine Hells in her eyes.

“Hello again, Disaster.”
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Ulsa coughed up a great gout of blood, her hand still reaching for me, her eyes wide and lost and young in her pale, freckled face.

“Sorry,” she gasped. “Oh, Ma’s gonna be… so mad.”

The light in her eyes was already dying. I tried to grab her hand as she crumpled, but it fell limp out of my reach.

“Ulsa, no! Ulsa, wait…” She couldn’t be gone, not so suddenly, not when we’d only just made friends.

The soldier planted a boot in Ulsa’s back and kicked her body off the sword.

“Here you are, right where he said you’d be,” she said. “Now I finally get to kill you.”

I knew that voice. I knew those eyes burning with hatred. An even greater flame kindled in my heart, an incandescent white-hot rage.

“Carnage,” I growled, and the sky growled with me in distant thunder.

She snapped her sword to flick Ulsa’s blood off it. Spatters of red hit Ulsa’s body, lying still and sad and empty on the ground.

I snatched my knife from its sheath in unthinking fury. But Carnage was already lunging.

She was so fast, inhumanly fast. It was a good, clean lunge, and it should have run me through.

Instead the air an inch in front of my chest rippled as if her sword tip had struck water, and a chiming sound resonated in my bones. Her sword skidded off nothing as if she’d hit a shield of forged steel, turning in her hand. I staggered, the remaining force of her lethal thrust diffused to a gentle push that rocked my balance but didn’t hurt me.

She narrowed her eyes, borrowed face going hard. “I see.”

Flames flickered in the corners of my memory, a village burning long ago. The one at the bottom of my mountain, where Laeka had taken me to the fair, and where I had watched generations of humans grow and live and love each other and make wonderful things.

It was on fire. Bodies sprawled everywhere. Everyone, everyone was dead.

Pain stabbed through my chest. Carnage’s sword, as she leaned close and whispered, Maybe you could have saved them if you weren’t such a terrible fighter.

No. It was just my same cursed wound that Cortissa had botched healing. I shook memory off, but the anger stayed, twining with my rage at what she’d done to Ulsa and leaping ever higher.

I slashed at Carnage, not caring that I was completely outmatched. She flicked my knife aside with the barest movement of her blade, her eyes staying locked on mine.

“Fine,” she said, almost thoughtfully. “Fine. This’ll be more interesting than I expected, then.”

Her sword launched into motion, crashing off the air by my neck and arcing around immediately to my knee, then whipping in a sharp upward slash that should have opened my gut. My knife caught part of the last blow, skidding off it with a metallic scrape, but all three rebounded from my kinetic shield. That deep chiming sound trembled in my bones, and I fell back, shaken by the violence with which she attacked even if she couldn’t touch me.

“So it covers you head to toe. Right, then.” She shifted her stance, gaze still fixed on me like a stalking cat’s.

“You killed her,” I spat. Lightning flickered in the corner of my vision; the wind had picked up, howling through the broken battlements. “You killed her from behind; she never had a chance. And you don’t even care.”

Like Siska’s family—Siska of the golden mage mark, who had been born and raised in that burned village. Siska letting loose a terrible wail of grief, rising up to the sky as if it were torn out of her. Too late—they’d come too late, and I couldn’t fight Carnage alone. Couldn’t save anyone, even myself.

Anger flushed Carnage’s face, and her lip curled toward a snarl. “No more than you care about what you did to me. At least she wasn’t family.”

She dropped her sword; it clanged on the flagstones. For a moment, I thought maybe she was going to talk. She stepped toward me, fast and low; I brought my knife up, but before I understood what was happening, her strong hands closed on me.

Suddenly I was rolling up and over her shoulder and flying through the air for one brief, disorienting, giddy moment before the ground slammed into my back with the force of a runaway cart, the impact reverberating through me. I couldn’t breathe. The soldier’s borrowed face stared down at me with clinical interest.

“That worked,” Carnage observed, and lifted a booted foot to stomp down on my throat.

Once again the air chimed, and she staggered back as her foot rebounded. I coughed, dragging sweet air back into my lungs; my scar jabbed pain between my ribs and my back was a mass of new bruises, but I was breathing, and I could move again.

The ground was still shaking. That was bad, but to Hells with it. The entire area had been evacuated; no one was around to be knocked off their feet by a little tremor. I was furious enough to rip Carnage in half, and I didn’t have the focus to spare from keeping myself alive to rein in my power.

“Useless,” she growled, scooping up her sword as I staggered to my feet. “And to think I used to like you.”

Memory kept seeping through every crack in my mind, like rising groundwater. Not now, curse it.

In the time before the Dark Days, in the time of endless light and fire, in the time of our bittersweet innocence… yes. Oh, yes. We had rampaged through the Hells together, two destructive forces, one broad and general and the other localized and specific, making merry chaos, swirling together in boisterous, glorious ruin. We had been sisters, then, before we knew what sisters were. We reveled in each other’s company; we loved each other.

Loss pierced me, sudden and unexpected. It almost punctured the fury that swelled within me with the terrible grandeur of rising magma, of the wild curling winds of a cyclone.

But my eyes fell on Ulsa’s still, bloody form, lying in a discarded tangle where Carnage had dropped her, and my rage leaped up higher. Some things were unforgivable.

“I used to like you, too,” I said, “before you decided to bathe your soul in blood.”

Lightning struck the keep, once and twice and three times in searing purple glory. Thunder cracked through us with the force of an earthquake, rattling my teeth.

I used the distraction to slash at Carnage’s eyes; she ducked her head aside with negligent ease, bringing the pommel of her sword around to crash into my temple.

Except it hit air and rebounded, a chiming sound shaking my skull instead. She stepped back, eyes narrowing.

“Hmm. So it’s not sharp versus blunt. Let’s try this.”

I lunged, hoping to disrupt whatever she was about to do. But she took hold of my arm easily, as if we’d practiced this together, and suddenly I was on the ground again. My head smacked the hard flagstones. I lay there stunned and hurting, staring up at a roaring sky turned night-dark with storm clouds, ominously greenish.

Carnage dropped knee-first onto my chest, pinning me. She grabbed my knife arm and twisted; the blade clattered free. All I could do was stare my hate at her and throw ineffectual punches from the ground with my other hand.

Her borrowed face loomed over mine. She seized my knife in her free hand and brought its tip to my shoulder. I writhed and heaved at her, but I couldn’t get free.

“I usually like a quick kill. But let’s see if speed is the problem.” She pressed the knife ever so slowly into my shoulder; my skin buckled beneath its tip and gave, piercing through with a cold sting.

“Yes,” she hissed. “Now I know how to kill you.”

I bared my teeth at her, still struggling to squirm loose. “Why do you want to kill me so badly?”

Her glare could have melted granite. “We were friends. We were sisters. We were two faces of the same coin.”

“And you killed me!” Lightning flickered near constantly at the dark belly of the sky, and the thunder had become one continuous cascading rumble. “You murdered my friends and killed me when none of us had done anything to you!”

The knife drove deeper into my shoulder a fraction of an inch at a time, the pain escalating from minor annoyance to demand more attention. I dug my fingers into her wrist, but she ignored me.

“Killing your host is nothing. If all you’d done was kill me, I wouldn’t care. What you did to me was so much worse than dying.”

My desperate gaze fell on a utility knife in the belt of the soldier Carnage was possessing. I grabbed it from its sheath and stabbed it into her hip as hard as I could.

Carnage barely grunted in response. I stabbed again, and she rose in one quick movement. Her sword was once again in her hand and its tip at my throat before I could roll to my own feet. I froze halfway up on my elbows, staring up the bloodstained length of blade.

“This will only be the first time I kill you,” she warned. “I look forward to hacking my way across the mortal world to do it again and again.”

Her sword tip pricked my skin above the frantically beating pulse in the hollow of my throat.

With a great and terrible rumble, an entire wall of the castle collapsed, tumbling down out of sight as a cloud of dust rose up in its place. Our end of the courtyard buckled up, and the far end dropped down; Carnage stumbled, and I rolled to my feet and backed away, heart pounding.

Destruction moved toward us in a terrible slow wave, the far end of the courtyard falling away, walls tumbling in, entire bastions crumbling. Oh, holy Hells, the hill itself was coming down. A massive avalanche roared down into the valley below, and the castle was going with it.

In that terrible moment, as the fortress slid to pieces like a block tower slowly dragged down the stairs on a piece of carpet—as the walls fell away and the earth and sky bellowed at each other and the wind whipped a mountain’s worth of dust into the air—I glimpsed what I had wrought.

Lightning flickered everywhere, striking again and again, conjuring up spots of bright orange fire from the woods and fields below. The hillside rumbled down in a great earthen river, its leading edge foaming with dust and rubble; it buried the road we’d traveled and the milestone Hylah had sat on, obliterated a field, hit the edge of a little empty town and devoured its buildings like a living thing, sweeping their shattered pieces up in its terrible wake.

From the stormy gloom above us, four deadly fingers reached down in twisted slender beauty, dragging trails of absolute destruction behind them. The wind shrieked with a vast and unspeakable fury and grief, unleashing its wrath upon the ravaged landscape below.

No. Oh no, oh no.

I scrambled away from the advancing edge of destruction, breath a high keening whistle in my throat. I couldn’t panic, not now. I had to get my power under control, had to—

“Oh no, you don’t,” said Carnage, stalking after me with her sword in hand, inexorable as death. “We were fighting. You don’t get to run away.”

I retreated as fast as I could, half ignoring her, focusing all my will on dragging my power back into myself, reining in the wild seething fury of my overflowing soul. I was everywhere, leaking like a sieve, my power reaching up into the sky and down into the earth and out into the wild winds. And none of it, none of it wanted to stop. I was still so angry, my heart raw and burning over Ulsa’s death, and my horror at what I’d done only fed into that. I was trying to close my fist on fire, and it kept slipping through my fingers.

Carnage advanced after me, undaunted by the destruction around us, her predator’s gaze fixed on me like I was the only thing in the world.

And then the keep came down, adding the voice of all its centuries-old stone to the apocalyptic roar around us. Everything disintegrated into a jumble of falling masonry. Chimes rang in my ears again and again as shattered fragments and great hunks of rock bounced off my shield; I staggered back and fell, choking on dust, blinded by the tremendous clouds of it.

I had to focus. I curled in a tight ball and closed my eyes, shutting out the lightning and the fire, the thunder and the clamor of stone, the chiming that reverberated through me and the awful trembling of the earth. I didn’t think about Carnage, or whether she’d survived the collapse of the keep. I devoted every ounce of will I possessed to cramming my power back into myself, dragging it back where it belonged and pushing it down inside as if I were an overstuffed travel trunk, crushing a presence that had grown to encompass everything for a mile around the castle into a small trembling tear-streaked vessel lying half-buried in rubble on a hard stone floor.

And then I locked it up, turned the key, and fell into oblivion, too exhausted to care whether I woke up.
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A face loomed over me, haloed by the flames of the burning town. Siska, the gold rings of her mage mark blazing with anguish, tears of rage streaming down her cheeks. She knelt over me as I lay dying where Carnage had left me, clinging to this ruined body in terror of taking another.

“Get up,” she commanded. “Get up, we’re going after her.”

“Run away.” I choked the words out past the blood and pain. “Don’t want to possess you.”

“Don’t you dare say that, because I’m inviting you in.” Siska flung her arms wide. Her eyes were full of awful determination. “Come on. I can’t beat her without you. We’re going to hunt that wretch down and kill her together.”

Distantly, I was aware that this wasn’t real—or that it had been real, long ago, but the voice calling my name now wasn’t Siska’s. Somewhere, far away, I tasted gritty stone dust in my mouth, not blood and smoke. I struggled toward that time and that reality, trying to shake myself awake; but memory settled around me like a cloak, fitting the folds of my mind, a familiar weight descending on me with all its implications shaking out into terrible shape.

By the Grace I loved and the Grace who broke me, I remembered. At last, I remembered.

Siska and I burned with the same rage. She didn’t wait for the others, didn’t listen to anyone, stormed off after Carnage with the fire of vengeance incandescent in her soul. And I rode along with her, simmering with the same fury, caught up in the wild drowning agony of my first true experience of grief.

Nothing had prepared me for its absolute enormity, the way it became my whole world, making every moment a crushing torment. And while I wasn’t inside Siska’s mind, only her body, I could tell that what she was feeling was even worse. She’d lost her family, her home, all her childhood friends—I couldn’t comprehend the depth of anguish in her soul.

It was Carnage who had done this to us. It was Carnage who had carelessly destroyed all those lives that had tenderly nurtured each other for so long, scattered their thoughts and hopes and talents and yearning in a broken spray of red across the ground. The only way to free ourselves from this pain was to direct it at Carnage like a weapon, and to make her pay.

“Ryx,” a voice called, distantly. “Ryx, I know you’re here somewhere. Can you hear me?”

I was only a passenger, my borrowed senses overwhelmed. I didn’t realize what the trembling beneath Siska’s feet meant. What the darkening of the sky portended. No one had invited me in before, and I didn’t understand that my century of practice holding my power tight beneath my skin might not apply when I had no clear sense of where that skin even was because it belonged to another who carried me like a sheathed weapon.

When the ash began falling from the sky, I knew. On some level, I knew. Siska must have as well. But we were too wild with rage to let that knowledge bubble up to our consciousness, to force us to make decisions rather than reacting in pain like wounded animals. We ran after Carnage with the relentless driving speed of a body filled with all the power of the Hells, needing no food or rest, unwilling to stop even for a moment.

“Holy Graces preserve us.” That was Foxglove’s voice, sounding strained. “There she is.”

In the end, we caught her at last. On a high ridge in the hills to the far northwest, with the wind whipping in cold and angry off the gray ocean, beneath black clouds that wept ash thick as snow. We didn’t look behind us at the trail we’d left. We didn’t let ourselves see.

We caught up to her there at the end of the world, and the Demon of Carnage and the Grace of Victory had a duel that legends say shook the foundations of the earth.

But the earth was already shaking when it began.
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Carnage and Siska paused just out of sword range, panting. Exhaustion and fury set our legs to trembling. Siska was bleeding from several cuts, and I worried for her, but none of them seemed fatal. Blood ran into Carnage’s eyes, stained her side, dripped from her arm. She grinned a ferocious grin.

She was enjoying this. Everyone in that village was dead—the man who always offered me fresh hot bread, the children who taught me the game they played scratching in the dirt of the town square, the old woman who smiled at me with half her teeth missing and had such a beautiful flower garden. They were all dead, and she was enjoying this.

Siska gathered herself to close again, dropping her stance lower, coiling to launch herself inside Carnage’s guard. But a too-familiar voice called out behind us, raw and urgent.

“Siska! Don’t kill her, you fool! She’ll possess you!”

Laeka. It was all I could do not to grab control and whip Siska’s head around. This was terrible—Laeka was here, and that meant she was in danger. She didn’t know I was protecting Siska—no other demon could possess her while I was here—and she’d come to help her friend. But absolutely no one was protecting Laeka, and now if we killed Carnage’s vessel, she’d take Laeka instead.

Siska knew it, too. I could feel the frustration in her body. “Curse it, Laeka!”

Carnage took advantage of her distraction and lunged.

Siska’s instincts were too honed after decades of fighting, her reflexes too fast, her hand trained to make decisions on its own. She was the Grace of Victory, and she seized it by reflex. Her blade nudged Carnage’s sword thrust aside, slid up the length of it, and ran her through.

Carnage’s grin didn’t fade even as she coughed blood down her chin.

“Good fight,” she said. “I’ll take your friend for round two.”

Laeka. White fire snapped through my mind. The gale tugging at our hair and clothes howled in newfound agony, the wind screaming off the ocean; thunder shook the great black ash clouds above us, and sullen lightning struck in several places at once.

She had taken so much from me. I would not let her take Laeka.

I seized control without thinking, reached out Siska’s hand, and grabbed Carnage’s arm.
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“Ryx, are you all right? Curse it, wake up!”

Everything hurt. I was one big bruise, and someone was shaking me. Foxglove was muttering something—a prayer?—and weak sunlight shone through my eyelids.

I groaned, stirring, and sat up. Pebbles and dust cascaded off me. I was alive and whole, with nothing worse than scrapes and bruises; no thunder shook the sky, and the earth beneath me was still. Birds cried in the distance. It took me a moment to remember when and where and who I was.

Severin bent over me, face strained with worry, and something else lurking in his eyes… Pox, it was fear.

Rubble surrounded me, the unrecognizable ruins of Castle Ilseine. Ashe perched on a large block of stone, peering warily around; Foxglove stared at something beyond me. The others watched me anxiously or surveyed the wreckage. Everyone’s faces bore echoes of the shock I felt all the way to my bones.

As the clutch of memory slipped, the present caught up to me in a rush. Castle Ilseine destroyed, half the hill gone—the avalanche, the tornadoes, the town. Ulsa.

I swallowed a thick lump of grief. “How… how bad is it? Did I…?”

“You didn’t kill anyone,” Severin said, his voice low and husky. He squeezed my shoulder. “The whole area was already evacuated. You didn’t kill anyone.”

Ashe glanced down from her perch. “You sure rearranged the landscape, though.”

If no one had died besides poor Ulsa and whatever hapless soldier Carnage had taken for a vessel, both doubtless buried somewhere in the rubble, then I’d been luckier than I deserved. It could have been so very much worse.

“Thank the Graces,” I breathed.

“Indeed,” Foxglove said, with a deliberate nod past my shoulder.

I looked behind me. A vague impression I’d had of some piece of remnant architecture resolved into what must have been the back wall of the main castle shrine. An intact vaulted roof arched behind my head; the great round window bore only a few jagged shards of glass, the rest blown out, but a semicircle of nine stone niches remained intact, each holding an unmarred statue.

I rose, a prickle of awe crossing my skin. It had to be a coincidence, surely. There could be no miracles for demons.

Memory slid into place, and I stared at the statue of the Grace of Victory, flaming sword upraised. Siska. It was her duel with Carnage that had been painted on shrines and carved in stones and shaped in glass for so many centuries. But if Siska was the Grace of Victory…

My eyes traveled down the arc of statues. Their stone faces didn’t look anything like the people I’d known, but I recognized them anyway, one after another, as memories tumbled into place. The Grace of Wisdom, brewing coffee from her Ostan homeland as she puzzled through cosmic riddles aloud, a quill jammed behind her ear. The Grace of Beauty making up a spontaneous satirical song, which went entirely over my head, but I laughed along with the others anyway. The Grace of Mercy smuggling a kitten along inside her tunic on a dangerous mission because it was too young to leave alone. And…

My gaze caught on the statue of the Grace of Luck, smiling a remote and mysterious smile behind the mask that was her symbol, and my heart lurched. Laeka.

“Maybe their relic is real after all,” Hylah murmured. “The Grace of Luck seems to have been watching over you.”

“She always did,” I whispered.

I drifted over to Laeka’s statue, something about it pulling at me through my cloud of shock and grief, as if it were carved of Morgrain wood. Unlike the others, this one had a sort of display case worked into its stone base, a niche set there surrounded by warding runes to protect a small box carved of time-smoothed obsidian resting on a velvet pillow.

“The ward password is serendipity, if you want to look at it,” Hylah said, sounding almost shy. “The shrine legend says the box was passed down from the Grace of Luck herself, but no one was ever able to open it. I always assumed it was a fake.”

“Serendipity?” I repeated.

The runes flared briefly with blue light. Pox, I wasn’t ready; my heart ached and my head still drowned in the overwhelming tide of memory. But everyone stared expectantly at me, so I reached out and drew the box from the niche.

It was carved with artifice symbols, straight into enough obsidian to sustain quite a powerful ward indeed. No wonder no one had been able to open it.

My hands trembled. What if she’d held this? But no, Hylah had to be right. After all these years, it must be a fake, or a replacement of an original long gone.

“Laeka,” I whispered, despite myself.

The box warmed under my fingers. The runes began to glow with a soft, pale light.

“Oh!” Hylah gasped, bouncing on her toes. “Open it, open it!”

Bastian scrambled closer, peering curiously; Foxglove murmured a prayer and leaned in, too.

Heart racing, I lifted the lid. Runes marked the inside of it, an inscription I couldn’t read.

The box itself contained only one thing: a small flower carved from pale stone. A simple ornament which you might, say, buy at a fair for someone you cared about, or wear in your braid.

I touched it with a shaking finger. Its polished smoothness was as heartbreakingly familiar as the shape of Gloamingard’s towers against the sky.

“What…” My voice came out rough and strangled. “What do the runes say? Can anyone read it?”

Hylah peered reverently into the box. “It’s Ancient Ostan. It says, let’s see… To keep safe for a thousand years, in hope and faith that my loved one will return.”

I clutched the box to my chest, struggling against the wild grief boiling inside me, but it broke loose at last. The others stared at me in confusion as I fell to my knees, hot salty tears pouring down my face.
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No one stopped me when I jerked my fingers through the snarls of my hair to do up an approximation of a braid, slipped the flower onto the thong with which I tied it, and tucked the little stone box reverentially into my most secure pocket. Hylah opened her mouth for a moment as if she might protest, then closed it again.

“Are you…” Severin cleared his throat, and his voice went from rough to smooth. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. A little bruised, maybe.” I didn’t want to talk about it—not about Ulsa, or Carnage, or Laeka, or anything I’d remembered. Desperate to avoid the questions in their eyes, I asked, “How did things go at Castle Liret?”

“We… we didn’t make it there,” Kessa said, with an odd hesitation. “We turned around when we saw you were in trouble.”

“How did you know…” I trailed off, realizing what a stupid question that was.

“You were not subtle,” Foxglove said. He was giving me a strange, thoughtful look I wasn’t quite sure I liked.

“What happened?” Ashe asked, crouching on her perch to focus on me better. “I missed a fight, didn’t I.”

There was a new tension in them—in the way they watched me, wary and uncertain. In the pauses before they spoke, the distance they gave me. It didn’t even hurt; of course they were unnerved. I’d just unleashed absolute devastation on an area the size of a small city, and destroyed a place they’d called home in the process. It was a sign of the strength of our friendship that they were willing to speak to me at all.

The Graces had still been willing to speak to me, too. Tears had shone on Laeka’s face as she waved good-bye, in the seconds before I slipped through the shining wound in reality and dissolved once more into light and fire.

“It was Carnage,” I said, trying to keep this businesslike, a simple exchange of information, even with my throat raw from crying. “Hylah, thank you—your kinetic shield saved my life. I think she got buried in the wreckage somewhere, so she’s probably jumped to a new host now.”

Hylah nodded acknowledgment, her gaze still riveted on the end of my braid, her expression soft with awe. “I only wish we’d obtained my device first. We could have caught her.”

A strained silence fell; Kessa leaped in to fill it. “Why does she want to kill you so badly, anyway? What did you do to her? Insult her favorite hat?” She touched her own as if to acknowledge this would perhaps be a murder-worthy offense.

“I… no.” I forced myself to continue. “I did what I did to Hunger. Unraveled her essence. Ripped her energy apart. Only I didn’t stop.”

An unending, furious, agonized scream. Carnage writhing in my hands, her core striving to tear free, but I wouldn’t let her. Siska, her thirst for vengeance unsated, silently urging me on. Power building and building around us, testing the bounds of infinity, as I kept brutally ripping, struggling to unravel a thread with no end.

I couldn’t stop. Couldn’t let her go. If I didn’t destroy her, she would possess Laeka, and the woman I loved more than anything in the world would die.

Foxglove eyed me with a speculative gleam. “Did it work? Could you do it again?”

“No!” Revulsion clenched my stomach at the thought. “I mean yes, it worked, but no, I will never do it again. It was the most terrible mistake I ever made.”

This was the memory I’d been running from my entire life, the one Whisper had tried to protect me from. The thing I’d done that made even other demons flinch away from me. I’d just come closer than I liked to think about to repeating it—but I hadn’t. I hadn’t. I’d pulled back from the brink in time, and lived up to Laeka’s faith in me.

“Ryx,” Kessa said softly. “Whatever you did to Carnage, that stingroach deserved it. And she seems to have recovered from it, so—”

“She’s recovered,” I interrupted, flattening out the emotion that tried to creep into my voice. “The world hasn’t. If you look at a map, you can still see… Hells, I just realized. I always thought they called it the Demon Sea because it was dangerous to navigate, but no.” I managed a strangled sort of laugh. “They named it after its creator. They named it after me.”

“Blood of the Eldest.” Kessa’s fingers flicked out from her chest in the warding sign.

The hills crumbling, the sea rushing in, the wind bellowing, the ash falling. It wasn’t Carnage’s scream that filled my ears anymore, but the world’s scream, the deep tortured noise of everything coming apart around us. It was so terrible it went beyond sound, a thunder that shook our souls as well as our bodies.

Laeka threw her arms around Siska’s waist and pressed her face to our shared back, squeezing into the tiny protective island of calm around us, clinging to us as the one stable point in the unfolding apocalypse.

“Stop!” she cried. “You have to stop! Aster, don’t do this, you’re destroying everything! Siska, stop her!”

Severin’s arm enfolded me, warm and rock-hard with tension, wrapping my shoulders with a protection greater even than Hylah’s shield.

Bastian cleared his throat. “I’ve read about the origin of the Demon Sea. The great island to the north of Vaskandar used to be a peninsula, connected to the mainland. There were terrible earthquakes and volcanic eruptions during the Dark Days, and, well… The theory goes that the earthquakes caused a collapse that let the sea in, washing across the base of the peninsula and permanently severing it from the mainland, as well as flooding a low area of Vaskandar about the size of two small domains.” He grimaced apologetically. “There are, ah, a lot of stories about drowned kingdoms and the like.”

“That’s why I can never risk it happening again.” Thank the seasons Hunger had been coward enough to flee when I’d tried to unravel him, not understanding what I was doing. “We were both drawing on limitless power—Carnage to sustain herself, me to destroy. It was… too much. Whisper was right. The world is too fragile, and it can’t withstand the full weight of our unleashed power.”

“Oh, Ryx,” Kessa breathed. She reached toward me, but her hand dropped. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything, then,” Severin said fiercely. “Who cares what happened four thousand years ago?”

“I do,” I said roughly, thinking of Laeka.

“And Carnage?” Foxglove asked. “The stories say the Grace of Victory fought and killed her.”

“She did. But I destroyed her. I unraveled her energy completely; she was gone. But even that won’t kill us. Not for long. All the little bits and pieces of her energy seeped back down over time into the Hells, like rain seeping into the ground and trickling down through the earth into an underground lake. Once enough of it had collected in one place, her consciousness returned.”

Foxglove stared at me, his face troubled. “Ryx. I understand that you’re a different person now. You’re human, and you’ve lived a human life. But I still have to ask this, especially given what we just saw.” He took in an uneven breath. “Is there any chance whatsoever that you could cause something like that to happen again?”

“If I thought there were, I’d go straight back to the Hells.” I tried to drag myself up out of the haunting tide of memory and look at it pragmatically, as if we were talking about what we would do if we couldn’t get enough honey wine in time for the harvest festival. “I can’t predict every possible situation, though. What if Farrow gets his wish and succeeds in gaining access to my power, and he has no such restraint? What if I accidentally drink some alchemical elixir that interferes with my ability to control my aura? Today taught me that even what I perceive as a minor slip can have devastating consequences.” I didn’t want to contemplate what would have happened if the destruction I’d unleashed had spread any farther. “If you decided my mere existence in this world was too much of a risk, I’d understand.”

“Of course we think you should exist!” Kessa shot me an appalled look. “Tell her, Foxglove.”

There was a certain strain in her voice, as if she half expected him to disagree, tension pulling at the wound between them. I was ready to blurt something out to cut him off, just to make sure he wouldn’t say something to make it worse—and so I wouldn’t have to hear his response.

“Ryx is my friend,” Foxglove told her with careful dignity, “and deserves more than my knee-jerk emotional response. I owe it to her and to Eruvia to think about this.” He turned from Kessa to me, and all pensive distance was gone; he wore his planning face, sharp and ready. “The question isn’t whether you deserve to exist. Of course you do. The question is how we make this work.”

Relief swept through me. More than Kessa’s unconditional loyalty or Severin’s fierce protectiveness, this was what I needed. The pragmatic willingness to try to solve this problem instead of just reacting to it emotionally. I’d worn my own feelings to tatters over it, and by the Eldest, I was ready for solutions over sympathy.

“That’s it exactly,” I said gratefully. “I need to figure out how to live in a fragile world that’s understandably terrified of me.”

“Well, we’ve faced similar problems before,” Bastian said, his tone refreshingly logical. “We don’t murder off artificers because they might create a doomsday device, or warlocks because they can lose control and devastate cities. Well, at various points in history people did kill warlocks, but my point is that these aren’t new problems.” He gave me an encouraging smile. “We can sort this out with science. I’m sure of it.”

“So long as it’s not Farrow doing the science,” I said dryly.

“Oh goodness, no! I should hope not.”

“Eruvia needs to learn that it can trust you,” Hylah said thoughtfully. “To see that you and only you can hold your power safely, precisely because you know the cost of using it.” She gestured toward my braid, a strange, soft look in her eyes. “Besides, it seems someone else trusted you as well, whose judgment I am inclined to respect.”

I instinctively touched the stone flower, still somehow imbued with her presence after all these years. Calm seemed to flow up my fingertips from it, as if Laeka had just laughed at me for worrying too much.

“I suppose she did.”

“This has been a lovely chat and all,” Ashe said, stretching as if she were getting up from a nap. “But the Empire is bound to have noticed that someone just wrecked one of their fortresses and half the surrounding countryside, and they may be rather less filled with the spirit of friendship. If you don’t want to start dodging incoming cannon fire or explaining to half the imperial army that it was an accident, I’d hop on across the border into Morgrain and finish your philosophical conversations there.”
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The avalanche that had collapsed half the fortress and a fair chunk of the hillside had also taken out the top third of the road down from the castle. We had to scramble down a steep slope to rejoin it partway; I was so battered and overwhelmed I kept stumbling. Grief and rage had pounded me flat, and the shock of realizing Laeka and her friends were the Nine Graces had left me dizzy. I could barely put one thought in front of the other, let alone feet.

I kept thinking of things I wished I’d said to Ulsa: I’ll help you get back to your ma. It’s not too late to be a better person. Thank you for being willing to be my friend. And Laeka—half of me hadn’t even known her, but she was stuck in my soul like a shard of glass healed over. There was no time to deal with any of it; I had to push on and keep going.

As we reached the road at last, Severin caught my elbow to keep me from falling.

“I’d ask if you were sure you’re all right,” he murmured, “but it would be a waste of breath because you’d say yes even though it’s obviously not true.”

“None of us are all right,” I said wearily. “You’re not all right, either.”

“I didn’t have half a castle fall on me less than an hour ago. There are degrees to these things, Ryx.”

I managed to haul up one eyebrow. “So you’re conceding the contest?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” The faintest shadow of a smile brushed his lips. “I assure you, I’m holding myself together with glue and spite. If you need to sit down a moment, though, I don’t think anyone will begrudge you that.”

What I needed was to go lie down and stare at the ceiling for a few days, but I didn’t have that luxury.

“I’ll manage,” I said.

Severin sighed as if this were a great personal disappointment. “I know.”

It was easier going on the road, and we had more room to walk together. I took the opportunity to tell Hylah, “I’m sorry you got dragged into all of this.”

“Oh, don’t be!” She gave me a strange sort of smile that I’d almost call shy. “You must understand, I’ve been a shrinekeeper for several years now, a student of theology before that, and a devotee of the Nine Graces for my whole life. And I just saw an actual miracle of the Grace of Luck. I’m awed and grateful to have this opportunity.”

“I wouldn’t say a miracle,” I objected. The idea that Laeka was somehow watching over us was too strange, and somehow even more painful than the thought that she’d died thousands of years ago.

Hylah’s smile didn’t fade. “Call it what you will.”

Ashe lifted a hand and stopped, gone tense and still. The rest of the Rookery froze at once.

“What is it?” Foxglove asked, his voice so low I could barely hear him.

“There’s someone in a blind up the hill.” Ashe stared at the hillside above us. We’d made it about halfway down the road; we could barely glimpse the castle from this angle, and on the back side it looked whole, its bastions unblemished, save for the unnerving absence of the central keep. The Empire maintained all approaches to the fortress clear of trees, but there were plenty of hummocks, rocks, and bushes scattered around, many of which could have hidden anywhere from one to half a dozen people. I had no idea which one she was looking at.

“Carnage?” Kessa breathed.

“I don’t think she’s the type to hide. Imperial soldier, I’d bet, and I’d lay double odds there are a lot more. We near a trap, Foxglove?”

Foxglove’s gaze raked the road in front of us. “We passed the fifth one a moment ago. The sixth should be just ahead.”

“Wait,” I said, alarmed. “What traps?”

“It’s a standard part of the protections for any imperial fortress,” Bastian explained. “They lay down hidden artifice traps at irregular intervals along all the major approaches, to be triggered with a word or a device in case of invasion. Luckily we happen to be quite familiar with Castle Ilseine’s.”

“Mage boy,” Ashe said, without so much as a glance at Severin. “Send a bird to look around for soldiers hidden on both sides of the road, ahead of us and behind us.”

He let out the tiniest sigh at mage boy, but turned to coax a bird out of a bush without so much as a biting comment, which told me how serious this was.

Hylah frowned. “This entire area was evacuated. My understanding was that there are occasional patrols sweeping it, but that’s all. I suppose it could be some brave souls attempting to scout out what happened here, but I can’t imagine they’d have had time to set up a trap.”

“Then you need to work on your imagination,” Ashe said. “I’ve spotted at least two more. Looks like an ambush to me.”

“But…” Hylah’s voice faltered. “You’re the Rookery, and I’m a Falcon. They surely wouldn’t attack us.”

Foxglove’s hands had already dipped into his pouches. “You believe that if you like. Pardon us if we prepare for you to be disappointed.”

Severin’s bird circled above us, twittering. He whispered a curse.

“How bad is it, mage boy?”

“They’re on both sides of the road up ahead, and many more out of sight around the bend,” he said grimly. “It’s hard to be sure, but it sounds like dozens of soldiers. Most with muskets, a few of them in red.”

“Falcons,” Hylah breathed. “This is no patrol.”

Kessa gave Foxglove a wide-eyed look. “We can’t fight the imperial army.”

“Speak for yourself,” Ashe muttered.

My mind was going only a little slower than my racing heart. “Hylah’s got a point. They wouldn’t attack you. Not if Ardith was right about everyone thinking of the Rookery as heroes—and the Empire wouldn’t risk the one Falcon who’s come up with a weapon that might work on demons. They’re here for me.”

“We could try sneaking around them,” Foxglove said dubiously, “but there’s more open terrain than I’d prefer, and it’s daytime.”

Ashe shook her head. “They’ve spotted us. We’d better decide something fast, before they start shooting.”

Kessa held out a hand to Foxglove. “Give me your amplification loop.”

He raised his brows. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

“They know we’re here. We might as well make sure they know who we are, too. If I get shot dead in the road, I don’t want it to be a tragic misunderstanding.”

With some reluctance, Foxglove passed over the gleaming device. “For a former spy, sometimes you’re terrifyingly unsubtle.”

“That goes to show what you know.” Kessa waved a dismissive hand. “Sneaking around is for assassins. Information flows to the center of attention.”

She smiled, but I could feel the brittle tension in the air. The Rookery might have many talents, but if dozens of imperial soldiers decided to start shooting at us, there wasn’t much any of us could do about it. I started edging casually away from the others, hoping at least that any shots intended for me wouldn’t catch one of my friends. Severin gave me an I see what you’re doing glare, but didn’t stop me.

Kessa raised the slim loop of golden artifice wire in front of her lips, as if she were about to blow bubbles through it, and took in a breath.

“Hello, ahead on the road!” she called. I winced at the strength of her amplified voice. “This is Kessa of the Rookery! We noticed your welcoming party and must admit to some curiosity as to your intentions. We’d love to have a nice friendly chat!” She waved her plumed hat as if she were trying to hail a ship from shore.

Foxglove and I exchanged glances. His hands were still in his pouches.

“We can’t let this turn into a fight,” I told him quietly. “No matter what.”

He glanced at Ashe, then Severin, a certain analytical skepticism in his look. But he met my eyes and gave a slow nod.

Foxglove knew about crossing lines you couldn’t come back from. He understood.

Kessa lowered the loop, peering down the road. “Ah, excellent! They’re sending people to talk. Er… quite a few people. To do something, and I really hope it’s talking.”

Riders rounded the bend in the road below us, coming up around the curve of the hill—at first a few, then more, then a column of twenty, and still they came. The scarlet uniforms of a Falcon and Falconer blazed in the back of the group, and most of the soldiers held muskets or pistols ready to raise and fire in an instant. Movement stirred on the hillside above us, and more soldiers emerged from behind rocks and bushes, muskets trained on me. I stood very still, cursing under my breath, barely daring to move my lips.

At the head of the approaching soldiers rode Colonel Farrow.
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Move away from the demon,” called Farrow.

Kessa put her hands on her hips, standing squarely in front of me. “What will you do if I move? You realize that trying to kill her is pointless and dangerous, yes?”

“Regrettably,” said Colonel Farrow, “I was unable to open the artifice seal on the vault where the energy trap is kept when I received intelligence that this demon would be here, or I’d disagree with you. But as it is, you are correct, and I’m afraid we’ll have to bring it back alive.”

That clinched it. He wasn’t responding to the destruction I’d unleashed; he’d heard we were coming and set a trap. If I hadn’t stopped at Castle Ilseine, he probably would have ambushed us on the road to Castle Liret.

Hylah stepped forward, her mage mark flashing. “Colonel, that device is under the jurisdiction and control of the Falcons, and you’re not to use it without my authorization.”

“I’m disappointed that you’ve chosen to side with this creature.” Farrow’s eyes slid from Hylah and fixed on me. “Surely you must realize that no one else could have unleashed that combination of storms and earthquakes and fire. It’s shown its true colors at last. I’m here to capture it and bring it back for imprisonment and study, this time with sufficient precautions to ensure it can’t cause any more harm.”

Severin’s lip drew back from his teeth, and his power flared around him with a pressure anyone with a lick of magic could feel; Hylah winced, and Kessa glanced at him in alarm.

“Have you learned nothing?” he demanded. “Exalted Ryxander is an atheling. Your previous attacks on her nearly started a war.”

“And what about her attacks on the Empire?” Farrow gestured up the hill, his voice ringing out clear and stern. “When the mages of Vaskandar invade imperial soil and strike at us with their magic, we’re fully justified in defending our country. If she were merely the kin of Witch Lords, I could have her shot dead where she stands. But that thing is a demon, and I must treat it as one. So I ask you again to stand aside.”

A dozen muskets pointed at me, and the Falcon in the back had some device aimed in my direction as well. My whole body braced for the expected crack of gunfire. This was no good. We’d never talk Farrow into letting me go, and this time he was between me and the welcoming shade of Morgrain. I couldn’t run, couldn’t hide, and the consequences of fighting were too terrible to contemplate.

Time to be clever, and perhaps just a little petty. I drew in a breath; best to make sure everyone heard this.

“You’re too late, Farrow,” I called. “The Rookery has already captured me.”

Bastian whipped around to stare at me, eyes going wide; Severin gave me a look as if I’d smacked him in the face.

“What nonsense is this?” scoffed Farrow, frowning.

“I was weakened after my duel with the Demon of Carnage, and I’m ashamed to admit they caught me.” I probably wasn’t acting sufficiently chastened, but I didn’t care. I projected as loudly as I could, ready to twist the knife. “They’ve defeated four demons, now. They don’t appear to need your assistance.”

A murmur ran through the soldiers at Farrow’s back. His features hardened into anger. “If you expect me to fall for this foolishness—”

Kessa, grinning, lifted the amplification loop to her lips. “It’s true. We, the Rookery, dashing demon hunters, have already vanquished the Demon of Disaster. We have it all under control; you can go home now.”

Foxglove gave a languid shrug. “It’s as she says.”

Farrow’s eyes narrowed. “And where were you about to take this vanquished demon?”

My shoulders tensed. This was the flaw in my gambit; they were hardly going to let me stroll off to Morgrain and wave good-bye.

Foxglove didn’t miss a beat. “We’re taking her to the Council deputation for judgment. We’re a bit late to our meeting with them, but I’m sure that given the circumstances, they’ll understand.”

Farrow’s jaw worked for a while. Finally, he drew back his shoulders, lifting his chin to create a heroic profile. Only his eyes showed his burning anger.

“Well done then, Rookery,” he said. “Allow me to escort you there.”

“Of course,” Foxglove said. “Naturally, we’ll have to meet them outside Castle Liret, though. As an international organization, we can’t deliver the demon into the custody of the imperial military without permission from Vaskandar, or vice versa.”

I could almost hear the grinding of Farrow’s teeth. “Of course. I’ll send a message ahead.” His glare burned holes in me. “We don’t need fortress wards and walls to keep the demon contained, anyway. We came prepared to ensure that it doesn’t escape.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. But he had us trapped; there wasn’t much I could do about it. I exchanged glances with the rest of the Rookery, but by their worried faces, they were out of ideas, too.

Farrow waved to his column of soldiers; they lowered their weapons and advanced toward us with wary intent.

“He’s going to take control here,” Foxglove murmured, his brow furrowed. “I can’t stop him.”

“Like Hells he is,” Severin hissed. “He’s got no right to.”

“And that will hold him in check,” Hylah said, but she looked concerned. “You realize you’re going to have to go through with this, now. To present Lady Ryxander to the Council’s emissaries for judgment. Colonel Farrow will insist.”

“I wanted to talk to them anyway,” I said, trying to sound far more calm and certain than I felt. No one was shooting at my friends; that was the important thing for right now.

Farrow’s riders closed around us, and it was too late to try any last desperate tricks. The gaze he turned on me burned with animosity. A cold certainty bloomed in my gut: I’d humiliated him, and he was going to make this as unpleasant for me as possible.

“Come,” he said. “Let me help you secure the prisoner.”
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It didn’t matter that I offered to come along quietly, or that the Rookery protested that no additional measures were needed, or that Severin made a grand scene about subjecting an atheling to such indignities. Farrow had a large armed force, and he insisted. So a Falcon, looking terrified, clamped manacles woven with intricate artifice wire onto my wrists and ankles, after asking me to slide my jess up my arm to make room.

“And what are those for?” Severin demanded.

“This,” Farrow said. “Fulmino.”

The manacles flashed blue. A jolt of pain lanced along my nerves from each cuff, chased immediately by tingling numbness. Suddenly I was sprawled on the ground, staring up at the sky, struggling to get my wind back. Rocks dug into my spine, my thoughts completely scattered.

“Good.” Farrow sounded pleased. “Stunning enchantments still work.”

“That was unnecessary,” Foxglove said coldly.

Severin slipped an arm beneath my shoulders, Kessa took my hand, and the two of them helped me up while my head reeled and my nerves jangled.

“I’m going to kill him,” Severin whispered through his teeth.

“Not now,” Kessa whispered back urgently. “They’d shoot you and Ryx both.”

“Fine. Not now. But I’m going to kill him.”

“Good.” Kessa turned to me, eyes fierce. “Shall I release you, so you can drain the magic from these things?”

“No! No escalation.”

My senses settled, my balance steadied, and I identified the fire burning in my lungs: anger. I stared Farrow in the eyes and he took a step back, his lips starting to shape fulmino again.

“Colonel Farrow,” I barked, startling him into silence. “I understand that you think I’m a monster and don’t care if you cause me pain.” I took a step toward him, and a dozen pistol muzzles pointed at me at once, hammers clicking back. I ignored them. “But for the sake of your own dignity, stop. You have the capacity to be better than this—to be more than an insignificant man who hurts someone he knows won’t fight back in order to feel important. If you want history to place you on a par with the Graces, then for the Graces’ sake, act like it.”

A struggle twisted the stern, patrician lines of his face. The mask he wore as commander of Castle Liret tried to assert itself—calm, assured, competent—but something uglier that seethed beneath it twisted his expression into fury. I’d scolded him in front of the wide-eyed faces of his soldiers—in front of Hylah, who he respected, and who had taken my side against him—before the Graces themselves. Oh, he was angry.

I might have made a mistake.

“Ryx,” Kessa began, in a worried whisper by my ear.

“Fulmino,” Farrow spat. “Fulmino, fulmino—”

All my nerves erupted in pain and blue light, and the world dissolved around me.
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So in Morgrain,” Ashe said conversationally, “do you kick beehives for fun, or what?”

I blinked the world back into sense. I was lying in the Rookery’s open carriage; my friends clustered around me, but dozens of soldiers in blue uniforms rode in a close and wary escort.

“I…” I tried to remember what I’d been doing. Oh, that’s right, I was being too clever for my own good. “I wanted to undermine him. Make him look bad in front of his people. So that when we get to the Council representatives, he’ll have less credibility.”

“It might have worked,” Kessa admitted, “but maybe don’t push him quite so hard next time. Are you sure you don’t want me to release you?”

I shook my head vehemently as I sat up. “If you release me, I’m going to wind up killing people. I don’t trust them to be careful enough. No, I’ll try to keep quiet until we get there, and then we can convince the Council deputation to give you the device and set me free.”

Hylah bit her lip. “You’re making quite a gamble, Lady Ryxander. The Rookery may have allies on the Council, but I’m afraid you don’t—and at least one of the representatives is a relation of Farrow’s and will almost certainly be pushing to turn you over to him. If that’s their decision, they can order me in the name of the Council to release the device to him instead of the Rookery, and I won’t have a choice.”

“Then I’ll have to be convincing,” I said with determination.

“What will you do if that’s not enough?” Hylah asked.

“Improvise.”

The Rookery exchanged glances. After a moment, Ashe laughed. “Well, at least we’re good at that.”

Severin hadn’t joined in. He sat in the corner, something cupped in his hands, glaring fiercely at it; I detected the faint tingle of magic.

“What are you doing?” I asked him.

“Nothing.” He tucked whatever it was in his vestcoat pocket, assuming an unconvincing expression of innocence.

Well, that was suspicious. “Just don’t cause a diplomatic incident.”

“Would I do that?”

“It’s literally how we met.”

A jay fluttered down to land on Severin’s shoulder before he could respond, a message capsule tied to its ankle. His face went still and tense.

“From Alevar?” I whispered.

He nodded, handing the bird a tidbit before he carefully untied the capsule. The paper he teased from inside it trembled in his hands.

I held my breath, watching him as he read. Severin had a lifetime of keeping his thoughts from his face, but anguish creased the skin beside his eyes.

He crumpled the letter up and sent the bird away, mouth set in a grim line.

“What is it?” I asked, braced for more terrible news.

He stared out at the stark ruin of the scorched and storm-scoured landscape around us, and the nervous lines of soldiers that formed our escort through it.

“I’ve been writing to everyone I could think of in Alevar, trying to find out what the situation is there.” He dropped his voice so low I could barely hear him, letting his twin locks of hair fall forward to shield his words from eavesdroppers. “I finally heard back from one of our Wardens. Corruption is absolutely devastating the domain. All this time I thought my brother might be allied with him, but he’s not. He’s fighting him, and he’s losing.”

Hylah lifted her hands to her mouth. “Why would he keep that secret? Why didn’t he ask for help?”

“I see you don’t know many Vaskandrans,” Ashe said.

“A Witch Lord can’t ask for help,” I said, the horror of Severin’s words slowly sinking in. “If a Witch Lord shows weakness, the others will pounce on their domain and tear it to shreds, seizing the land for their heirs. Oh, Severin. I’m sorry.”

“My domain is dying.” He shifted restlessly, as if pain twisted at him, lips curling back from his teeth. “My domain is dying, and I’m a hundred miles away. Hells take it.”

“You should go home.” I reached for him, but the manacle shone on my wrist, and he winced away from it.

“I’m not leaving you with this monster so he can rip your soul out and stuff it in some bauble.”

“But Alevar—”

“I know.” He forced the words out as if they were made of razors. “I know exactly what’s at stake, believe me.” He shoved clawed fingers into his hairline, squeezing his eyes shut. Everyone watched him, holding our breaths, waiting while he struggled with an instinct so deep it was woven through every drop of blood in his body.

“Listen,” I murmured. “Do what you have to do. I’ll be all right.”

His eyes flew open, and he shook his head. “Every time I leave you, something horrible happens. We get this done, and then we go to Alevar.” He spat the last words out like weapons: “And if anyone gets in my way, Hells have mercy.”
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The town in which the Council deputation waited for us was evacuated and empty, but Farrow rode through it at the head of our procession as if throngs of cheering people filled the streets. Perhaps he was imagining the painting that might hang in a shrine someday, of the new Grace bringing the Demon of Disaster to judgment.

He’d used the fulmino command a couple more times on the short journey here, when I moved too quickly for his liking or made some gesture he chose to interpret as an attempt at attack or escape. After the second time, Ashe called him a coward in the casual tone of someone stating an undisputed fact; for a moment he looked as if he might respond, but Ashe’s ready grin dissuaded him. He rode off and stayed away from us for the rest of the trip, returning only to order his Falcon to wrap an additional binding chain around my wrists for good measure.

The Council representatives waited in an evacuated mayoral mansion near Castle Liret. The tramp of dozens of boots sounded loud and strange in its lavish halls; oil paintings of Loreician luminaries I didn’t recognize stared down at us beneath crystal chandeliers. At last we came, escort and all, into a ballroom lined with tall windows and draped with brocade curtains in imperial blue and gold.

In the short time the Council emissaries had been here waiting for us, the place had transformed into a pulsing heart of frenzied activity, all of it centered around the three figures seated on throne-like chairs at the far end of the room. Pages spread out maps and ran messages, clerks and soldiers made agitated reports, and haggard civilians petitioned them with pleading hands. One aide cleared a tray cluttered with coffee cups and wineglasses and replaced them with fresh counterparts.

As we arrived, all that activity stilled. Tension fell over the room, dozens of faces turning toward us in fear.

One of the Council representatives, a stern-faced old woman, rose and clapped her hands. “All right, out! All civilians out!”

Most of the aides and pages and clerks and petitioners fled at once, some of them grabbing up untidy armfuls of papers to take with them. The deputation’s own guards stayed, in addition to Farrow’s forces, filling the room with soldiers. A pair of Falconers hurried forward and laid warding ropes between me and the thrones, three rows deep.

Seasons spare me, I’d better not sneeze, or I’d be on the ground with a dozen pistol balls in me and a fulmino or two for good measure.

It wasn’t just fear that hung in the air, though. Nearly all the soldiers in the room looked at the Rookery with an eager light in their eyes. Some of the clerks and aides whispered to each other excitedly as they left, shooting glances behind them. Ardith was right; they were heroes.

Farrow could tell, and it clearly burned him up.

“Behold,” he called dramatically, sweeping a gesture in my direction as we approached the three waiting dignitaries. “I bring you the Demon of Disaster, in chains.”

I ignored him; I was too busy getting my first good look at the Council representatives. One I recognized immediately, with a burst of relief: Gaetano, Lady Cornaro’s impeccable aide, sitting with alert grace, his gaze inscrutable. The others were a woman with a military bearing and short-cropped gray hair and a gaunt man in a richly embroidered coat whose face bore a passing familial resemblance to Farrow’s. Good Graces, how many influential relations did this man have?

I suspected the answer to that question didn’t bode well for my chances.

“Yes, well done, Colonel,” the man in the fancy coat said approvingly as we took our place before them.

The woman’s gaze took in my chains and manacles, then turned curiously to the Rookery, sweeping right over Farrow, whose cheek twitched.

“Welcome,” she said. “I’m Admiral Irina Nerida, retired, here on behalf of the Council of Nine. I believe you know Gaetano, and this is Lord Artimur Montjoy.”

Bows and murmurs of greeting from the Rookery. I didn’t bow; I outranked everyone here except Severin, and I had no desire to make awkward clanking noises.

“I regret that our planned meeting must be so disrupted,” Admiral Nerida continued, “but I suppose it’s best to deal with the urgent matter of the prisoner first.”

Lord Montjoy gave me a suspicious, fearful stare. “I certainly don’t want it hearing our plans and counsels. Let’s deal with it quickly and move on. Is it safe?”

Farrow gave a clipped bow. “Of course, my lord.”

“You’re safe because I have no intention of hurting you,” I said flatly. The sooner I took control of the conversation about me, the better. “All these precautions aren’t necessary. My name is Ryxander of Morgrain, and I’m here because I want to talk to you about—”

“Fulmino,” said Farrow.

I’d been braced for it, and this time when the pulse of nerve-numbing pain turned my bones to water, I only fell to my knees instead of prone on the floor. Kessa and Severin caught my arms almost before I came to rest and helped me regain my feet. It took me a moment to find my tongue again, and in the meantime, Farrow kept talking.

“My apologies,” he said smoothly. “As you see, I can ensure it stays under our control. You were saying?”

Severin stepped forward, flinging out one hand in a grand gesture, giving the edge of his vestcoat a good snap and flare in the process.

“Excuse me for not introducing myself,” he said, in a tone that offered no apology. “I was awaiting a proper announcement, but I see none will be made. I am Exalted Severin of Alevar, heir to the Shrike Lord. I’m here as an observer in my capacity as a prince of Vaskandar, and I am appalled at your treatment of a royal atheling. The Conclave shall hear of this additional insult you pile on top of attacks on our soil. You already face conflict with Gened—is it your intent to provoke all nineteen Witch Lords to war?”

“No, of course not,” Nerida said. “Good Graces, we’ve got demons attacking us already.”

I leaped into the opening. “Then you might want to bear in mind that someone is trying to incite war, and this very incident may be part of their—”

“Fulmino,” said Farrow again.

Pain crawled through my nerves, and this time I wasn’t ready—but Kessa and Severin were, catching me with a grunt as I went limp, my thoughts rattled into pieces. It took me longer to catch my breath and my balance this time, to grasp the thread of the conversation. Kessa looked ready to gut someone, provided their name was Farrow; I’d rarely seen so much controlled rage on her usually cheerful face.

“… too dangerous,” Farrow was saying. “As this afternoon’s devastating attack proves, the demon’s silver tongue is only a mask for its true destructive nature, just like in the stories. I humbly ask that you remand it to my custody for extraction into the energy storage device I spoke of earlier, where with careful study and appropriate precautions we can put its infernal power to use for the good of the Empire.”

“An excellent plan,” Montjoy approved.

“Is that truly safe, though?” Nerida asked skeptically. “I mean, does this device even work?”

Gaetano cleared his throat in the mildest manner possible. The other two fell silent and turned to him expectantly.

He gave Severin a deferential nod. “With all respect, Colonel Farrow’s suggestion does not address Prince Severin’s point.”

“More of a threat, really,” Nerida grumbled.

“Perhaps,” Gaetano agreed, “but nonetheless.”

Kessa stepped forward, wrestling her anger under control to give them a dazzling smile and sweep her hat off in a gracious bow. “If I may, I have some context that might help. Exalted Ryxander has been absolutely instrumental in helping us deal with the three demons we’ve taken out of the picture—Nightmare, Madness, and Despair. All that flash and noise this afternoon wasn’t an attack on the Empire. Do you really think that if the Demon of Disaster unleashed her power against the Empire, there would be no casualties?”

“I suppose that seems unlikely,” Nerida conceded grudgingly.

“That was her battling the Demon of Carnage in defense of the Empire. I wish I could have seen the fight! From a safe distance, mind you—though I suppose all of us who watched the storm did exactly that.” Kessa swept the room with a conspiratorial grin, drawing in the soldiers and guards. A few of them smiled back. “This has all been a misunderstanding—and perhaps even a bit of an overreach, if it’s not too much to say so.” Her eyes flicked toward Farrow, as if unconsciously, though I had no doubt it was quite calculated. “It’s a sign of what a good ally Ryx is that she’s standing here listening to us, when let’s be honest, if she really wanted to leave, she could walk out of here. This place is a lot less fortified and warded than Castle Ilseine.”

“Yes, Castle Ilseine,” Montjoy said acidly. “The keystone of our eastern border defenses, which currently lies in ruins thanks to this demon—who also just happens to be a scion of the country most likely to invade across that border.” He waved an impatient hand as if he could brush Kessa’s words away. “You seem like a well-meaning young woman, but I fear you’ve fallen under the demon’s sway if you truly believe it’s on our side. Enough! Let’s give it into the good colonel’s custody for this extraction process he spoke of and move on. If we’ve vanquished the Demon of Disaster, why would we ever undo that victory?”

“Because if you kill me, you play right into the hands of someone who’s trying to use you,” I snapped, before Farrow could cut me off again.

He opened his mouth, but I was done, standing there defiantly and staring at the three of them. I kept my lips sealed on the dozen other arguments that crowded urgently in my brain; Farrow would never let me finish them.

For a moment there was silence. Farrow swallowed the command he had no reason to give; everyone else in the room waited a beat for the interruption that never came, then realized why they were waiting and settled into the discomfort of that understanding.

Nerida planted an elbow on the arm of her chair and leaned her chin on her hand. “Explain.”

Foxglove offered them a respectful bow. “This is one of the things we wanted to talk about. Surely you must be aware of the intelligence about false courier lamp reports implicating Vaskandar in demon attacks, and the matching messages sent to certain Witch Lords accusing the Empire of the same.”

Gaetano and Nerida nodded; Montjoy did a second later, an annoyed frown crossing his face. I couldn’t tell if he wasn’t sufficiently connected to have received that information, or if he was and had been hoping it wouldn’t come up.

Foxglove spread his hand in a well there you have it gesture. “We have reason to believe that the Empire’s assaults on Lady Ryxander are part of this plan to instigate war between the Empire and Vaskandar, whether the culprit somehow caused them or is merely capitalizing on them.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Montjoy snapped. “Colonel Farrow was the one responsible for the capture of the Demon of Disaster, both times.”

Foxglove gave an expressive shrug.

Farrow bristled with outrage. “I am most certainly not conspiring against the Serene Empire. My only goal is to protect the Empire from the most dangerous of the Nine Demons.”

Nerida waved an impatient hand. “We’re not here to discuss the impacts of your decisions, Colonel Farrow, nor to assign blame. But the notion that this entire situation might be part of this plan to incite war makes sense, especially given the circumstances.” She turned an iron gaze on me. “Here we have a scion of Morgrain stirring up trouble on our border, and who is more likely to be behind attempts to cause chaos in the region than her grandmother, the Demon of Discord?”

Hells, of course they’d blame my grandmother. I could only stare at them, my defense crumbling to ruins around me.

Kessa shook her head urgently. “Even if Discord is the one trying to instigate conflict, Ryx has nothing to do with it.”

Montjoy leaned forward, leaping on the exposed weak point. “Of course she does! She’s been involved since the start! Clearly the two demons are conspiring against the Empire. All the more reason to put an end to their plans.”

Nerida frowned. “It makes sense. I’m inclined to at the very least ask Colonel Farrow to keep the demon imprisoned while we figure this out, to make sure it can do no more harm.”

Farrow bowed. “I would be honored, Admiral.”

For the first time since I’d walked in here, a queasy, helpless fear gripped my stomach. Everything was falling apart, my options narrowing by the moment. I was perilously close to having to choose between violent escape—which I could probably accomplish if I were willing to cause an unknown number of deaths and risk leaving my friends to the Empire’s questionable mercy—and getting my soul ripped out in the name of magical science.

“I said inclined, not decided,” Nerida said sternly. “Demon—Lady Ryxander—you seem intent on telling us about this plot of Discord’s, and whether we believe what you tell us or not, we’d be fools not to listen. So go ahead.” She shot a quelling glance at Farrow. “And this time, let her talk, or I’ll assume you’ve got something to hide.”

Ah. She was hoping I was a turncoat—that I’d been involved in some scheme to sow chaos with my grandmother, and now I was ready to spill our demonic secrets before they stuffed me in a magical prison. Only whatever my grandmother might be planning, whatever parts of this might be her meddling, she hadn’t drawn me into it. Except possibly to get me captured and shot for no good reason.

For no good reason. Something clicked into place in my brain.

“Wait,” I breathed. “It wasn’t her. Carnage said he.”

Nerida frowned. “Excuse me?”

“It’s not my grandmother who’s behind this.” Pieces came together, one after another. “Discord might use me, I’m forced to admit, but she doesn’t need to. If she wanted a war, she could just invade, for Graces’ sake. It’s someone else.”

Gaetano, who had been listening quietly, leaned forward, his gaze sharpening. “Who, my lady?”

“Someone who knows the courier-lamp code, to send those false reports. Someone who was in the areas Despair has been hitting, to send them from the right posts, and to capture messenger birds dazed by their aura and swap out the messages.”

Bastian sucked a sharp breath between his teeth. He’d figured it out, too—but his brows lowered in a frown. “I suspect I know who you’re hinting at,” he said. “But why would he want a war?”

“He doesn’t. No one’s trying to start a war.” I was talking to the Rookery now, my brain afire as more and more things made sense. “Or at least, that isn’t the main goal. Think about it. We just found out that the rumors about the Shrike Lord allying with Corruption were false, too. Alevar doesn’t border the Empire; why spread that misinformation if war between Vaskandar and the Empire is your goal?”

Severin’s eyes narrowed, and he visibly checked himself from speaking. I knew what he was thinking; it could still be my grandmother. She had plenty of reasons to hold a grudge against the Shrike Lord. But there was a larger pattern at work here.

Bastian understood. He lifted a pencil, shyly commanding attention. “If war were the goal, there are hundreds of miles of border. It would be particularly easy to do in Callamorne, on the other side of the Empire, where there are centuries of bad blood to work with. But all the incidents have happened right around here.”

“Exactly.” I beamed at him, then turned back to the emissaries, who listened with interest. “Despair and Hunger’s ravages in Gened and the Empire, rumors of Corruption allying with Alevar, Carnage’s attack on me, the escalation of violence on the border—what do they all have in common?”

For a brief moment, there was silence. Then Kessa’s eyes widened.

“They put pressure on Morgrain,” she breathed. “Morgrain is right in the middle of all of it.”

Montjoy’s brows hoisted a load of disbelief up his forehead. “Are you seriously trying to portray the Demon of Discord as the victim? Who would possibly benefit from harassing Morgrain right now?”

“Who indeed,” Foxglove murmured.

“When Carnage attacked me in Castle Ilseine, she told me I was ‘right where he’d said I’d be.’” I whirled on Farrow. “And you said you’d received intelligence I’d be at Castle Ilseine as well. That must have been before my power leaked, or you certainly wouldn’t have needed an intelligence report to know where I was. I’ll bet the same person told both of you. Who was it?”

Farrow’s glare would have fried an egg. “This is ridiculous. Of course it wasn’t the same person. I would never coordinate with a traitor or a demon. You’re desperate for a culprit other than yourself, and now you’re trying to blame me out of spite because I’ve stood against your kind unflaggingly since the beginning.”

“Who was it?” I insisted, taking a step toward him.

“Fulmi—”

“Answer the question, Colonel,” snapped Admiral Nerida.

Farrow drew himself up with unreproachable dignity. “A military source. A Falconer who was stationed at Castle Liret for a time, and who I’ve remained in contact with over the years.”

“His name?” I pressed.

Farrow ignored me, aside from clenching his jaw, as if the very sound of my voice caused him pain.

“Respectfully, Colonel,” said Gaetano in the mildest of tones, “I would like to hear it as well.”

Farrow sighed impatiently. “Fine. I don’t see how it’s relevant, but it was Aurelio Berelli.”
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Nerida gasped. Montjoy grimaced. Severin let out a muffled chuckle. Farrow seemed nonplussed by these reactions, frowning in apparent surprise.

“Colonel,” Nerida said sharply, “were you aware that Aurelio Berelli is the current voluntary host of the Demon of Hunger?”

The color drained from Farrow’s face, nearly as dramatically as if he were a chimera like Bastian.

“No,” he said hoarsely. “That’s… surely that’s not possible. He’s a loyal servant of the Empire.”

Gaetano leveled an expression of cool inquiry on Farrow. “Have you been corresponding with him then, Colonel? No face-to-face contact that might have given him away?”

“I… yes, it’s all been through letters.” Farrow shook his head. “How was I not told about this?”

“You would have been,” Nerida said, her tone merciless. “It was in the briefing on the gate situation and the Zenith Society that went out to everyone at the command level in the imperial military. Did you not read it?”

“It was hundreds of pages long,” Farrow protested. “I had an aide write me a summary. No one reads every page of those things.”

Nerida’s brows flew upward. “I do.” She seemed about to lay into him, but Gaetano lifted a hand, and she gave him a nod. “Go ahead.”

“So,” he said, almost deferentially, “there have been multiple letters then, Colonel?”

Farrow’s throat bobbed. Reluctantly, he nodded.

Hylah let out a tiny gasp. “The device!” She turned to Farrow, barely sustaining her usual poise. “I’d wondered how the Demon of Hunger found out about my energy trap. You’re the one who told him, aren’t you?”

Farrow flinched.

I couldn’t resist. “So you conspired with the Demon of Hunger, gave him information that got your own soldiers killed—”

“He didn’t know!” snapped Montjoy, glaring at me. “He thought he was corresponding with a Falconer in good standing who he’d worked with before in matters of magical research. He was doing his best to serve the Empire!”

Gaetano nodded sympathetically. “I see. So it was a matter of incompetence and leaking sensitive information rather than treason and espionage.” Graces witness, the man kept a breathtakingly straight face as he twisted the knife; I was in awe.

Farrow bared his teeth as if he were in physical pain. “No, I… Don’t listen to this demon! I have only ever served the Empire. This creature is warping the truth, enchanting you against me. I’ll show you!” He spun furiously on me. “Fulmino! Fulmino! Fulmin—aah!”

I was too busy collapsing in the all too familiar rush of nerve-scrambling pain to see what happened next, but it seemed to involve a fair amount of yelling on Farrow’s part. As my senses slowly cleared, I became vaguely aware of some flailing commotion around him, and he seemed to be getting escorted from the room.

“Graces preserve us,” exclaimed Montjoy in shock, “I’ve never seen such an enormous spider!”

Severin, whose warm arms encircled me and held me half on my feet, said in a bored drawl, “How curious. I do hope it’s not horribly venomous.”

So that’s what he’d slipped in his pocket in the carriage. I could have kissed him.

Nerida turned to one of her guards. “Make sure he gets any necessary medical attention, but don’t let him leave. We’re going to need further words with Colonel Farrow.”

The ominous tone in her voice was a balm to my heart. But there was still too much at stake to waste time gloating over a defeated enemy—and besides, Severin seemed to have that well in hand.

“You can see how dangerous this scheme is for the Empire,” I said to the three representatives, trying to sound grave and reasonable. “I urge you to tell the Council to look very critically at any reports or even real incidents that might be part of Hunger’s attempt to create trouble for Morgrain. He wants to force Discord to divert enough of her power from her attack on his host that he can break free of it, and he’s not afraid to use the Empire as a tool to do so.”

“Some people are apparently more easily used as tools than others,” muttered Nerida. Montjoy glared at her but had no ready rejoinder.

Gaetano stepped smoothly into the breach. “It seems that Colonel Farrow may, for all his virtues, not be an ideal steward of the demon trap device.”

“Good Graces, no,” agreed Nerida. “Not if he’s going to leak information about it and get people killed with sloppy planning. Isn’t the creator here?”

Hylah offered a crisp bow. “I am, Admiral, and I was going to respectfully suggest that the Rookery might be given the mission of using the device to try to trap the more dangerous remaining demons. They have the most experience facing the Nine Demons and have had the most success.”

Nerida nodded. “That makes sense to me. Montjoy?”

Montjoy seemed to face some internal struggle, then sighed. “Since the colonel appears to have well and truly bungled the matter, yes, fine, whoever we think can get the job done. With Carnage hard at work depopulating Loreice by hand, I’m not such a fool as to play politics about this.”

Nerida nodded. “Gaetano?”

“As my lady sponsors the Rookery, I have no hesitation confirming on her behalf that she supports them taking on this mission.”

“Consider it done, then.” Nerida turned to Foxglove. “We’ll get the orders confirmed and provide authorization for transfer of the device as swiftly as possible, but don’t wait to prepare for your mission. We can’t waste any time here.”

Foxglove cleared his throat. “There’s another matter we need to attend to.”

“Oh?” Nerida’s brows rose.

Foxglove gestured to me. “Our chances of success on this mission rise substantially if the Lady Ryxander accompanies us.”

Nerida’s eyes narrowed; Montjoy looked appalled. “The Serene Empire does not consort with demons,” he said flatly.

“Oh, come on now.” Farrow’s chain rattled as I tried to lift my hands. “Even if you insist on seeing every demon as an enemy—which is a terrible mistake, because not all of us are—the Serene Empire has always understood the many advantages of talking to your enemies. It’s practically a Raverran national pastime. Why cast that aside now?”

Montjoy nearly rose from his chair. “First of all, you invaded our world and nearly destroyed it in the Dark Days. Second, at least some of you are trying to do it again. Third, we just saw with the Zenith Society what happens when people collaborate with demons. The Serene Empire is invested in diplomacy, yes! But by the Grace of Wisdom, there are limits.”

“I understand your reservations,” I said, trying to sound as reasonable as possible. “But if you try to fight all Nine Demons, you’ll lose. Even the Graces didn’t do that. Save the Empire’s wrath for those who require it.”

Kessa stepped up beside me. “Pragmatically speaking, Ryx is immune or resistant to a lot of the demons’ magic, and most of them seem willing to talk to her first rather than just turning our brains into paste or killing us where we stand. She’s our diplomat, our distraction, and our shield. If you want us to succeed, we need her.” She spread her hands. “If you want Carnage to keep rampaging around killing your people and demolishing your fortresses, though, I suppose you can make that choice. I know the Witch Lords won’t mind having Ryx’s help.”

“They won’t have it, because we’re not releasing her,” Montjoy snapped.

Nerida raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t we?”

“Not without some kind of guarantee, anyway,” Montjoy amended sourly.

“Listen,” I said. “In the long term, I want to sit down and negotiate with the Empire and the Witch Lords. I want to forge a path forward by which those of us who want to live peaceful lives in this world can do so while also guaranteeing the safety of Eruvia and its people. I want whatever checks and safeguards will prevent future conflict and calamity, and I want to do it all properly, with contracts for the Empire and oaths for Vaskandar, sealed and sworn. I hope you’ll start thinking about that, and what terms the Empire would find acceptable.” I twisted my wrists impatiently in their chain. “But people are dying as we speak, and we need to put a stop to that. So please, let me go with the Rookery now and do what needs to be done.”

Nerida looked at Gaetano; he gave her a gracious nod. She turned to Montjoy, then, seeming to gather herself.

“Montjoy—”

“Fine.” He blew out an exasperated sigh. “Fine. Let demons fight demons. Just don’t do it in any populated areas in the Empire.”

“I’ll try to avoid that,” I promised.

Nerida rose with the air of someone with a great many things to do. “Right, then. I imagine you’ll need your hands free. Let’s get a Falcon to get those chains off you.”
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They took me aside into a smaller sitting room to get the manacles and chains removed while the Rookery discussed details with the Council representatives. Severin came with me, glaring at the soldiers who stood at the door and the Falcon who worked on the manacles with undisguised distrust. The whole process seemed to take an inordinately long time, and no one would meet my eyes.

At last the Falcon took the manacles and the soldiers and left, and Severin and I were alone in the sitting room.

I let out a long, shaky breath of relief. “Thank the seasons those are off.”

He met my eyes and lifted my hands one after the other, laying a gentle kiss on the inside of each wrist. He left a tingling warmth behind.

“So you have something to remember besides how those accursed chains felt.”

“Thank you.” I smiled, something within me unclenching. “And thank you for the spider, too.”

“I just wish I’d had time to make its venom more lethally poisonous, but agonizing and debilitating will have to do.” He rubbed his forehead, wincing as if in pain.

“What’s wrong?”

“My brother.” He forced his tone lighter. “It seems you were right after all. Everything is about him.”

My heart twisted. “Severin—”

The door burst open, and Kessa leaped in, arms spread wide in a grand entrance. “We did it! Oh, well done! That was beautiful! I loved the spider, Severin, that was a nice touch.”

“Thank you.” He straightened, donning a smirk like a mask, all vulnerability erased.

“We discussed your fate a bit more, Lady Ryxander,” Hylah offered as she and the rest of the Rookery followed Kessa into the room and settled in chairs—some of them favoring injuries, and all of them exhausted. “I remembered what we talked about earlier, and I tried to feel the deputation out on what would make the Empire trust you enough to leave you alone once the current crisis is over.”

“What did they say?”

Hylah shifted uncomfortably. “Admiral Nerida thought the Council might accept a probation period. Gaetano agreed that seemed to be the proposal most likely to win enough support.”

“Probation?” I frowned.

Kessa pulled her hat off, making a sour face. “Voluntary imprisonment.”

Hylah sighed. “Essentially, yes. Their idea is that if demons could prove yourselves willing and able to restrain your powers and impulses enough to stay in some specified secure location for a time—I believe they were thinking in the range of fifty years—that would demonstrate that you could indeed live safely in our world.”

But I already did that, I wanted to protest. On a mountaintop, for a hundred years.

“It’s a starting point for negotiations, anyway,” I said instead. “One that beats being murdered and stuffed in an orb.”

“Speaking of which,” Severin said, his hands tightening on the arms of his chair. “Are they going to give us the energy trap? And will they try to make us go after Carnage first instead of Corruption?”

Hylah bit her lip. “As to that. We have some news you might consider good, though I’m grieved to say it casts a rather disappointing light on my country.”

“I can’t imagine being disappointed in the Empire,” Severin said sarcastically.

“After Castle Ilseine fell on her, Carnage jumped to a new host in Gened.” Foxglove’s voice was heavy with cynicism. “So the Empire is perfectly happy for us to go after Corruption first while Carnage rampages around Vaskandar.”

Ashe tipped her chair thoughtfully back on its rear legs. “The Oleander Lord can handle Carnage all right for a while—tangle her up and slow her down, maybe throw some chimeras at her to give her something new and interesting to fight. Corruption is probably cutting a swath of death across Alevar right now that would make Carnage pee with envy if she were out for body count rather than the fun along the way.”

“Thanks,” Severin said, his voice dry.

“How soon can we go?” I asked, with a glance at Severin. He didn’t look good, but I couldn’t guess how much of that was because of the echoes he was getting from his brother and how much of it was simple exhaustion.

“First thing in the morning,” Foxglove assured us. “We’ll just have time to get some food, sleep, and supplies.”

Kessa put her hat back on and rubbed her hands. “I have to say, I’m looking forward to a hot bath and a cozy bed.”

“Lia and Teodor are going to come out from the castle and stay with us in town for the night,” Foxglove said, a rare softness in his eyes. “It’s going to be good to lay eyes on them and know they’re all right.”

A strange, uncomfortable resistance came over me. If the crisis was past, even for one night, I’d have space in my head to think. I knew too well what was waiting to crowd into that space the moment it appeared.

Ulsa’s body lying somewhere in the rubble of the collapsed hillside, never to make it home to her mother. A sea named for the monster who’d created it, drowning kingdoms in a moment of unthinking fury and desperation. The final gift Laeka had left me, knowing that I could never give her one in return, never tell her thank you or I love you.

Too many days of fear and suffering, held off only by the knowledge that I had to keep going, had to, or terrible things would happen. If I stopped, if I had this one night of rest and comfort the Rookery were so looking forward to, I’d fall apart.

Severin rose, a sudden and restless movement. “That sounds lovely, and I hope you have an excellent night. I’m going.”

“What?” Kessa blinked. “It’s dark out. We still have to get the device, and supplies, and a proper carriage.”

“I can’t wait any longer.” Strain roughened Severin’s voice. “I came here with you to make sure that malignant bastard wouldn’t kill Ryx, and now she’s safe. I have to get home to Alevar before it eats my brain from the inside. You can catch up with the device and the carriage and all those things. I’m going now.”

I rose. “I’m going with him.”

The Rookery stared at me.

“Ryx,” Bastian said faintly, “we can’t go now. We’re only human, and we need sleep.”

“You should absolutely take it.” I gave him an encouraging smile. “We need to know the situation in order to make a plan, right? Severin is the logical person to scout ahead, and I can keep him out of trouble.”

Kessa’s brows climbed her forehead. “Excuse me, but isn’t it incredibly dangerous for you to go to Alevar? The Shrike Lord wants you dead!”

Severin frowned. “She’s got a point. If my brother set his domain against you, you can’t cross the border, or everything will try to kill you.”

“I can take you safely through Morgrain, though, which will get you to Alevar faster than going around,” I pointed out. Whatever it took to make sure he didn’t go alone. “The Rookery will only be half a day behind us, so if we scout the border, they’ll catch up by the time we’re ready to cross into Alevar.”

Foxglove gave me a look that suggested he knew exactly what I was doing and why. His gaze flicked to Severin, who held himself as if he were in pain, his domain sinking hooks in him and pulling.

“Fine,” he said. “We can catch up. Just stay in communication and out of trouble.”

“Oh, I will,” Severin said, his tone light and confident. “I won’t get anywhere near Corruption until you arrive with the device—I’ve got too much respect for the integrity of my own skin. Ryx and I are athelings, after all; she’ll be perfectly safe in Morgrain, and I’ll be perfectly safe in Alevar.”

I pretended not to know that he was lying.
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“Ryx. Hey, Ryx.”

Shreds of dreams clung to me, jumbled memories of Laeka and Siska and the others. Laeka introducing me to her friends for the first time, their postures tense and apprehensive; the same group trying to teach me to dance in a village tavern, half-drunk and laughing at my bemusement. Their faces serious in the flickering firelight of a comfortable parlor as they listened while I struggled to explain the essence and powers of demons.

Severin was gently shaking my shoulder. I’d dozed off beside him in the curricle we’d borrowed from the evacuated mansion to get him quickly to Alevar; full night had fallen, and the stars shone cold above us. Scents of smoke and churned-up earth hit my nose—and even more overpoweringly, the presence of Morgrain so close I could almost touch it, life unfolding in all its complexity at the edges of my mind. We must have reached the border.

“Ryx, can you do anything about this?”

I straightened, blinking the last sleep from my eyes, expecting to see the familiar pine forest and boundary stones before me, dreading that I’d find the tangle of impaled corpses still there from my last ill-fated return home.

There was no sign of them, thank the Graces—not so much as a bloodstain on the bridge beneath our horses’ hooves. The luminary poles were scorched and broken from the storm I’d unleashed fighting Carnage, the crystals shattered and gone, one pole half-melted from a lightning strike, but the stone bridge itself had weathered the destruction, a testament to imperial engineering.

None of that was why Severin had stopped.

A massive wall of thorns stretched before us, woven tight enough that you couldn’t stick an arm in without losing flesh. I could barely glimpse the weathered boundary stones tangled deep within it. The road was completely blocked.

My grandmother had sealed the domain.

“Blood of the Eldest.” Hunger must be succeeding in his attempts to put pressure on her, if she’d resorted to this.

I climbed down from the carriage, pulse quickening, and walked up to the wall of thorns.

“It’s me,” I murmured, and laid careful fingers on a wrist-thick arch of bramble.

With a rustling hiss, the branches unwove, parting to make a passage down the middle into the dark forest. It seemed my domain still welcomed me.

We climbed back in the curricle, and Morgrain flowed into my senses like cool water down a parched throat. Everything around me was alive again, thriving and healthy, familiar down to my blood and bones. Tension flowed out of my shoulders, and I drew in a deep, clean breath of Morgrain air.

Home. At last, thank the seasons, I was home.

I glanced back one last time at the ruined hill where the rubble of Castle Ilseine stood. The familiar profile of the land had changed utterly, the landslide a raw wound of tumbled earth across it. Guilt pinched my heart. I thought of poor Ulsa, and my fists clenched. I’ll find your mother, somehow, I promised her silently. When this is over, I’ll find her, and tell her you loved her, and make sure she’s taken care of.

The thorn wall rewove itself, shutting out the Empire and the moon-washed landscape, plunging us into darkness.

“I’m glad you came with me,” Severin said quietly, gazing into the dim shadows ahead of us. “I don’t like to think what would have happened if I’d gone alone.”

I wasn’t sure whether he meant the longer and more dangerous journey he’d have had to take through a Gened ravaged by Carnage and Hunger, or the darker and more nebulous emotional perils of being solely at the mercy of whatever was unfolding in his mind right now. Either way, I squeezed his hand. That was getting easier, more natural; I didn’t fret anymore over whether it was the right thing to do.

His magic flared; our pair of horses snorted, tossed their manes, and quickened their pace to a brisk trot.

“Are you sure you can keep that up?” I asked worriedly. From what I gathered from my cousins, it was no mean feat for a vivomancer to manage quick night travel; Severin would have to keep the horses fresh and feed them energy, enhance their night vision, and increase their stamina, all while on the move.

“Yes, but it’ll take all my focus, so I may not be much of a conversationalist.”

“That’s fine.” By the haunted look in his eyes, he probably couldn’t have managed much besides fretting about Alevar anyway.

I let Morgrain fill my senses. It was the home I loved, but different—the land was awake, wary, roused to defend itself. The road stayed clear, but war chimeras moved out of sight in the forest, prowling the border in agitation. When we came to farms, strange scents wafted from some of the fields—the local Greenwitches were speed-growing medicinal herbs in place of some of our usual fall crops. An innocent-looking barn dozing beside a cheery lamplit farmhouse contained newly made chimeras instead of cows, their scales and spines rubbing restlessly in the back of my mind.

My grandmother was getting ready to fight someone. I wished I knew who.
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As the night deepened and farmhouse windows snuffed their candles, the horses slowed to an uncertain walk. One snorted a protest, tossing his head. Severin’s chin jerked up from his chest; he muttered a curse, and the curricle rumbled to a stop.

“I can’t do this anymore,” he grumbled, rubbing his eyes. “I’m too tired to keep the magic up, and they’re getting annoyed with me.”

“There’s a village up ahead,” I recalled. “We could take a quick nap at the inn there.” And maybe I could ask some questions and learn what was happening in my domain.

“No,” Severin said, with grim determination. “I’m going to get down and walk. You can stay at the inn if you want.”

“I’m not leaving you. You’ll fall in a stream and drown or something.” I sighed. “Come on, let’s at least leave the horses in good hands; we can’t just abandon them harnessed by the wayside. We can get some food, too. It’ll only take a few minutes.”

“Very well. For the horses. But I’m not sitting down; I know your tricks.”

“Maybe if you didn’t treat yourself like garbage, I wouldn’t have to trick you.”

The village was just down the road, cozy and slumbering beneath the clearing stars, wreathed in warm scents of woodsmoke and the last scraps of late dinners. A couple of lanterns still glowed despite the hour, including one on the porch of a ramshackle traveler’s inn. A faint murmur of voices through the muffling door suggested at least someone within was awake. We climbed down from the carriage and went in.

Just three people remained in the dim common room, their faces ruddy maps of shadow in the light of the dying fire. Two of them hunched over their mugs and fell abruptly silent when we entered. The third had been lounging with far more confidence in the chair across from them, holding a wineglass with the air of someone slightly inebriated and grown quite fond of the sound of her own voice. When we opened the door, she sprang to her feet with nimble grace.

“Ryx?” she demanded, incredulous.

I stopped, sure as if my feet had grown roots down into the earth and found an unexpected spring buried there.

“Mamma!”
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What are you doing here?” I leaned close across the table, drinking in my mother’s face, all too aware that I only had the time it took for Severin to make arrangements for the horses and purchase food and drink for the road before he’d want to set out again. The sleepy proprietor was scrambling wide-eyed to get him what he needed, not having expected two Exalted Athelings in his inn in the middle of the night.

My mother waved a careless hand. “Oh, meeting with some associates about moving certain key goods across the border past the thorn wall. I think we’ve got a system worked out.”

“Smugglers,” I realized. “You’re meeting with smugglers.”

My mother laughed as if this were a ridiculous suggestion. “Smugglers! What a fanciful thing to… yes. Yes, I am. But what are you doing here, Ryx? I’ve heard the strangest things.”

She was smiling, but it was the same smile she’d worn with her Raverran friends when they came to visit, or when she was laying her diplomatic charm on my Vaskandran family. It was a sparkling, slightly wry sort of smile, the kind that suggested you shared an amusing secret—or if you didn’t, she was perhaps on the verge of telling you one.

It wasn’t the smile she usually wore for me. That one was a genuine thing, more faltering at the edges, more worried and true. This smile held something back, and that cut me like a knife.

“Oh, you know.” I fidgeted with my cup, suddenly more nervous than I’d been around my mother since the day I’d broken the expensive artifice necklace she’d brought back from Raverra. “Trapping some demons, banishing others, making friends, getting in trouble.”

She laughed. “I’m glad to hear the last two, at least. It’s about time.”

“Where’s Da?” I asked, looking around.

“Working on the wall.” She swished her drink in her glass. “The Lady of Owls has every vivomancer working on our defenses, one way or another.”

A stitch pulled tighter in my chest. “Against what?”

“Everything.” She gestured expansively with her cup. “The Demon of Corruption is too close for comfort in the north, Gened is spiraling into six kinds of chaos to the west, and we’ve got imperial warships off the coast—”

“What?” I half rose from my seat.

“Yes, I’m not thrilled about it, either, as a loyal citizen of both the Empire and Morgrain. I’m trying to get messages to my old diplomatic contacts, but it’s difficult right now.”

Matters were apparently more tense between Morgrain and the Empire than I’d realized. I could hope that this was old news and they’d call off the warships now that they knew Hunger was trying to stir things up, but I couldn’t count on it.

It seemed that while my grandmother had kept Morgrain protected, it was far from invulnerable. I didn’t like that at all.

“But you’re both all right?” It was something I could cling to.

“Oh, certainly. I’m doing what I do best, and you know your da. She’s got him puttering, and he’s always been a putterer.”

An awkward silence fell between us. The looming unspoken question dried out my mouth: Do you know? Do you know what I am? But I didn’t dare ask it.

My mother picked up her wineglass, took a long drink, and then set it down on the table with a decisive thunk.

“Your grandmother told us the truth,” she said. “What she did when she cured you. After all these years.”

“Oh.” My stomach lurched. Words fled me entirely.

My mother planted her brocade-clad elbows on the table, heedless of spills and crumbs, and leaned close to me. Her dark eyes, so intent on my face, were exactly like mine except for the lack of a mage mark.

“You’re still you,” she said softly.

Now my breath was gone, too, as if without any magic at all she had conjured it away.

My mother reached out with tentative fingers and touched my cheek. That bright smile was gone, replaced by some pain so old and deep I could never understand it.

“I knew you from before you were born, Ryxander,” she whispered. “I stared at your face all day long for the first months of your life. You were a stubborn, serious, wonderful little person, and I knew you more deeply than I’ve ever known anyone, including myself. If your grandmother handed me back a different child, I would have known at once.”

“Mamma,” I forced out through a throat that had stopped working. My eyes had gone hot and damp.

“The way your brows pinch together when you’re worried, which is nearly all the time.” She gently poked the spot between them, her eyes softening. “The look you get when you’re determined, and the ever so slightly wilder one when you know it’s a bad idea but you’re set on it anyway. The way you sometimes stick out your tongue just a little bit when you’re concentrating.”

“I don’t do that,” I said in horror. “Oh, Hells. Wait. I do, don’t I?”

She laughed. “Always have. I know you, Ryx. You’re still my child.” A sudden fierceness came into her eyes. “And I know I haven’t been the best mother, but I’d throw the Hells open with my own hands to save you. I’m glad she did it. Everything has been worth it—everything—because you’re still alive.”

I wanted to protest. To say that thousands of people were dead, and surely that couldn’t have been worth it. But she meant it. Every line of her vibrated with the intensity of how much she meant it.

“I don’t understand,” I said shakily, because that was kinder than But you left me. You left me again and again, going off to Raverra, and then you gave me to my grandmother instead of raising me yourself. How can you be willing to cast all of Eruvia into the Nine Hells for me when you didn’t even want me?

She knew, though. She winced, taking up her glass again like a shield even though it was empty. “I said I wasn’t the best mother.” She stared into her cup as if she could will more wine into it. “And I don’t like not being the best at things.”

“I’ve noticed,” I muttered.

She didn’t look up. “I couldn’t hold you, couldn’t comfort you, couldn’t help you. Everything you needed, your grandmother could give you and I couldn’t.” She sighed, leaning back in her chair. “I’ve always been good at anything I put my hand to; but this one thing, this one very important thing, I couldn’t do no matter how hard I tried. And she could.”

My memories of the years I’d lived with my parents were fogged with time, except for a few crystal-clear moments, mostly miserable. The time I’d destroyed my father’s chimerical garden playing in it, and he’d cried. My sobbing tantrum when my parents told me I couldn’t play with the village children anymore, because it was too dangerous. The man I’d killed, and the horrible feeling of his life unweaving beneath my fingers. Gloamingard was home, its shadows and hidden places, safe and private nooks and corners and hidden passages where I could lurk and live and not worry about killing anything. My parents were visitors, loving and brief, my mother by necessity always out of arm’s reach.

It had never quite sunk in before how much she had lost, and that giving something up wasn’t the same as casting it aside.

“You were right, though,” I said slowly. “I couldn’t have stayed with you. Seasons, it must have been terrifying, having me in your house and knowing I could kill you at any minute.”

“A bit.” Her smile was back—her real one, this time. “Thank the Graces your mage mark came in slowly and we had enough warning to adapt.” She set her glass down again, firmly. “But you turned out fine, Ryx. You turned out just fine. I’m proud of you.”

I blinked at her. “You are?”

“Of course! You’re an excellent Warden and a good person. And you’ve found yourself a pretty little atheling.” She cast a wickedly amused glance over to where Severin was accepting a bundle of bread and cheese from the innkeeper, who tried to refuse his coin. “You might want to take better care of him, though. He looks ready to keel over.”

“That’s his fault, not mine!” I protested. “He’s refusing to sleep.”

My mother’s eyes twinkled. “Want me to dose him with sleep potion?”

“Tempting,” I muttered. “But he’d be upset, so no.”

Severin was heading our way, the bundle in his arms and the same haunted urgency in his eyes.

My mother must have seen it, because she sighed. “You have to go.”

“I’m sorry.” I rose, and she did, and we stood staring at each other. “Tell Grandmother not to get pulled into conflict with the Empire. Hunger is trying to use them to weaken her.”

“I can tell her, though I can’t promise she’ll listen.”

“And… tell Da I love him.”

Her eyebrow rose. “Just Da?”

“Well, I can tell you I love you myself.”

I held out my arms, the gesture strange and awkward. My mother accepted it with far more grace, her hug folding around me as if it had always been this way—as if she’d been able to hold me for a lifetime.
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By the time dawn came, its rose-gold light combed into fine strands by the trees, I was beginning to regret not taking my mother’s offer to drug Severin.

My legs ached from two long nights of walking, and the autumn chill had seeped into my bones. I had no doubt at this point I was strung together with hellfire, pushing myself along on the endless raw energy of my own soul; I suspected I could go forever like this if I had to, but the experience would keep becoming more and more miserable. I was human, too, and every human part of me cried for rest.

I could only imagine how much worse Severin must feel, but he wouldn’t stop. He was a vivomancer, which meant he could go longer without sleep and food than a normal human, but there was a difference between being able to withstand the punishment you heaped on your mortal body and not sustaining damage from it. He stumbled more and more often, and he held himself as if everything hurt.

His domain must be in terrible anguish to drive him like this. I shivered.

Severin glanced at me. “Are you cold?”

“No, I… Well, yes, actually.” I rubbed my too-thin sleeves against the early-morning chill; I was wearing a borrowed shirt and vestcoat Ardith had loaned me to replace my bloodstained clothes, but it was getting late in the season to be out all night without a proper sleeved and hooded coat. “Someone didn’t let us stop and get warm things before setting out.”

For a brief moment, I thought he’d put an arm around me to warm me. But his gaze stayed fixed to the north, his expression strained and haunted.

“I know I’m being impossible,” he said, in tones I wouldn’t call apologetic coming from anyone besides Severin. “It’s embarrassing, frankly. If I’m causing trouble, I want it to be because I’ve chosen to create drama on purpose, not because I’ve lost so much control of the situation that I’m doing it unintentionally.”

“You’re a true atheling,” I said, reaching out for his hand in the hopes of stealing warmth from him and finding it even icier than mine. “You could create drama in your sleep.”

He laughed, and we kept walking.

And walking. My feet felt as if they were shredding off the bone like overcooked chicken; Severin was actively limping, his head down.

Morning unfolded into a glorious early autumn afternoon, with a banner-blue sky above trees edged with gold and orange. Morgrain might be subdued with fear and preparing for war, but at least it wasn’t eerily depopulated like Gened. We drew curious glances from people working in fields or passing us on wagons, and a few offered cautious nods of greeting. I gave them tentative waves and kept my eyes averted so they wouldn’t see my mage mark. I had no idea whether my people had heard what I was, but they certainly knew what my grandmother was, and being an atheling of Morgrain had suddenly become a lot more complicated than I had time to explore right now.

I’d been unconsciously searching the rolling hills around us since the sun came up, my eyes devouring each new distance-faded blue ridgeline as it came into view over the shoulders of its brethren. As the sun sank toward the western hills, I spotted the jagged, rambling towers of Gloamingard at last, and my heart thrummed with a great joyous leap like an arrow released from the bow.

I turned to Severin to point it out, excited. “Look, it’s Gloamingard!”

“How nice.” His voice slurred with exhaustion. “Your horrible hellmouth castle full of murderous demons.”

“Hey,” I said hotly, “that’s my—”

He lurched toward me in a stumble that became a fall, his eyes rolling up as he collapsed into my arms.
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I barely caught him, staggering under his weight, and eased him to the ground with a grunt. Well, this was an inevitable sort of mess.

A long, frustrated sigh escaped me. “Severin, you reckless fool, what did I tell you?”

I smoothed his hair back from his face; he didn’t react, his breath coming shallow, eyes closed.

I tried to remember what I’d heard my family say about vivomancers pushing themselves too far, relying on the endurance their life magic gave them past the point where their bodies could sustain it. Probably he just needed to sleep this off—but now I had to either drag his awkwardly heavy unconscious body to the nearest town or try to make him comfortable in the middle of the road.

“You should have listened,” I told him, cradling his head off the ground. “I was right, see? And now you’re not even awake for me to gloat.”

My senses crawled suddenly with magic, and a familiar presence fell over me like the shadow of a mountain.

I looked up to meet the burning orange gaze of my grandmother, standing in the road with her hands on her hips, her face forbidding as chiseled granite.

She arched her white brows. “First you draw imperial soldiers to shoot across my border. Next you get involved in a fight between Despair and a warlock on my very doorstep. Then you have the gall to send Despair to my castle to use the gate when you’re well aware that will disrupt the delicate balance between demons and humans. And now you drag an unconscious atheling through my domain without so much as saying hello or asking permission. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were causing trouble on purpose, Ryx.”

There was a keen, dangerous edge to her tone. Fragments of memory cluttered the back of my mind: Discord flipping without warning from laughter to violence and back again; Discord playing cruel tricks on a whim that left people seriously injured. What I said now could determine which side of the knife’s edge she came down on in the perpetual balancing act between her merged personalities.

It hit me all at once, in a strange complex wash of feelings, that she always called me Ryx, not Disaster, though she had centuries of memories of me as the latter and scant years as the former. Madness had tried to grasp the past, the established relationship she knew; my grandmother—Discord—recognized that I was a new person, even if I was also the same one as ever. She’d always seen things that way, adapting to each new form, taking hosts as rarely as she could but celebrating each as a new life full of new opportunity.

Flashes of memory raced through my mind, swift as blinking: Discord taking my arm and guiding me grinning through my first city, stealing street food for me and collapsing in laughter at my amazed reaction to a puppet show. Discord gazing fiercely into my eyes, saying, Don’t feel bad about them, Disaster. They were terrible people anyway. Discord dragging me down off my mountain by the wrist, eyes alight, telling me they’d just discovered something wonderful called gambling and I had to come try it.

You’re wasting yourself, sitting up here all alone letting moss grow on you. If you leak a bit of power and start a fire or two, so what? The humans know how to put them out. Come on, I need an escort for a party I’m crashing, and you’ll match my outfit.

Both my grandmother and Discord had always seemed to like me. Maybe even to respect me. Hells, both of them had been waiting a long time for me to come into my own.

I tucked my vestcoat gently under Severin’s head and rose to face her, straight and proud and shivering.

“I’m an atheling of Morgrain and the Warden of Gloamingard,” I said. “Of course I’m involved in their affairs—whether that means keeping war from erupting on our border, or inviting a guest to make use of my castle’s resources, or escorting a visiting atheling safely through the domain. That’s my job.”

I met her orange gaze defiantly, too aware she knew exactly how fast my heart was beating.

She let out a bark of a laugh. “I suppose it is.” The tension between us relaxed, sudden as a cut thread. “I’m not entirely certain you’re good at it, though. Your guest is in rough shape.”

“He did it to himself.” I couldn’t keep the exasperation out of my voice.

She gave Severin’s side the gentlest prod with her toe. “You were taking him back home?”

“Don’t kick him,” I protested, reaching between them.

“So concerned for an atheling of a domain that tried to kill you. I wonder why.”

“He’s my friend.” My cheeks heated.

My grandmother snorted. “I know why, you ridiculous creature. Come.” Her face grew more serious. “He’s overtaxed his body and overextended his magic. He needs rest, and it wouldn’t hurt you, either. Take it at Gloamingard with me. We have things to discuss.”

Gloamingard. The name opened a deep ache in the center of my chest. I wanted nothing more than to take her up on her offer—to go home. But if I did, I might never want to leave.

Before I could reply, my grandmother scooped up Severin quick as a striking owl, carrying him as if he weighed nothing. The long tail of his hair and one arm dangled limply. Concern for him pinched my heart.

“Is he going to be all right?” I asked, since if I told her to put him down, it would guarantee that she refused out of sheer contrariness.

“This one? Oh, he’ll be his own destruction sooner or later, but he’ll survive for now.” She shook her head. “You certainly picked a disaster, but I suppose that shouldn’t be a surprise. I’ll take him to the castle and get him settled.” Mischief flashed in her eyes. “If you want him back, you’ll have to visit your poor lonely grandmother.”

And without another word, she strode away, feathered mantle ruffling in the breeze, an unconscious Severin hanging carelessly in her arms.
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I was at least 70 percent certain my grandmother would give Severin back, but I still cursed myself under my breath all the way to Gloamingard. It was around sunset when at last I arrived at the Birch Gate, my castle’s mismatched towers rearing above me like a gathering of my oldest friends.

For one brief moment, it wavered, and instead there was just a grassy hilltop, speckled with gray rocks that were ancient even then. And a tear between earth and sky, bleeding white fire and rippling the space around it, roughly at the base of where the Black Tower now stood.

Stumbling into the world in confusion, like falling through a hole, my senses immediately assaulted by alarming and inexplicable patterns. Then a giddy inexorable swoop, a burst of dying panic, and suddenly there was a physical form around me for the first time, confining, terrifying. I fell in a tumbling useless heap to the grass, not understanding anything that was happening, stolen heart pounding in wonder and fear, staring up at the blue sky and finding the hot orb of the sun in it the only remotely recognizable thing.

I shivered, and Gloamingard was back, familiar and beloved. I definitely liked it better this way.

Before I could lift a hand to the gates, they swung open—and there he was, standing in a gap just wide enough for his shoulders. His tough old arms crossed on his chest, bushy brows frowning on his egg-smooth forehead.

“Exalted Warden,” he greeted me with a stiff bow. His fingers flicked out from his chest in the warding sign with the ease of long habit. “Welcome home.”

“Odan.” I yearned to run up and hug him, just because I finally could.

The moment hovered on its tipping point. Part of me felt new and awkward and vulnerable, returning to the most familiar place in the world as a stranger; it wanted to ask permission, to make excuses and explanations. The other part was ready to slip back into my accustomed role with the same easy power of sliding on a broken-in leather gauntlet.

To Hells with vulnerability. This was Gloamingard, and I was its Warden.

“I’ll want a report later, but it may not surprise you to hear I’m in the middle of an emergency and can’t stay for long.”

Odan’s mustache moved. “It was too quiet without you, Warden.”

He stepped aside to let me in, and at last, I strode through the gates into my own castle.

It felt so good, so right. Odan fell in by my side and a half a step back, safely out of arm’s reach, as if he’d always been there and I’d never left. Even the air smelled like home: the unique mélange of living trees, dust, smoke, a faint feathery musk, and ancient bone.

“I must apologize for the infiltration of the Black Tower by the Demon of Hunger earlier,” Odan told me at once, stern disapproval entering his voice as the name crossed his tongue. “I attempted to stop him, but I was unsuccessful.”

That put a hitch in my step for a moment. “I’m glad he didn’t kill you.”

“He tried, Warden. The lady saw fit to preserve my life.”

“Thank the seasons.” I had so many questions, but one pressed more urgently than the others: “Where is Severin?”

“In a guest room in the new manor, Warden. The lady has asked that I take you to have tea with her when you arrive.”

“I’d be a poor Warden if I didn’t make certain my guest was well situated first,” I said firmly. “We can stop by his room on the way.”

“Of course, Warden.” That might be approval in his voice; I wasn’t sure, but my heart warmed to it.

“Tell me everything. How are you? How are Gaven and Jannah and Kip and the rest? How is the castle? What’s been happening while I was gone?”

I found myself instinctively shifting to walk on the opposite side from the guiding vine that curled along the wall near the floor—death to death, life to life—even though the castle was empty and I had my jess. It was strange to be able to hurry along at full speed, strange not to hear or feel any human life but ours bustling around the place, strange to be able to pass through the living parts of the castle without fear of killing them.

“Everyone’s well enough, Warden,” Odan said, his dark eyes grave below those bushy brows. “I think we’d all like things to go back to something approaching normal. It’s difficult trying to take care of the castle by myself, and I’m not as spry as I was thirty years ago.”

“My grandmother seems like she’s doing a little better now. A little more stable.” It was almost a question, brimming with too much hope, and I felt foolish the moment the words were out of my mouth.

But Odan nodded. “I think so, Warden.”

That was an enormous relief. We walked for a moment in companiable silence. I was home at last, and I couldn’t drink in enough of Gloamingard’s grinning carved animal faces peering out of odd corners, its scraps of Gloaming Lore winding around columns, its odd nooks and dead-end staircases and sealed-up doors.

I asked Odan questions about the small, important things that had been nagging in the back of my mind since I left—who was feeding the animals, from the messenger birds to the war chimeras; whether we were still paying the castle staff and keeping them close in hopes that they’d take up their jobs again when the current calamity was over; if he could arrange to distribute the castle stores of alchemical elixirs as needed to the people in town.

It felt so natural that I’d almost forgotten the most important thing that had changed since I left. But during a pause as I thought about how to handle winter supplies with only two people in the castle, Odan cleared his throat.

“The lady told me about you,” he said, his fingers flicking discreetly from his chest.

It took me a moment to realize what he meant. Oh. My stomach tightened.

“And?”

His dark eyes slid sideways to meet mine. “Exalted Warden, I’ve known you for your entire life. I’d have to be oblivious as a rock not to know there was something strange about you. I might not have guessed this, but neither am I surprised.”

An odd warmth folded around my heart like a blanket. “Thank you.”

“I suspect the others won’t truly be surprised, either, if the seasons and the lady allow them to come back to the castle.”

I noticed he never questioned whether I would return. He knew that I belonged here, the same as he did. I blinked back a sudden wetness in my eyes.

“It’s good to be home, Odan.”

His mustache hid his mouth, but by the way it moved, I knew he was smiling. “It’s good to have you back, Warden.”
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I found Severin sleeping soundly, if not peacefully, in a completely normal room, without any riddling chimeras or imprisoning wards or diabolical death traps. My grandmother had dumped him somewhat haphazardly on top of the covers; I took off his boots and tucked him in, planting a soft, tentative kiss on his forehead.

“Stay out of trouble and get some rest, you hear me?” I whispered.

Then, because I was terrible at following my own advice, I went to meet my grandmother.

We sat down together in the Round Room, warm wood paneling encircling us, a crackling fire in the hearth, and whispering leaves above. She offered me a cup of strong Ostan black tea blended with lavender; the aromatic steam found its way from my lungs into my soul, loosening muscles that had been knotted for weeks. It was almost as if I’d never left, and she might ask me what I thought of the Empire’s latest trade proposal, or tell me some interesting thing that had happened in the domain today that had caught her attention among all the myriad details a Witch Lord had to constantly sift through in the intricate web of life over which they ruled.

Almost. Except for the way she looked at me, with Discord’s sharp, wild gleam in her fierce, familiar eyes.

“I’m annoyed with you, Ryx,” she said lightly. “Despair came here saying they wanted to go back through the gate, and I couldn’t try to talk them out of it with Whisper there looming ominously and reminding me that it was their own free choice. You keep getting rid of the most harmless of us—first Madness and Nightmare, and now Despair.”

“I’m not going to let Nightmare or Despair or anyone else run around loose tormenting people just because others are worse,” I objected.

“We need some of the others rampaging around causing trouble.” My grandmother leaned forward. “The moment anyone entraps or banishes all the more immediately threatening demons, every power in Eruvia will turn toward us as the next great and terrible danger they must defeat. And let’s be honest—they won’t be wrong. We need some of the ones that are easier to mitigate or control, like Despair or Hunger—”

“Hunger!” I seized the opening. “Hunger is assaulting Morgrain from every direction in an attempt to undermine your power so he can break free of your curse.”

“He’s too much of a coward for that. Besides, we have a deal to work together to get rid of that awful device they tried to use on you.” She frowned, lifting her teacup to her lips. “On the other hand, he is an unreliable ass, so I can see it. Curse him.”

“You were still working with him?” I asked incredulously. “After everything he’s done?”

“If he thinks I don’t have the strength to both protect my domain and avenge my daughter, he’s gravely mistaken.” A hard gleam came into her eyes. “That little bauble the Empire has is more of a threat. If you work with your rook friends to trap our kin, don’t expect me to help you.”

“I won’t.” I hesitated, trying to decide how far I could push. “Surely you can’t want Corruption to stay in this world, though. Given what he does to the land.”

She sighed. “No. No, I’m too much of a Witch Lord for that. He has to go.” She lifted a finger. “But I’m still staying out of it. Whisper’s right; demons shouldn’t fight demons. We make too big of a mess. It’s much safer to work against each other indirectly.”

“Still—”

“You are the one who taught us that,” she said ruthlessly. “Remember why you went back to the world we came from.”

“Fine. You have a point.” I cast around for another angle, eager to deflect her before the cruel light could kindle in her eyes and impel her to twist the knife. “Speaking of which, what made you go back, anyway?”

My grandmother made a disgusted face. “My own folly. Your friend the Grace of Luck made it the stakes in a game of cards. I had only just learned how to cheat and was so excited to get to use my new skills.” She shook her head, half admiringly. “I had no idea she’d been the one to teach me, with an enchanted mask that hid her identity. So she knew exactly how I was going to cheat, and she had a superior method. She trounced me, naturally.”

“That sounds like her.” A strange sense of pride and something like nostalgia bubbled up in me. I remembered Laeka’s fingers, swift and sure on the deck of cards, and her mischievous smile.

“I’m not falling for that again, though, so I’m afraid you’ll find nothing there to use against me,” my grandmother said, with a trace of acid.

I set my cup down, genuinely shocked. “I wouldn’t!”

“Oh? I assure you that your friends the Rookery would.”

They might, but I was working on that. “They understand that not all demons are dangerous.”

“Truly?” My grandmother sipped her tea, never breaking eye contact. “Perhaps you can make yourself tame and harmless. I, however, have no desire to cut the claws I need to defend my domain. I am dangerous, and I have no intention of becoming safe. What will you do when the Rookery’s next mission is to come for me? Or when the Empire brings the full power of its Falcons against Morgrain?”

“We have to make sure it never comes to that. I’ve spent my whole life negotiating our way out of seemingly inevitable conflict, and I have no intention of stopping.” Being here in Gloamingard only made me more certain. This was how I’d always done things—defying the roles people tried to lock me into and carving out my own path, using the odd tools I had available to do what I could.

She raised an eyebrow. “Do you have any idea how many acts of war by the Empire I’ve thwarted without them realizing it was me? Warlocks accidentally taking too much elixir and being out with stomach cramps for days. Navigators grabbing the wrong map and stranding ships on sandbars. Muskets and cannons misfiring, assassins getting lost, orders going astray. It’s only a matter of time until something slips through. When that happens, you’re going to have to decide whose side you’re on.”

I swallowed a knot in my throat. “Morgrain’s, of course, but—”

“Then defend it with me.” She reached out and took my hands in hers—familiar, smooth, ancient hands that had soothed my nightmares away, that had ripped an arrow brutally out of my leg. “Stand by my side, and we can protect Morgrain together. No power in this world or the Hells could stand against the two of us.”

I would do anything to keep Morgrain safe. Its dark piney forests, its ancient stony hills, the sweet green pastures and cozy villages tucked into the rugged folds of the land like secret jewels—I would give the last drop of blood in my heart for them. But by the Eldest and the Graces, I’d do it my own way.

“We can come to peace terms with the Empire, and the Conclave, too, for that matter,” I insisted stubbornly. “If we accept some kind of check to our power—”

My grandmother took her hands back, eyes narrowing. “Will they accept the same check to their power? Whatever limitations they seek to put on me—whether it’s not invading other domains, not harming humanity, or any other promises they might use to chain me—will they swear the same oaths, obey the same limits? Every single Witch Lord, all the way back to the Eldest, and the Serene Empire as well?”

They wouldn’t. She knew it, and I knew it.

“We have a duty, Ryx.” She touched my forehead, as if she could feel it lodged in the deepest chambers of my mind. “Guard the tower, ward the stone. The Empire and the Conclave won’t forget that Gloamingard stands on a limitless source of energy and a gate to the Nine Hells. We can’t hold them off with our hands tied.”

“If we were very careful with the terms…”

“No.” Her mage mark blazed like flaring embers. “I will not make myself less than I am. Not for them. Not for anyone.”

This was a snarled-up mess. Everyone was right, and I couldn’t untangle the threads of their conflicting truths to make a coherent knot.

There was one thing I knew, though. “Every negotiation starts like this—things seem impossible and irreconcilable. We’ll find a way.”

“Stay here with me, and we might.” A small smile touched her mouth. “With both of us here, they’re less likely to dare to attack us. You can be your stodgy self and help keep me from stirring up trouble for its own sake; I’m much more the Lady of Owls around you, and less Discord, at least in terms of how I approach my responsibilities. Besides…” Her voice went soft as an owl’s feathers. “I want you to stay. I’ve missed you, Ryx.”

Oh, holy Hells. My eyes stung.

“I’ve missed you, too, Grandmother.”

She seemed to be about to say more, but then she frowned suddenly and rose. “Something’s come up. A moment.”

I was used to such interruptions; they happened all the time with Witch Lords, as some disturbance in a corner of their domain caught their attention. It could be as small as a lost sheep or sick tree—but times being what they were, I tensed, dreading that she’d tell me something terrible had happened.

“Is everything all right?”

She waved a distracted hand at me. “This may take a while. Stay out of trouble.”

“That’s an extraordinarily ironic thing for you to say to me.”

If she heard me, she showed no sign of it. She strode out of the Round Room muttering to herself, and I was left alone with my worries and a hearth full of smoldering embers.
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It would be easy and pleasant to make myself believe, just for a moment, that everything was as it should be. That if I stepped outside the Round Room, I’d find a castle full of people, a Door that had never been opened, a domain bustling to finish the fall harvest and carefully prepare fields for the winter crops that local Wardens would keep alive and growing out of season. But the jess gleamed on my wrist, a reminder of everything that had changed and all I needed to do. If my grandmother required a few moments to take care of Morgrain, then I’d best make good use of the time.

I started making my way to the room where Jannah and her assistants had sorted the mail, dreading what kind of backlog might have accumulated, or how many messages might have gotten lost without even making it there now that the castle was empty. I used one of my old routes out of habit, and because it offered a nice view along the way. A dead-end staircase led to a certain window and across a sealed-off balcony; I paused for a moment in one of my favorite rooftop lurking spots to take in the dusk-shadowed hills rolling out around the castle, the dull ribbon of the road, the tidy cluster of the town below.

All of it looked so perfect and peaceful beneath the overcast twilight sky, as if the clouds had tucked Morgrain in for the coming night. It wasn’t, though. There should have been more traffic on the road, more smoke rising up from the chimneys in the town. The innyards that should have stood full of traders’ wagons were empty. The land might be healthy, but not the flow of people that was just as much a sign of the domain’s overall welfare. Everyone was hunkered down and hiding as if a blizzard had buried the roads.

I found my gaze drawn away from the landscape, back toward the castle—to the Black Tower, looming stark and ominous at its heart. Something about it caught at my attention, the way a loose splinter catches a fingertip sliding across a weathered wooden railing. I couldn’t quite pin it down.

I closed my eyes, trying to force my brain to relax, to chase out scraps of memory and worries and doubts. To listen to the low pulse of power that came from the Black Tower, faint and steady as my own heartbeat. To feel the intricate web of life magic that imbued the complex network of bones sealed in its walls, which had shifted shape to give me messages before.

I’d never tried to read them from outside the tower. It was hard to push out my awareness of all the other life in the castle—the birds and mice and spiders, the gardens and living tree towers, even the moss growing on the old stone keep—and focus on that elusive pattern alone. Slowly, slowly, it came into focus.

The bones reached all through the walls, above and below, up to the roof and down into the earth, forming the skeleton of the inert chimera some mad ancestor had made out of the Black Tower. And… ah. There.

The message they spelled had changed. Within the far curve of obsidian wall, behind the complex glowing lines of the wards that covered the tower, bones had shifted to spell out two words:

AWAKEN ME.

“How strange,” I breathed.

I leaned toward the tower without thinking, following the subtle pull of my atheling’s connection to it, struggling to discern more in the patterns around the words. The bones seemed to be pointing toward something, a nexus of life magic beneath the tower that pulsed like a beating heart…

“If it’s your intention to die,” said a familiar voice, “there are less messy ways to do it than throwing yourself off the roof.”
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My eyes flew open. I’d drifted too close to the edge. I scrambled back up the sloping tiles in alarm, my sense of the magic in the tower dissipating like a dream in the face of morning.

Whisper sprawled carelessly on the roof beside me, absorbing the lingering warmth the sun had left behind. It was impossible to imagine that he’d ever worn a human form; this one was his, more perfect than anything he could have been born into.

“No, I…” The tower tried to draw my gaze again, but I tore my eyes away to give my full attention to Whisper. “I just saw another message in the Black Tower. Writ in bone.” The echo of the Gloaming Lore laid a solemn spell on my tongue, giving the next part more import. “It said Awaken me.”

Whisper blinked. “How odd.”

“Do you have any idea what that’s about?”

He pulled himself up from his lounging posture on the rooftop, sitting alert. “No,” he said, in a cautious way that I suspected meant yes.

“I wonder if I should…” I made a vague gesture. “Try to do it.”

“I would save any interaction with the Black Tower and the magics in it for a last resort.”

“Fair enough.” It had presumably been sitting there saying awaken me for some time before I arrived. Perhaps it was a set reaction if the gate got opened too many times in succession, an emergency measure if the tower’s guardians had failed in their duty. Still, it seemed dire indeed to think that the Black Tower had slept for four thousand years and only now was demanding to be awakened—a true sign that the Dark Days were here once more.

“So,” Whisper said quietly, “you’ve remembered how it ended last time.”

Everything I’d been trying not to think about scraped at the doors of my mind. A sea with my name on it, a trail of erupting volcanoes left behind me—a swath of ruin where the Rookery’s home had been, and Ulsa dead among the stones.

I left the door ajar for it this time, just a little. “Yes,” I said wearily. “I’ve remembered.”

He looked away, out over the castle. “I know that was what you most wanted to forget.”

“It’s all right.” I settled down on the roof next to him. “We stumbled into this, but I think it actually played out as well as it could have. If I’d remembered when I was a child, I… I wouldn’t have turned out well, that’s for certain. If I’d never remembered, I eventually would have slipped my control without understanding what was happening, and things could have gone really badly.” I shuddered. “Hells, they almost did, that time in the Shrike Lord’s castle. I could have wiped out half of Alevar.”

“That was a difficult situation,” Whisper agreed, his ears flicking back with distaste. “I was a whisker away from needing to break either my neutrality or my promise. I’m glad you managed on your own in the end.”

I didn’t much want to dwell on that, either. “But you kept your neutrality all this time. How did you do it?” Maybe he had some path forward that my grandmother and I could follow. “How have you managed to live in apparent harmony with humanity for millennia without them even noticing you were there?”

“By disappearing.” He flicked a dismissive ear. “They can’t annoy me if they can’t find me.”

“I wish I could do that. Most of all I wish I had the kind of perfect control you do. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about having a bad day and accidentally destroying the world.”

Whisper regarded me with his unreadable yellow gaze. “I can tell you that I would not have encouraged the Lady of Owls to bring you through to this world if I didn’t think you could control your power.”

“I think I can, too, but it’s a relief to hear you say it.” If Whisper and Laeka thought I could stay in this world, I didn’t much care about the opinions of the Empire or the Conclave on the matter. “But the others aren’t so scrupulous, and they’ve already done so much damage. I can’t imagine what it’ll be like in a year or even a month if we can’t stop them.”

Humanity had survived the Dark Days, but only in the fringes, far away from where the worst of us walked. There was a reason the Empire and Vaskandar were both less than a thousand years old, even though there had been thriving civilizations across Eruvia before we came through the gate. Only Ancient Osta had survived, on an island at the farthest distance from our point of entry; all the others had fallen into ruin, their people scattered and decimated.

“I wish you had a month left to stop them,” Whisper said softly. “I’m afraid it’s much worse than that.”

My grandmother’s presence suddenly folded around me like great mantled wings, and she stepped out onto the balcony. Grim determination hardened her face.

“Well, we were both right.” She gripped the railing, staring murder out toward the sea. “Imperial warships are bombarding our coast.”

My breath caught in my chest as if she’d punched me in the breastbone.

“And I received an urgent message from the doge of Raverra saying that they’ve lost contact with those warships and didn’t issue an order to attack,” my grandmother continued through her teeth.

“This is Hunger’s doing. I’d bet on it.” I turned to Whisper, to catch his reaction, but he was gone. “All right, now I’m sure, if Whisper’s staying out of it. Aurelio must have sent the ships false orders and sabotaged their communications.”

“The doge could be lying, or it could be some kind of mutiny—but I agree it smells like Hunger, the double-crossing stingroach.” My grandmother’s jaw flexed. “If so, there is going to be a reckoning when I’m done dealing with these warships and restoring the damage.”

“Don’t kill the sailors! If they were following false orders—”

“They hurt Morgrain, and they’ll face the consequences.” There was a strain about her eyes and mouth that I’d never seen before, as if she felt the damage to her domain in her flesh. But the same ancient strength surrounded her as always, unshaken. “Three towns are in rubble, and the forest is burning. The Empire can count itself lucky that I’ll take the doge’s message at face value and stop with the warships.” She turned to me. “You could help me.”

“I’m not going to attack the imperial navy! I just promised them I wouldn’t do that sort of thing.”

Her mouth twisted. “You could come with me and try to rein me in, then.”

That was more tempting. Morgrain was hurt; the knowledge pulled at me with a deep urgency. I was an atheling, bound to protect and heal my domain.

Severin was, too, and from the sound of it Alevar was suffering far worse. “I have to go after Corruption,” I said reluctantly. “You can handle a couple of warships. He’s a far greater threat.”

For a moment, she seemed to struggle with that, the wild light of Discord shining in her eyes as she poised to frame some retort. Then she let out an explosive, frustrated sigh.

“He is, curse it. He brushed up against my border, and I felt what he was doing to the land. It’s an abomination, and he must be stopped.” She eyed me intently. “Are you planning to use that horrid device on him?”

“Only to get him to the gate.” She could stop us from making it there, if she chose; I had to convince her not to interfere. “We have no other way to remove him from this world. I don’t think he’ll listen to reason like Despair did.”

“He won’t.” My grandmother dropped her voice. “Ryx. It won’t surprise you to hear I had a plan I was keeping from you—but now that Hunger may have instigated an attack on Morgrain, things have changed. So I’m going to tell you three things.”

Her eyes shone bright and sharp; the breeze ruffled her crest of white hair. She was like a riddle chimera out of a story, offering a test I must pass or be eaten.

“All right,” I said warily.

She held up a finger. “Watch out for Hunger.”

“I already knew that.”

She held my gaze, her own intent. “Nonetheless. We had an agreement, and he’s departing from it, even though I have power over him. He may be getting desperate. Watch out.”

Of course he was desperate. Her bone serpent was eating him alive. I wasn’t such a fool as to discard a Witch Lord’s warning, however, so I nodded. “I will.”

She held up a second finger. “I warn you again that no matter what happens—no matter what—I’m not going to get involved in a fight between demons. Especially not in Morgrain. I want Corruption gone, and I’m furious at Hunger—but I care about this world too much to risk it.”

“Understood.”

“And third.” She dropped her hand, her voice softening. “Ryx. If we come into conflict for any reason, remember that I still love you.”

Well, that was ominous. “I don’t want to come into conflict with you.”

“Neither do I.” She laid a hand on my shoulder, warm and steady and comforting. “But I’ll do what I have to, and so will you. Never doubt that I love you regardless.”

“This is about that demon trap device, isn’t it?” I guessed, desperate to avoid whatever she saw coming that made her eyes so sad. “We don’t have to come into conflict at all. I’ll make sure it’s destroyed once we’ve gotten everyone truly dangerous through the gate.” Hylah and the Empire might not like that, but too bad. The kind of power demons had wasn’t safe in our own hands; putting it into more would vastly increase the danger.

My grandmother shook her head. “That’s all I’m going to say. Good luck, Ryx. Don’t do anything you’ll regret for more than a century.”

I wanted to grab her, stop her from going, demand that she explain—but no one could ever make her do anything she didn’t want to, as either one of her identities. So instead I simply said, “Take care of Morgrain.”

She grinned. “You know I will.”

Her mantle ruffled, and she shivered into her owl shape in a great rustle of feathers, vaulting up onto the railing and off it with a powerful shove from her talons. Her wings spread to catch the air, and in deadly silence she was gone.

I stared after her, mixed feelings swirling in my gut. I hoped to the seasons those ships sailed away as fast as they could before my grandmother got there, but at the same time, something hard that burned like coal within me wanted them to pay for hurting Morgrain, too.

Words insinuated themselves into my awareness, insistent and compelling. AWAKEN ME, the Black Tower said.

The last time my grandmother had left to deal with an emergency and I’d gone to the Black Tower, all Eruvia had paid the price. I went to awaken Severin instead.
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After traveling north across Morgrain through the night and well into the next day, I got suspicious when Severin agreed we could rest and eat in a roadside shelter right before the Alevar border. When he wouldn’t meet my eyes, barely nibbling his food as we sat on logs by the firepit, suspicion became certainty.

I set my stick with its impaled half-eaten sausage down on the log beside me. The scent of damp Morgrain evergreens enfolded me like a lullaby; the fire was smoky from a misty drizzle earlier in the day, and it made my voice husky.

“You’re going to dive straight into Alevar, aren’t you.”

Severin gave a guilty lurch. “Is it that obvious?”

“What happened to waiting for the Rookery?”

“I never said I was going to wait for the Rookery.” Severin crossed his arms. “That was you. Besides, they’re half a day behind us. I can’t wait that long.”

His face was set, braced for an argument. Rest had rekindled the spark in his eyes—and apparently his stubbornness as well, curse him. There was no way I was going to persuade him to delay when we were so close he could probably feel his domain dying. I doubted I could physically overpower him, either, so that left one option.

“Fine,” I said. “I’m going with you.”

He stared at me as if I were raving. “You can’t, Ryx. Alevar is the one place in Eruvia you can’t go. If you set foot across the border, every living thing will immediately try to kill you.”

“I’m not going to smile and wave as you go off to face a demon on your own!”

“I won’t be alone,” he said, without any joy. “I’ll be with my brother.”

“Eldest spare us, Severin, that’s not better.” The idea of him back in his brother’s clutches made my gut cold. I stood up, brushing off my vestcoat. “I’m coming with you. It’s settled.”

“No.” He rose, too, breakfast dropped and forgotten. Anger flickered in his eyes. “You are absolutely not. Use your head. You’d take one step across the border and die, and then what?”

I opened my mouth to make some retort, but then his words caught up to me. “I’d… I’d be drawn into a new host. And you’d be right there.”

“Much as I like you, I’d rather not be quite that close to you, thanks,” he said, with a touch of his usual dryness.

I couldn’t argue with that.

“Wait for the Rookery, then,” I urged him. “A half a day isn’t long, and they’ll have the energy trap. They can go with you.”

“I can’t wait for them.” He shook his head. “They’re still going to need to scout things out when they arrive, and I’m the best person to do that. If I wait, I’m doing nothing but setting us back half a day. Corruption is unmaking Alevar, Ryx. Every moment I delay is another piece of it dead.”

“We’re not talking about popping into town to take a look at the market fair. This is one of the Nine Demons!”

He brushed the edge of his thumb gently along my cheekbone. “I like being alone with some of the Nine Demons.”

“Severin—”

“Oh, stop worrying. This is me, remember?” One side of his mouth pulled toward a smile. “I’m not going to run up and try to fight him. Unlike you, I hate taking foolish risks. I’m going to skulk around trying to come up with a needlessly complicated plan—and I’ll be in my own domain. I’ll be fine.”

“You hate taking foolish risks, but you somehow always seem to do it anyway.” I touched his chest, the embroidery on his vestcoat prickly beneath my fingertips, letting the warmth of him seep slowly through the wool. “I don’t trust you to keep yourself safe.”

He winced. “I can’t blame you for not trusting me, but—”

“No, you silly fool. I trust you. Just not with your own life.”

His gaze softened. “Look, I’ll figure out the situation, locate Corruption, and get right back out. I promise. You wait here for the Rookery.”

If he truly did only that, he’d be fine. But still.

“Come back as soon as you’ve got a sense of what’s going on. And send me birds, so I don’t worry.”

“You’re going to worry anyway. Worrying is your hobby.” He laid his hand over mine, pressing it to his heart. “But I suppose the least I can do is send you updates so that you have specific things to worry about, saving you the trouble of inventing them.”

“Every half hour at least.”

“Fine. Fine, you glaring sheepdog.”

I squeezed his hand tight and let it go. It was hard beyond belief to let his fingers slide from mine.

“Do you want me to see what else I can remember about Corruption?”

He closed his eyes. “I swear every time I try to get you to make sensible decisions and protect yourself, you turn it back on me like this. No, curse it, I don’t want you to pick your own mind apart trying to find presents inside for me.”

“It’s not like that,” I protested. “Not anymore, since I’ve gotten used to it. If it would help you—”

“What I want,” he said, “is something much more selfish.”

We were in a stolen moment between terrible crises, an odd corner of time like one of Gloamingard’s secret nooks. Within minutes, he was going to leave to go into terrible danger. But in this one interstitial moment, with the damp quiet of the forest around us and no guarantee I’d ever see him again, I didn’t care.

I brushed one of the loose locks of his dark hair back from the sharp angle of his cheekbone, making room, and leaned in to touch my mouth to his. It was a good-bye kiss, warm and tender, and all too brief.

He put his arms around me and bowed his head next to mine, cheek to cheek.

“Stay alive,” he murmured into my hair. “Be as cunning and vicious as you have to. Stay alive, and stay yourself. That’s what I want.”

“I thought you said to be cunning and vicious.” His collarbone muffled my words. “That’s hardly myself.”

“All right, you can make one or two improvements in the interest of survival.”

“Be careful,” I breathed. “If you’re not, I’ll come after you. And you know if I do that, I’ll ruin everything.”

“I’d best behave, then.”

We held each other a lingering moment more, but it wasn’t nearly long enough. Then he let me go, and walked away, and he was gone.
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The first bird came barely fifteen minutes later, while I was still finishing up my dinner. Look at me, said the message, being good.

I couldn’t help smiling. I tucked it into my pocket and bustled around the camp, tidying up. Waiting was going to be the hardest part. I’d brought writing supplies so I could draft messages to my imperial contacts, trying to salvage the diplomatic carriage wreck that would result if my grandmother sank those warships, but I couldn’t concentrate.

The second bird came after a longer wait, just as short but much grimmer: It’s bad. Still alive.

Hells. I stared at it, yearning to go after him like an arrow notched and drawn. If I were a real vivomancer, I could send a return message, urging him to come back, asking if he was all right. But I wasn’t, and all I could do was wait.

I ruined a page of careful diplomatic writing with rambling nonsense and ended it with a furious scribble. I stomped around the camp kicking at rocks. The gray overcast light made time meaningless; it could have been ten minutes or an hour, but it felt like a year.

At last, another bird came with the longest message yet: Finally found living people to ask questions.

Hells. It had taken him that long? Alevar might not be the most populous domain, but surely there must be trade settlements near the border.

Or must have been, before Corruption got to them.

“Severin, you are a terrible correspondent,” I muttered to the sodden forest. “You had better stay safe, do you hear me?”

I stabbed my pen into my inkpot and forced myself to grind out words on the small slips of message paper, choosing each like a knife. A stack accumulated next to me, and my fingers were cramping from gripping the pen too tight. The mist in the air thickened to a drizzle again briefly, then faded away.

I couldn’t lie to myself that it had been less than two hours since his last message. Something had gone wrong.

“Pox take it.” I stuffed my writing materials back in my travel kit, surged to my feet, and started for the border.
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He’d always had no one, until he’d had me. And then I’d let him go.

“I’m coming,” I muttered, feeling like a cursed fool.

The trade road continued before me into Alevar, plunging from between guardian hills into the hoary trees that presided over the great Alevaran swamp. Twin boundary stones flanked the road just before the scraggly line of twisted hardwoods began; they stood weathered and scarred beneath the overcast sky, time-smoothed runes and symbols barely showing on their ancient surfaces.

I stopped before the boundary stones, Severin’s common-sense warnings stuck in my mind.

I certainly couldn’t fight an entire domain. But even if the Shrike Lord was vindictive enough to have issued a general command for my murder, I might still be safe so long as I stayed on the road. The rules protecting the safety of travelers were ancient in every domain, reinforced generation after generation, and they’d take precedence unless he specifically overrode them.

Hylah had told me to keep her kinetic shield, and I’d donned the metal vest on the way here. I shrugged my shoulders to settle its comforting weight around me, squinting into the shadows beneath the trees. This close, I could feel the cool, damp air gathered beneath them.

It came down to one thing: I had to try this if I wanted to help Severin. Anything could have happened to him—he could be back in his brother’s power, hurt, dying.

Or, far more likely, he was perfectly fine, and hadn’t sent me another message because he was busy.

“All right,” I said aloud. “Let’s see if the road is safe, at least.”

Grit crunched under my boots as I took the last few steps to the invisible line that ran between the boundary stones. I held my breath—I couldn’t help it—and stepped across.

My foot cringed away from the ground inside my boot. The birds kept chirping; the wind kept rustling the leaves. Nothing else happened.

The road was safe. I let out my breath, my whole body slumping with relief.

I took another step, and another, staying as close as I could to the exact center of the road, ducking away from any overhanging branches.

I had an atheling to find.
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Everything about the Alevaran swamp brought back bad memories. The contorted shapes of the branches, the dangling trails of moss, the scent of murky water and all the things that grew in it—they all evoked the only other time I’d been to Alevar. I was chained in a wagon again, parched and bruised and aching, knowing that everyone I cared about had abandoned me to a horrible death.

I shook the memory off, but pieces of it clung like swamp mud.

The trade road followed a raised causeway flanked by a double line of trees whose magically engineered roots formed a foundation solid as iron—until the Shrike Lord decided he wanted to dump his enemies off the road and into the swamp full of venomous snakes. The wear of countless wheels and hooves and feet meant that many roots buckled up through the packed earth. I stepped on one without thinking.

It immediately reared up and grabbed at my ankle.

I dove out of the way, cursing frantically. The whole tree lashed out at me, branches hissing and flailing. My every muscle tensed, waiting for the entire causeway to come alive and attack—but only the one tree writhed with hatred for me. The rest stood still, dreaming their arboreal dreams. The insects sang on, undisturbed.

I rose from the road, dusting myself off, heart still racing.

“Right, so don’t touch anything alive.”

Luckily, I had an entire lifetime of practice at that. It was second nature to scan the road ahead of me, to give dangling moss and leaning branches a wide berth. I had no more incidents as the gloom of the swamp deepened and the sun sank through the overcast I could barely glimpse between the boughs.

Neither did I see anyone on the road. It had been like this in Loreice, too, and in Gened, and even Morgrain had been subdued, if not quite so eerily empty. Had my demonic kindred already depopulated the entire region, between evacuation and slaughter? How were we going to recover from this?

The back of my neck prickled, trying to lift nonexistent hackles. It wasn’t just the absence of people. I was no Furwitch, but the few birdcalls I heard were alert and alarm calls. Even the insects seemed sparse. I didn’t have to be an atheling of Alevar to know that something felt off about the place.

And then I caught my first sign that Corruption had been here.

A few dozen yards ahead, the trees flanking the road changed. Bubbling black sap oozed from hundreds of cracked and ruptured burls. The rough gray-green moss that draped from nearly every tree I’d seen up to this point had melted into some slimy, foul-smelling substance that dripped into spreading puddles on the causeway.

My atheling’s soul recoiled. This was a defilement of the land itself, the deepest blasphemy imaginable. I might have crumbled mountains, burned forests, caused untold damage—but this was different. The fundamental nature of those trees was fatally twisted. They weren’t just dead; they were no longer really trees, no longer themselves.

Severin. My heart lurched at the thought of black blood oozing through cracked skin on the perfect planes of his face. I forced myself to keep going, each step cautious as if I stepped on nails, advancing into the territory transformed by Corruption’s wake.

It got worse. Dead things floated on the surface of the water—I couldn’t tell what they had been—their bones forming a curving spray in all directions as if they’d hurled themselves outward in panic from the poor creatures’ own spines. The water took on a reddish hue and a cloying, metallic scent. The thick, burgeoning green undergrowth I’d seen before hung in ragged gray tatters from shriveled stems. No bird cries now pierced the deathly silence.

I couldn’t imagine what Severin must have felt, coming across this and being able to sense the damage. It would be like festering wounds in his own flesh.

I rubbed my arms, fighting back nausea. No atheling could make good, rational decisions when confronted with this. I had to find Severin before he did something drastic and got himself killed.
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The shadows in the corrupted swamp were deepening, and I couldn’t tell if it was because the sun was setting or because everything was so awful that even the light had drained from the landscape. I’d passed through trees that looked like ghosts of themselves, white and brittle, with branches blowing slowly away to powder; pools of sludge the color of hematite that smelled like burnt metal; a causeway littered with fallen leaves turned sharp as glass, so that I had to clear a path to avoid getting my feet cut to ribbons.

“This is wrong,” I muttered angrily, as if Corruption were present to hear me. “This isn’t your world to ruin.”

It’s not yours, either, whispered a voice in the back of my mind that was probably just my own doubting brain, though these days I wasn’t taking anything for granted.

“Yes it is,” I said, curling my hands into fists. “It is, and I’m going to protect it.”

In a grove of trees split open and oozing a sickening green pus, I came upon a scattering of human corpses on the road, all of them covered with a crust resembling gray lichen that might have been their own skin.

Farther along, I found more, their extremities crumbling into pieces as if they were made of old plaster. I tried not to look, my stomach struggling within me like a trapped beast. But I had to check, terrified each time that I’d find Severin among them, and ashamed at my own relief to find that the features twisted in final terror belonged to someone else.

If I’d had any doubts remaining that Corruption was beyond redemption, that settled it. There would be no diplomacy. We had to stop him—and Severin was right. We couldn’t wait another minute to do it.

Something fluttered in a tree in the distance, its wings catching the gray light, the first uncorrupted living thing I’d seen in hours. My heart caught in my throat; it was a mockingbird.

“Severin,” I whispered.

The mockingbird flew closer, shying away from the trees as if afraid to land on them, then swooped a low arc in front of my face and sailed off down the road. Follow me.

I broke into a run after it.
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The mockingbird led me to a crossroads, turning away from a clean path free of Corruption’s touch and gliding instead down a road between trees worn to a thin latticework of themselves, only their rotten-lace skeletal veins remaining around an empty core. Everything had taken on the grainy gray appearance of an overcast twilight, my vision itself losing coherence as the world slowly dissolved toward night. Only the white flash of the bird’s tail wedges stood out bright enough to follow, until at last it swooped down and lighted on something in the road ahead.

Something that rose from where it had been sitting with great weariness, long dark locks of hair dangling to frame its face.

“Severin!” I called, gasping his name out past the invisible knife that seemed lodged in my scarred lung. I slowed from the jog that was all I’d been able to sustain, straining through the gloom to make out his face.

“Ryx, for blood’s sake, I told you not to come here.” By the resignation in his voice, he hadn’t entertained much hope that I wouldn’t.

“I just have to stay on the road. Are you all right? Why are you out here in the middle of the swamp alone?” I eyed him suspiciously, afraid I’d find sores opening on his face or his fingertips crumbling, but he looked fine. Exhausted, with horror sitting deep in his eyes, but fine.

“Scouting, like I said I would.” He gave the mockingbird on his shoulder a tidbit, and it flew off. “And… I’ve been trying to save what I can, but it’s too much.”

He waved a defeated arm at a sapling near where he’d been crouching. It stood whole and healthy, green leaves tremulously unfurled, surrounded by hundreds of its kindred that looked as if a bitter old witch had assembled them from fragments of burnt lace. Pain cut lines into his brow and beside his mouth. “Even my brother can’t keep up with Corruption. I can feel him trying, but… it takes longer to make than to unmake. Everything is unraveling too fast.”

Something was off; his words dragged almost to slurring, and he stood off-kilter, lacking his usual languid grace.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” I demanded.

“Just tired.”

I moved closer. “You said you found people. What did they say?”

Severin flinched. “Well, as to that…” He broke off, staring past me, his eyes widening. “Oh, holy Hells.”

Up the dusky road, a face turned to us, white as a skull against the deepening shadows. A tattered figure, wild and ghostly, blocked the way ahead. Power surrounded it like a choking miasma.

I didn’t recognize him at first; it took Severin’s indrawn breath for me to make the connection.

The Shrike Lord.
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He had changed. Blood of the Eldest, he had changed.

The Shrike Lord’s cape fell in shredded ribbons from his shoulders, mingled with trailing streams of dry scraggly moss. His hair, once swept back neatly, hung ragged and damp around his face; his once-crisp uniform-style vestcoat was a torn and ragged mess, barely visible beneath dangling strips of fur and strings of bones he seemed to have piled on and around himself, like a feverish person wrapped in too many blankets because they couldn’t get warm. His eyes made deep black hollows in his too-gaunt face, the twin white rings of his mage mark blazing from their darkness with terrible intensity.

He wasn’t so much cascading as cascaded—fallen, unmade, done.

But he was still the Witch Lord of Alevar, and the power of life in all its deep devouring swamps inhabited him yet. As he turned to face us, life spread around him like a blessing.

Grass poked through the hard-packed dirt of the causeway, releasing its fresh spring scent; tiny white flowers bloomed around his feet like stars. Trees that looked lightning-blasted—limbless jagged skeletons—sprouted new branches that reached hungrily for the vanished sun, unfurling tender new leaves. A ripple of healing spread out from him into the swamp itself, the water clearing, the evening song of insects reviving from eerie silence.

“Severin,” he said, his voice deep as a forgotten grave. “So you return at last.”

Severin had gone pale as death. “Yes, I—”

“Why did you abandon me?”

Severin backed a step as if from a wild beast, then checked himself and stood firm. “Abandon… You exiled me!”

“Left me.” The Shrike Lord’s words were an echo on a cold wind. “First Lamiel, then you. No one I could trust.”

“You never trusted me,” Severin said bitterly. “What about Voreth? Your favorite lackey? He all but lives in your shadow.”

“He is silent now.”

Something about the way he said it sent skittering claws up my spine.

Severin froze. “Silent?”

“Voreth stopped talking long before they finished with him.” The Shrike Lord drifted closer, his garments rustling. “Long before the bones showed through the skin. Now the beetles are done, and his skull remains on the wall, but he is poor company.”

“Bloody pox, you killed him,” Severin whispered. “Why?”

The Shrike Lord stood so still he might have become one of the hoary trees in his own swamp. At last, an answer struggled out of him, strained and terrifyingly uncertain.

“I do not know.”

A chill wind seemed to encircle me. I was far from sorrowful for the loss of the man who’d demanded my death, abducted me, and dragged me in chains to be executed, but the fact that the Shrike Lord couldn’t remember why he’d killed him wasn’t good. Especially because we might be next.

Severin seemed to steel himself. “Listen, we’re here to help you now. To help Alevar.”

“We.” Those pits of eyes shifted to me, and his tone changed. “You.”

Oh, holy Hells. An instinctive spasm of fear squeezed my chest; the memory of thorns pierced my flesh.

But no—I didn’t have to be afraid of him. Not anymore.

“Neither of us has time for vengeance,” I barked. “Severin and I are here to help save your domain.”

“You… took my brother.” He didn’t blink, the white rings of his mage mark burning uninterrupted. “And it is your brother I am hunting.”

His words were slow, picked with care and transported from somewhere far away. I swallowed to wet my throat.

“I have friends who are going to help us hunt Corruption.” I kept my voice calm and reasonable, as if we weren’t facing an immensely powerful being who might decide to destroy me at any minute. “We have a way to—”

“To heal a wound,” the Shrike Lord said, as if he could not hear me, “you must first kill the infection.”

If he meant Corruption, that was an excellent plan, except for the part where demons couldn’t die. But he could just as easily mean us. I couldn’t help stepping back, heart racing, reading violence in his pitiless, haggard face.

Severin lifted his head and met his brother’s eyes.

“Time is running short. If you ever loved me, let me fight for Alevar.”

The Shrike Lord regarded him from hollowed eyes. Through the tangles of his hair, I thought his face moved slightly, but it was too dark to tell if it was a softening or a hardening.

“We are all almost out of time,” he said.

He turned, his dragging cloak of moss hissing across the road behind him, and moved off into the shadows, fading into the mixed grays and blacks of dusk like a ghost.
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We stared after the Shrike Lord for a long moment, inching instinctively closer together in the gathering twilight.

“That was… disturbing,” I managed.

“I guess that answers the question of whether he’s cascading,” Severin said hollowly.

“I’m sorry.” I reached for his hand, but he grabbed my arm, leaning on me as if for support.

“I’m the only living atheling of Alevar,” he said. “A demon is destroying my domain, and if we manage to stop him, we’ll probably have to save it from its own Witch Lord next. I don’t know what to do, Ryx.”

It was a lie. I could hear it in the despairing strain in his voice. He knew as well as I did what an atheling’s duty was, if the Witch Lord was cascading and malignant. He’d fulfilled that duty before, when he murdered his father.

No wonder he was so afraid.

I squeezed his arm and slid it farther through mine. “You won’t have to do it alone.”

“Flattering that you think I can do it at all.”

“Don’t think about it. We’ve got to deal with Corruption first; one terrifying immortal monster at a time.”

His haunted eyes told me there was no way he could forget, not with his twin living in the back of his mind, twined into his blood and bone. But he forced a one-sided smile.

“The only terrifying immortal monster I need is—”

A racking cough doubled him over. He reclaimed his arm from me to wrap it around his own middle. His other hand pressed over his mouth, his eyes squeezed shut.

“Easy there.” I put an arm around his shoulders, doing my best to steady him.

“Inhaled a bug,” he rasped after a moment, straightening. “You know how it—”

I caught his wrist, my heart plunging down, down into the murky fetid swamp waters below us.

The hand he’d clapped to his mouth was covered in blood.
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What happened?” I demanded. “Severin, curse it, don’t lie to me. What’s wrong?”

He hesitated, truth and lies passing over his face like currents in deep water. At last he yanked his hand out of my grasp, pulled an alarmingly bloodstained handkerchief from his pocket, and started using a still-white corner to clean it.

“Would you believe it was a very large bug,” he suggested, with weary irony.

“I’ll reach down your throat and try to find it if you don’t tell me.”

He dropped his gaze from mine and muttered a single word.

“Corruption.”

“Blood of the Eldest.” I gripped his shoulders, too hard. “You were going to be careful. You were going to stay away from him.”

“I was,” he agreed, “but then when I spotted him from my clever careful hiding place, he was heading straight for a town with five hundred people in it. What was I supposed to do? I got there in time to warn them, but not in time for more than a third of them to get out.” Every muscle in his face tensed; he still wouldn’t meet my eyes. “All he did was walk through the town. Didn’t talk to us, didn’t look at us, like he was distracted. I tried to stop him, but he didn’t even notice. And everyone around me started vomiting blood and collapsed.”

“Pox.” Panic clawed its way up my chest toward my throat. “We need to get you to a physician. The Rookery are coming; Bastian can brew you some elixirs—”

“He can’t do anything,” Severin interrupted. “Look, I didn’t tell you because there’s nothing we can do about it. I want to catch Corruption before… as quickly as possible. Let’s go.”

His shoulders jerked sharply with another smothered cough. He pressed his face into his elbow this time; his sleeve and lips came away stained with red.

“You’re a mess.” I brushed at some of the blood, my hand trembling. “You can’t confront a demon now. You need rest so you can recover.”

“Ryx.” He caught my hand and pulled it from his face. His pain-hazed eyes stared furiously into mine. “I’m not going to recover. I can feel my insides unraveling into a mass of blood. I’m only still alive because I’m a powerful vivomancer; everyone else in that town is already dead.”

Something inside me slipped, like gears in a clock sliding out of alignment. The whole world jammed up.

“No,” I whispered.

In the distance, thunder rumbled.

“I’m not happy about it, either,” Severin said through his teeth. “But by the Eldest, I’m going to use whatever time I’ve got left to pay that pox-cursed demon back for what he’s done to Alevar.”

“No,” I said again, rage and fear building like a great cresting wave inside me. Thunder struck once more, this time loud enough that the trees shivered and the earth trembled.

Severin’s eyes went wide. “Oh, Hells, that’s you. Ryx, no. Not here—not in Alevar.”

A sharp gust of wind tore howling through the trees, ripping the filigreed remnants of branches off, pelting us with the dry husks of leaves. I had to stop leaking before it could escalate beyond a few lightning strikes—but Severin. The idea of losing him was a shard of pure agony through my mind, erasing everything else.

“Curse it,” Severin muttered, and he threw his arms around me.

We held each other with ferocious desperation; he pulled me tight against him as if he could crush all my power back into my body with his own arms. “Don’t be a dramatic little atheling,” he pleaded into my hair. “You can do this, Ryx. I know you can.”

A great sob shuddered through me, and I wrenched my power back inside myself. The wind whipped half my braid loose in one last savage gust, tangling our hair together around Laeka’s stone flower, and I didn’t know whether the salt on my lips was his tears or mine.

Everything was terrible. The world, Corruption, the bitter truth of mortality—everything except this one instant where we held each other close, and in another heartbeat it would be gone. My arms tightened around Severin until he made a little noise of protest; I released him at once, chagrined.

The wind had died down, and the thunder quieted. I’d locked my power under tight control once more.

If I could do it with Severin dying in pain before me, then nothing in the world would break my control. It was a bitter victory, and I took no joy in it.

“Come on.” I offered him my arm. “If Corruption did this to you, he can undo it. And he will, or I’ll make him wish he never set foot through that gate.”
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I didn’t use to be this angry all the time.

It would have been nice, perhaps, to have had more practice keeping this level of rage squashed down into a dense hard lump inside me. I could have forged and refined it into a steel blade, to be wielded with precision when needed. But nothing in my life had prepared me for the levels of boiling fury I’d experienced over the last month or so—old friends betraying me and murdering my family, demons torturing my friends for amusement, Carnage murdering Ulsa, and now Corruption engaging in such wanton, useless destruction.

As I half dragged Severin along the dusk-shadowed road, I was all too aware that half of me had been this angry before, and it had not ended well for Eruvia. Curse it, why was Corruption doing this?

He sneered at me from an old man’s face, standing ankle deep in a jumbled pile of meat and bones that had once been a family, before his magic had unmade them.

“Because I hate them,” he said. “I hate everything about this vile physical world, and I will have my vengeance upon it for forcing form and matter upon us. I will wreck every filthy piece of it I find until there’s nothing left to destroy.”

A shadow of Severin’s old half smile broke through the pain that harrowed his face.

“Now I can pay you back,” he said. “For those times I had to drag you around while you were covered in blood. Ruined my favorite vestcoat.”

“We probably should examine the choices that have made this a common courtship activity for us.”

“Ah, are we courting, then?”

Oh, pox. That had slipped right out. I tried to keep my tone light. “Well, traditionally when two athelings have kissed a few times, one makes certain assumptions. I was applying the term loosely.”

“I suppose courtship implies hopes for a future that’s unlikely to be available.”

“You’re going to have a future,” I snapped.

“With you?” he asked, light and mocking, as if we were having a pleasant conversation over tea.

The question hit me hard in the stomach. Of course not. If I could somehow claw back a future for him at all—if he wasn’t going to be dead in my arms in ten minutes—there was no way that future could be mine as well. The Serene Empire wanted to stick me in a glass bauble, for Graces’ sake. I’d be lucky if my future didn’t involve whiling away eternity moping over how much I missed my friends in the fiery void of the Hells.

But I couldn’t say that. He was teasing me to distract himself from his own slow, agonizing undoing.

“In the unlikely event that we can put up with each other,” I said instead.

“It’s true that you can be a…” He trailed off, staring up the road. A shudder wracked his body. “We’re close. Corruption is just up ahead. I can feel what he’s doing to the land.”

I drew in an unsteady breath. “All right. I’ll try to bargain with him. Do you want me to leave you here, or—”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He fumbled in his vestcoat pocket and pulled out a small red bottle. “I’m not going to lean against some tree like a moody poet while you face Corruption alone.”

“What’s that?” I asked sharply.

“Oh, just a stimulant elixir,” he said airily. “I asked Odan if you had any in your stores so that I could avoid any more embarrassing and untimely collapses from exhaustion.” His fingers trembled as he fumbled with the wax seal.

I clamped my hand over the cork. “You don’t need a stimulant elixir. You need a physician.”

He sighed. “You see, this is exactly why I asked him when you weren’t around.”

I frowned stubbornly at his pale, pain-hollowed face. “I’m no alchemist, but it seems to me that any elixir that would let you walk up to Corruption on your own could also let you ignore the signals your body is giving you and do yourself irreversible damage.”

“Yes. Lovely.” Severin attempted to twist the bottle out of my grasp. “That’s exactly what I want.”

“For all we know, taking some random elixir when you’re this badly hurt could kill you!”

“Ryx.” Severin’s hand was so cold against mine on the bottle, his voice so ragged. “For blood’s sake. I can’t hold myself together with life magic and spite much longer.”

I tried not to understand. But I knew. The damage was already irreversible; he was past saving. All I could do was let him choose the end he wanted. That was what his last words to his brother had meant—his brother and Witch Lord, who must have known he was dying.

Time is running short. If you ever loved me, let me fight for Alevar.

My time is running short. If you ever loved me, let me die fighting for Alevar.

No. My supporting arm tightened instinctively around him. To the Nine Hells with that.

“If I let you drink this, you’re going to use it to do something clever and survive. Do you understand me? That’s the price.”

The eyes that met mine were bright as fever. “Sure, why not? I’m certainly going to try.”

I reluctantly released the bottle. He tore off the wax, pulled the cork, tipped his head, and swallowed it in one gulp.

“All right,” he said, the edge back in his voice. “It’s time.”
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Severin and I went to meet Corruption side by side. The elixir had given him the strength to walk unaided, but he was like a hollow shell scraped so thin that light could shine through. I expected at every breath, every step, that he would collapse at last, the ruin of his body able to sustain his spirit no longer.

We’d come so close to Corruption that the trees around us hadn’t finished dying. Their branches drooped, leaves sloughing off in slow drips of viscous liquid. His aura of power hung thick in the air, harsh like alcohol fumes in the back of my throat, oily on my skin.

“I can’t stand this,” Severin said, so low I almost didn’t hear him.

I captured his hand in mine as we walked. “Me either.”

“I finally understand, after my whole life, what it means to be an atheling. What it is I exist to protect, and what I can do for Alevar.” He stared around at the ruined swamp, a muscle in his jaw flexing. “And now I’m going to die before I have a chance to be what my domain always needed me to be. Too little, too late, to the very end.”

I squeezed his hand. All my words stuck together in a useless miserable mass inside me.

A few strides later he whispered, hoarse and desperate, “Say something. Anything. Distract me.”

I couldn’t think of a cursed thing besides how much I didn’t want him to die.

So I said, like a fool, “I love you.”

He burst into laughter. It ended in a horrible cough that doubled him over, trembling. I stood there, not daring to touch him now, face on fire. Hells, I’d ruined everything.

“All right, you win. That’s distracting.” He wiped his mouth on a shaking arm; it came away red. “You didn’t mean it, though.”

Oh, sweet Hells, I was going to cry. Absolutely not. Not here, not now, when we had to go face down Corruption.

Severin saw my face and froze. “You were serious,” he whispered.

“No I wasn’t,” I said quickly.

“You were.” He straightened, the storm-gray rings of his mage mark alight. “Seasons have mercy. You were serious. But that doesn’t make any sense.”

I couldn’t look at him anymore. I turned away. “Yes, well, that was perhaps a bit too distracting. Let’s go and—”

He caught my arm. “I love you, too.”

Pox. That did it. Now I was crying. Hot, sticky tears ran down my face, and I didn’t have time for this. I scrubbed furiously at my cheeks and looked up at him, finally, to find a wry hopelessness on his face—pale and bloody, his lips dry and split, his eyes hollows of pain.

“Don’t kiss me,” he said quickly. “I’ve been vomiting blood. You don’t want to—”

I leaned in and placed a kiss on the cleanest spot I could find on his forehead, drinking in the scent of his hair. Everything about him felt fragile and precious and beautiful, like a soap bubble whose colors were fading as it thinned to the point of bursting.

“Come on,” I said, my voice low and rough. “This isn’t over. It’s time to go threaten a demon.”
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We came upon Corruption in the wreckage of a traveler’s shelter.

The simple three-sided building had collapsed to rubble, but that wasn’t where the corpses were. They had tried to run—several of them, by the look of it, though it was hard to tell. Tangled heaps of bone and cloth and straggly wisps of hair floated in congealed puddles of acrid-smelling liquid.

Their dinner plates lay scattered around the campfire; a pot had fallen onto the embers and smoked sullenly. They had been people, telling stories and sharing a meal, and now they were this.

An adolescent boy turned from the ruins of the shelter to face us. The cold, arrogant malice in his face was far too old for his soft downy cheeks; the malignant power emanating from him set my bones to humming.

“Corruption,” I growled.

A spark of excitement kindled in his dead, dead eyes. “Disaster. Good. I hoped to find you.”

He didn’t so much as glance at Severin. It wasn’t that he didn’t notice him; he didn’t deem him worthy of notice. Severin stiffened at my side, unused to being ignored. Anger knotted my jaw, and I had to force it open.

“May I introduce my friend, the Exalted Atheling Severin of Alevar, heir to the domain in which you now stand.” I gestured with stiff and pointed civility.

Corruption’s gaze never left mine. “I don’t care what dead thing you brought with you.” He started toward me, stepping in the remains of some poor traveler. “Nor do I care what foul place these cursed material vessels occupy.”

“That’s your mistake,” Severin said, with a sharp and murderous smile. “You may have killed me, and you may have wounded my domain. But Alevar has teeth, and it will bite you.”

“You see, this is the problem.” Corruption’s borrowed face twisted in a sneer of utter disgust. “It speaks, and I must hear words and understand them. We had no language before we came here. Now I cannot unlearn it.” He spread his arms wide, and the trees surrounding the shelter clearing began to slump and drip like candle wax. “The humans call me Corruption, which is accurate; but it was they that corrupted me. This world has corrupted all of us.”

“We didn’t force you to come here,” Severin said. But Corruption ignored him again and kept speaking only to me.

“That is why this whole world must be destroyed, until not even its memory remains. To scour all traces of it from our souls.” He stopped well out of reach, extending a hand toward me. “And that is why I need your help, Disaster.”

The anger burning within me gave my words a sizzling edge. “If you need my help, the first thing you’d better do is stop pretending that my friend, who you are killing, doesn’t exist. The second thing you need to do is stop killing him. The third thing is to stop hurting this domain, or any domain, and the fourth thing is to go back to the Hells, since you hate this place so much.”

“Your… friend.” Corruption blinked at Severin, as if he were finally seeing him. “This thing?”

Severin turned to me, his pale lips stirring toward a bitter smirk. “Not very perceptive, is he? Charming, too. And I thought my relatives were horrible.”

“I don’t consider him family,” I said, biting each word off.

Corruption didn’t care. I’d known he wouldn’t. Family was a human concept; he’d want no part of it.

“What I need,” Corruption said, his eyes locked on me again, “is your power. Mine is too slow. I can walk across this world leaving a swath of destruction, and by the time I get to the far end of the land, life has grown back again in my wake. But you…” He lifted his extended hand toward my face almost with reverence. “You are capable of incomparable destruction. You could do it. Look at what you did in mere moments, when you turned your full power on Carnage.”

An unpleasant crawling sensation climbed my spine toward my brain.

“That,” I said, “was a mistake I am never, ever going to repeat. Unlike you, I want to preserve this world.”

Malice glittered in Corruption’s eyes. “But that is the price I ask for the life of this friend you claim to value. Help me destroy the world, and it will live. Refuse, and it will die.”

I almost laughed in his face, but held it back for Severin’s sake.

“Absolutely not,” I said, without hesitation.

“Ryx,” Severin protested.

I turned to him, my heart squeezing. “I’m sorry, Severin. But you or the world isn’t even a real choice. Without the world, you’d die anyway. You know that.”

He put a hand to his temple as if the pain of my words were greater than that of his innards disintegrating inside him.

“I know, but I hoped you would have the sense to lie to him. Get what you wanted, then refuse to do your part.”

“Oh.” I grimaced.

“But of course you didn’t. You’re hopeless. I keep trying, but…” He broke off, blinking blood from his eyes. He fell to his knees, clamped his arms around his middle, and groaned.

“Hey. Hey. Not yet.” I dropped to a crouch beside him, fear a raw, keening white noise in my mind. “We’re not done here. Severin.”

“It seems this is your last chance,” Corruption said, sounding bored.

Severin lifted eyes that burned with cold gray fire. Roots heaved up from the ground and seized Corruption’s legs. They crept rapidly up his torso, binding him in place.

“I can’t kill you,” Severin rasped, “but I can trap you here until someone arrives who can.”

Corruption frowned, brushing at his chest as if swatting away a fly. The roots crumbled into clumps of chalky dust.

“I am already trapped,” he said through his teeth. “This material world is a trap I suffer through every day of my eternal existence. Even in the Hells, I bring it home with me. If you won’t help me destroy it, Disaster, then your friend and its miserable home and everything in it can die.”

Severin looked up from the ground to bare bloodstained teeth in a feral smile. “Ah,” he said, “but there’s one thing that can’t.”

A shiver rushed through the trees at the far side of the clearing, like a dog shaking itself. All at once they unfolded new green leaves, fresh and clean. Corruption’s brow furrowed slightly, as if he’d heard a distant noise.

A thousand roots reached up from the ground in a great swarming, flailing mass and whipped around him, closing on him with a terrible crunch of shattering bones.

“You dare defile my domain. You dare try to kill my brother.”

The Shrike Lord emerged from the darkness of the forest, twin rings of white fire burning in the black holes of his eyes.

Sweet Hell of Death. This was about to get out of hand.
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I reached urgently down toward Severin. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

“I’m not running from this fight,” he hissed.

“Of course you’re not running. You can’t even—” Before I could finish, a tree branch hit me hard in the stomach, knocking me to the ground. As I rolled gasping on the earth, the tree leaned over and pinned me down, rough branches clamping over me.

“Don’t you touch him, either,” the Shrike Lord said in his dead voice, without looking at me, as he advanced on Corruption in a rustle of trailing moss. “I’ll deal with you later.”

Within the knot of tree roots, Corruption didn’t so much as struggle, despite the horrid angles of his imprisoned arms and legs, the frothy bubble of his host’s shattered breath.

“You’re naive if you think I care about the condition of this accursed flesh sack,” he rasped. “But you care about yours, don’t you?”

The Shrike Lord stopped suddenly, jerking his head in annoyance as if shaking off a fly.

Terrible red lesions opened on his face, his neck, his arms, every part of him I could see. His skin simply gaped open, as if he were coming apart at the seams, blood and fluid trickling out.

It would take much, much more than that to kill a Witch Lord. The life magic of an entire domain infused him. Even now, the Shrike Lord’s wounds were shrinking, slowly knitting before our eyes.

“He’s not fast enough.” Severin’s voice sounded far too weak; alarmed, I twisted against the tree that held me and managed to wriggle around to get a better look at him. He was still kneeling on the ground, blood trickling from his eyes and mouth.

“Don’t be too sure,” I replied, my gut clenching. “He’s only just started.”

The Shrike Lord raised his hand and squeezed it slowly shut. The roots around Corruption mimicked the motion, crushing tighter around him. They oozed foul-looking sap, then stopped, then started oozing again, as Witch Lord and demon struggled for dominion.

A wave of power flowed out from Corruption, so strong my vision rippled and I coughed as if I couldn’t breathe through it. Waste heat hit my face as if he’d opened an oven door. Pox, here it comes.

The Shrike Lord’s flesh began melting off his bones, sliding in red gobbets to the ground, first skin and then the muscle beneath it. I dry retched, my fingers digging into the bark of the branches that held me just imagining what that must feel like, sweet holy Hells. Severin made a strangled noise, his eyes locked on his brother. But the Shrike Lord still stood there indomitable, hand raised.

Thousands of spears jabbed inward from the roots crushing Corruption, piercing him through.

Panic seized my lungs and sent fire skittering down my nerves. That trick was too logical a next step for the tree pinning me as well, and too similar to what the Shrike Lord had done to me before.

I squirmed frantically through any gap in the branches I could find, leaving skin behind, ignoring scrapes and jabs until finally I staggered free. The Shrike Lord didn’t seem to notice, locked in his horrible duel with Corruption as they each strove to destroy the other’s body so completely that no combination of magic and willpower could prevail. I dropped to my knees beside Severin, who seemed to be bracing himself to rise but unable to summon the strength.

“Why is he holding on?” he whispered, staring at Corruption. “He can take another host anytime. Why is he staying and letting himself get hurt?”

“Because he wants his host to be destroyed.” I wished I could drown out the wet, awful sounds of ripping and melting skin and muscle, of snapping and crunching bone. I couldn’t look anymore at what they were doing to each other. “He’s not trying to keep that body alive. It’s just… hard to kill a demon.”

“I want it to be over,” Severin said, his voice soft and cracking. “I just want it to be over.”

I didn’t know if he meant the horrible battle, or Corruption’s life, or his own. I folded my arms around him. He was so light, like he might blow away on a brittle wind.

“You can’t stay here,” I said, trying not to panic. “If Corruption’s body dies, he’ll possess you. Come on.” I shifted my hold on him, ready to scoop him up.

From the forest, a great booming crack sounded, accompanied by a flash of the bright golden light of artifice. Something hot sizzled through the air, and a second flare of light shone through Corruption’s bloodstained prison of roots.

He burst into flame.

Foxglove stood within the trees, his dove-gray coat fluttering, a smoking pistol braced in both hands. Golden rings of artifice wire glowed on the barrel, crackling with energy. The rest of the Rookery stood behind him—except Ashe, who was probably moving into position, Graces help us all—with Hylah in the protected center, clutching something close to her chest.

Corruption twisted toward them, bound in roots and aflame, a mangled wreck of burning flesh that had long ago stopped being human.

“Do not look away from me,” the tattered remnants of the Shrike Lord rasped.

The roots binding Corruption grew edges and convulsed, shearing straight through him in a dozen places. With a cry that was half pain, half triumph, he fell in burning, shredded pieces to the earth.

A faint blurred shimmer rose up from the mangled, charred remnants of his body like smoke, barely visible. I held Severin close as if I could shield him from possession with my body.

“Hylah!” Foxglove barked. “Now!”

She lifted a gleaming fistful of wire and crystal, determination in every line of her stance.

A strange pulling sensation tickled across my skin, like a cold breeze. The air rippled, and a hot wind blasted me, whipping my hair toward the device in Hylah’s hand. The shimmering above Corruption’s mangled corpse streamed toward it, a hot blurring ripple of heat and power.

The crystal orb of the energy trap blazed with a sudden, terrible light: white, intense, and aching to the eyes. Hellfire.

Corruption. That was what he looked like without a body. That was what I was made of, too. Blood of the Eldest.

“She got him,” I breathed. “Severin, she—”

For the second time, something knocked me down, away from Severin. I hit the ground hard, stunned, my jaw and temple flaring with pain.

“I told you to stay away from him,” an awful voice said, all bones and blood.

The Shrike Lord loomed above Severin, shredded bleeding skin and muscle hanging from terrible glimpses of exposed bone and glistening organs. His mossy cloak hung off him like a centuries-buried shroud. Only his eyes remained pristine, mage mark burning with light as awful as that in the glass ball Hylah gripped in both hands across the camp.

“We came into this world together.” The Shrike Lord crouched down beside his brother. “Shall we leave it together now?”

“We can’t,” Severin said hoarsely. “You can’t. Alevar needs its Witch Lord more than it ever has.”

For a long moment, the ruined thing that was the Shrike Lord fell silent. I lay watching them, sprawled in the dirt, not daring to move. The Rookery stood frozen at the edge of the clearing; Bastian started forward, but Kessa held out an arm to stop him, shaking her head, eyes wide.

“You’re right,” the Shrike Lord said at last. “Alevar needs its Witch Lord.”

He was mending already. Muscle closed over most of the horrible weeping gashes and holes in his body, hiding away inner workings never meant to be seen. Skin began creeping back across his face, like ice skimming over the very top layer of water in a bucket. Severin, however, showed no signs of recovery—and of course he wouldn’t. He had no well of power with which to heal himself. He was utterly spent, his life a blown candle, nothing left between him and death save these last few words with his brother.

The Shrike Lord had lips again, and they moved almost soundlessly, shaping words without much breath to them: “It should have been you.”

Severin turned his face from his brother, showing the scars on his throat. “Who died instead of Lamiel? I know. You’ve told me. Several times. Never fear, brother; you’re finally getting your wish.”

“No. You should have been the Witch Lord.” He grasped Severin’s chin in bloody fingers, wrenching his face around to meet his eyes without any gentleness. “All those years, I knew it. Why do you think I was so cruel to you? It should have been you.”

“I never wanted it,” Severin protested, his voice a thin, bitter thread. “You were such an absolute ass, such a wretched venomous stingroach to me. But I never tried to threaten your power. You were tormenting me for nothing. I never wanted it, curse you. It looks like a nightmare.”

“Then I am cruel until the end.” His regenerating fingertips squeezed Severin’s jaw so tight he uttered a faint strangled noise of protest. “Let it be my legacy.”

Severin seemed ready to snap back with some sharp comment, pushing ineffectually at his brother’s grip on him, bloody lips parted. But no words came out. His hand faltered and dropped, limp; his eyes went glassy and distant.

For one terrible moment, I thought he’d died.

“No,” he whispered.

And the Shrike Lord fell apart into flowers.

He collapsed in a dry heap of moss and glossy black hair, tattered bloody cloth and bone buttons. Beneath him, the earth sprang up in a joyous riot of tall lush grass and bursting blossoms.

It spread with the alacrity of a ripple, the exuberance of a wildfire. Vibrant grass leaped up in exultation; long tender stems unfurled leaves and buds and then glorious sprays and clusters of flowers in purple and scarlet, white and yellow, blazing against the dim twilight like the earth’s desperate shout of gladness. The circle of green expanded across packed dirt that hadn’t seen this kind of growth in decades, splashing up against bowed and mangled swamp trees. They straightened to attention, shaking out fresh green leaves, awakened as if from sleep. Somewhere, a bird sang.

Severin lurched forward, pressing his palms flat in the sudden lush grass, shaking violently.

“No,” he said again. “No, oh no, don’t do this to me. Don’t you dare do this to me.”

I eased cautiously to my feet, almost too stunned to move. The world felt too unreal, too fragile, as if I could break it by accident. “Severin? Is he… Did he…”

He made a muffled, agonized noise, curling in on himself.

From somewhere behind us, Ashe’s voice said hoarsely, “Hot bloody Hells on a stick.”

I ran to Severin and dropped down beside him. I was dimly aware of the Rookery moving toward us, but I barely saw them, didn’t care. “What’s wrong?”

“It hurts,” he gritted through his teeth. “Everything hurts. All of it.”

“Maybe Bastian can—”

Severin laughed, and the sound set the hair on my neck standing on end. It wasn’t his usual laugh. There was a strange, almost echoing quality to it.

“There’s no elixir for this. They’re dying, Ryx. They’re dying.”

“Who?”

“And they’re hurting, and sick, and being born, and Eldest, they keep eating each other, I can’t…” He made a terrible muffled noise of pain again, his eyes squeezed shut, shoulders shaking.

Oh. Oh. Blood of the Eldest. He wasn’t dying.

He was ascending.
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Severin, listen to me.” What did you say to someone whose mind was suddenly full of the lives of millions of creatures, from the lowliest insect larva to the mightiest ancient tree, not to mention thousands of fully sentient human beings? “You’re here with me. Focus on the parts that are you. Forget the rest.”

His hands flexed and curled in the grass. “I can’t… There’s a little girl who can’t reach an apple, and I gave it to her.” Wonder entered his voice, but his shaking only grew stronger. “Fifty miles away, and I bent the branch down and gave it to her.”

“That’s very sweet, but I need you to focus,” I said sharply.

“I have to help this cat… seven babies, have to make sure they’re nice and strong…” Suddenly he flinched violently. “Argh, that snake just ate a… but I suppose they have to eat, but it hurts… And those ants, ugh, that’s disgusting, I didn’t even know they…” His voice was growing vague, slurred. “… Stop this blight. Not my potatoes, you don’t.”

It would have been very nice to panic. I was long overdue for a good, cathartic, screaming-and-running-in-circles bout of panic. But I kept my voice calm, squeezing his hand to try to get his attention.

“Severin, you can deal with all that later. If you try to chase down every tiny problem in your entire domain and fix it, you’ll lose yourself forever. Come back to me—we have plenty of problems right here and now.”

“Wait, I just need to…” He went still. “Oh, oh. There’s so much pain here. I have to fix it, Ryx. I have to…” His voice trailed off softly into nothing.

“What you need is to open your eyes and look at me and start making sense.” I heaved him upright and shook his shoulders.

He sagged in my grip. His eyes fell open, but they stared blankly at nothing; his mage mark blazed with incandescent gray light, like the sky after a storm. His lips moved soundlessly, shaping words; his fingers twitched as if he could mold his domain in them. Which he could, more or less, but not if his consciousness dissolved into it, curse him.

For lack of other ideas, I hauled back my arm and cracked him across the face.

His head snapped to the side. A red mark flared on his cheek and just as quickly vanished, his healing sped up a thousandfold. His expression of distant concentration didn’t change.

No, of course it didn’t. He had too much pain to filter out as it was. I needed to give him something better to focus on.

I seized his face in my hands and kissed him.

At first his lips were soft and unresponsive under mine. The lingering tang of blood sent a surge of fear through me—but no, he wasn’t dying anymore. He was becoming a Witch Lord, for whom healing the damage Corruption had done to him would be negligible. If I could keep him from losing himself to ascension, he just might go on living forever.

I kissed him again, with desperate fervor. By the Eldest and the Graces and all nine of us demons, I was going to make him notice this.

Suddenly he seemed to wake up, returning my kiss at first with a sort of surprised defensiveness and then with increasing heat, until the rest of the world seemed to fade away and only blazing warmth remained.

“Are they all right?” Kessa stage-whispered behind me.

“I think they’re fine,” Ashe replied. “You two need a minute?”

I pulled back, face flushing, but my eyes stayed locked on Severin’s. He was looking at me now, his breath coming short and quick, skin sheened with perspiration.

“Thank you,” he said huskily. “I don’t know if I can do this, Ryx.”

“You have to,” I insisted. “Alevar needs you. You don’t get to fail.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. They moved beneath his lids, as if he were dreaming. “There’s so much. So much. I never knew it was this vast.” His face twisted in sudden panic. “I’m drowning.”

“No you’re not. You’re Severin of Alevar, and you’re a bit dramatic sometimes, but you’re on one of the few patches of dry land in this accursed swamp you call a domain.”

“Hey.” He frowned. “That’s not fair, insulting my domain when I’m too distracted for a good retort.”

I slumped with dizzy relief. The Rookery had gathered around us, and Hylah as well, still clutching the blazing orb.

“What’s happening?” she asked, her wide-eyed gaze moving between Severin and the two tattered and unrecognizable corpses in the field of flowers.

“The Shrike Lord died, and Severin is ascending,” I said, with forced, clipped calm.

“And it looks like you got Corruption,” Ashe said, eyeing the device. “It’s been one Hell of a ten minutes.”

Severin moaned and doubled over, clutching my hand tight enough to hurt, his other hand grabbing his temple. “Sorry…” he gasped. “This is… difficult. It’s… He did so much damage. It’s awful, and it’s more than I can…” He lost the rest of his sentence in a shudder.

“We should move,” Foxglove said, grim as if we hadn’t just won an impossible victory. “We don’t know how long that trap will hold.”

“It could be possible to overload it,” Hylah whispered, as if Corruption might overhear. “Or to exploit a weakness in the warding. I’m not certain. It’s never been tested.” She winced, glancing at me. “Which is perhaps for the best, all things considered—but I do wish there’d been some way to test it that didn’t involve murder.”

“Can you walk?” I asked Severin softly.

He opened his eyes and seemed to slowly focus on me—but not quite completely, as if he were still listening intently to something far away.

“I… of course. If you give me an anchor.”

“What?” I asked, confused.

He looked almost embarrassed. “Hold my hand.”

“Ah.” I folded both hands gently around his, ignoring Ashe’s smirk. “I can do that.”
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Severin staggered along beside me through the deepening night, clinging to my hand, barely aware of his surroundings and breathing hard as if he were terrified. He left a wake of life behind him.

Little tough weeds pushed up from the packed road in his footsteps, dandelions and violets and tiny white starry flowers. Lichen and then moss flowed up over dead trunks in a rich, vibrant, glorious carpet; trees with any life left in them sprouted new leaves and tender young branches, reaching in hungry glory for the sky. Broods of insects rose up humming from the swamp, frogs chirped and twanged, and splashes and ripples marked the sudden startled passage of unseen creatures in the murk. A green musk of damp growing things unfurled around us, overlaid with the elusive perfume of flowers.

But when we came to human corpses in the road, they didn’t get up and walk again. Severin could revive the land, but he couldn’t raise the dead.

“He needs to walk his borders and blood his claim on the land to seal it, before anyone realizes Alevar is vulnerable and tries to take it from him,” I murmured to Kessa. “And to stabilize his ascension so he doesn’t start cascading.”

She eyed him with a worried frown. He stumbled, eyes half-closed; I steadied him.

“No offense to you if you can hear me, Severin,” she said, “but he doesn’t look like he could walk in a straight line without help right now, let alone travel his domain. I could draw funny pictures on his face and he wouldn’t notice.”

Ashe grunted. “Tempting.”

“Hey,” Severin mumbled. But then his gaze slid into the distance again, and he shook his head. “Too much. This section is dead, all of it, I need seeds to regrow…”

Bastian, who had been listening, cocked his head. “Maybe get birds to bring some in from elsewhere?” he suggested.

Kessa patted his shoulder. “Bastian, he knows how to do it.”

Bastian flushed. “Sorry. It just sounds like such an interesting puzzle.”

“It’s not that easy.” I wasn’t a vivomancer, but I was an atheling, and I had some understanding of the incredibly complex web of connections Severin would have to repair. “He’s trying to reestablish intricate systems of life that were hundreds of years old. It’s not like planting a field. Only a Witch Lord could begin to attempt it.”

Foxglove gave Severin a thoughtful glance. “I suppose Witch Lords have a purpose after all. In the Empire, we were always told they were just tyrants who used their magic to seize power and oppress their people.”

Ashe grunted. “Oh, they’re that, too.”

“The system has its problems, for certain,” I agreed, “but right now Severin is Alevar’s only hope of recovering from Corruption’s damage in years rather than centuries.” I glanced at his face, the strain on it clear even in the dappled shadows. “If we can keep him from cascading or getting murdered by a would-be Witch Lord seeking a domain and immortality.”

Kessa gave me a concerned glance, her dark brows lowered. “But if he needs help to blood his domain, and we need to get the device to Gloamingard as quickly as possible to get Corruption through the gate… How is that going to work?”

I shook my head, worry a hard weight in my stomach. “I don’t know.”

Hylah suddenly frowned and scrabbled in her satchel.

“That’s strange,” she muttered. And then, more disturbingly: “That’s not good.”

“What is it?” Foxglove asked, with a certain tension.

Hylah drew the energy trap out of her satchel. I had to squint against its eye-searing brilliance.

“It’s warm,” she said. “It shouldn’t be warm.”

From the dark road ahead of us, an uncertain voice called, “Hello?”

Foxglove’s hand dropped to his belt. “Who’s there?”

Hylah lifted the orb like the world’s brightest pocket luminary. Long, twisted tree shadows lunged away from us down the road, all pointing toward a lone figure with a backpack and a staff, who threw up his arm against the light.

“Silath of Cedars village,” he called. “Have some courtesy—my eyes!”

“Sorry!” Hylah stuffed the device in her pocket; its light blazed red through her uniform.

Ashe sauntered forward, hand sliding easily over Answer’s hilt. “And what are you doing out in the dark, alone, on a road twisted with demon magic? Seems bold.”

“My brother and his family took this road to trade in town this morning, and they never came back.” A thread of desperation entered his voice. He came closer, squinting against the light; he had a stubborn jaw, gray at his temples, and crinkles around his eyes. “Then someone reported this part of the swamp had gone fell and rotten, and I felt… We all felt the Shrike Lord…” He shuddered, unable to bring himself to say it. “I had to go after them. Have you seen a group of five people traveling this way?”

My stomach dropped, thinking of the unrecognizable remains we’d seen on the road and at the shelter. “I don’t… I’m not sure.”

Severin, slumped against me, lifted his head in the man’s general direction. “Who…?”

Silath blinked against the light at Severin, then took in the life spreading from his feet in a broadening ripple. He gasped and fell to his knees, bowing his head.

“Most Exalted! Forgive me, I didn’t realize!”

Something twisted strangely in me at hearing the Witch Lord’s honorific applied to Severin, like a limb bending the wrong way. Severin grimaced.

Before anyone could reply, Hylah suddenly gasped, dancing in place as if she’d been stung. “Hot, hot, hot!”

She fumbled the device out of her pocket; for an instant it blazed through her fingers, but she yelped at once and dropped it.

For one heart-stopping moment I was afraid it would shatter, but no, thank the Graces, it was solid crystal and tougher than that. The orb bounced in the road, sending mad black shadows and brilliant light scattering everywhere, and rolled toward Silath.

“No!” Hylah cried in anguish, running after it. “Watch out! Don’t get near it!”

The light suddenly, horribly, went out.







[image: image]


We were plunged at once into utter darkness. That cursed light had completely killed my night vision; I might as well have black velvet wrapped over my eyes. Hylah swore, breathless and desperate.

Someone let out a terrible, soul-curdling scream.

“He’s free!” Hylah shouted, with a shrill edge of panic. “He’s got somebody!”

My heart shattered into broken ice. The scream went on, full of unspeakable agony and primal terror, the voice unrecognizable in its torment.

“Ryx, save them!” Kessa cried. “Like you did for me!”

“Don’t release me yet!” I started toward the sound, pulse racing, all too aware I was more likely to kill Corruption’s victim than free them.

The scream went suddenly silent. Ragged breath surrounded me; dozens of sun-bright afterimages danced in front of my eyes against the utter blackness.

“Rooks, sound off!” Foxglove snapped.

“Here,” called Ashe.

“I’m all right,” Bastian said.

A hoarse gasp sounded in the darkness, turning into a coughing laugh. “I’m no rook, but I’m well. I’m very well indeed.”

It was Silath’s voice, unfamiliar and unnaturally calm. Pox.

“Leave him, Corruption,” I barked.

“And what? Climb into another disgusting pile of meat and go to the trouble of killing it as well?” Scorn laced his voice. “Get back in that awful little box you stuck me in? I think not.”

“He’s dead,” Severin said, his voice cold and hollow, coming from far away. “His name was Silath, and you killed him.”

“And now I’m going to destroy all you rotten little humans, for daring to do that to me.”

Two spots of soft gray light lit in the darkness: Severin’s mage mark, shining in pure fury.

“You keep making the same mistake.” His voice had its usual keen edge once more. “I’d think you’d have learned by now not to underestimate Alevar.”

His power flared in a staggering wave, like the rush of cool charged air before a storm.

All around us, the swamp water began to glow with a pale blue light, trailing misty wisps up from its glassy surface. I could finally see again: the tense scattering of figures in the road, Severin standing tall and graceful in the unearthly light, his hair fallen loose, a soft wind stirring the flowing river of it and the flaring edges of his vestcoat.

Hylah dove for something on the ground and came up rolling.

“I’ve got it!” she called. “Get him, and I can activate it again!”

Corruption’s sneer twisted Silath’s honest face. “Not before I—”

He broke off, his mouth working, shock spreading across his face.

“You took a life that was not yours,” Severin said, an eerie resonance in his voice. “And now I’m taking it back.”

Silath’s body tumbled to the ground, like a puppet with cut strings.

Hylah let out a half-startled, half-triumphant cry. Power rushed through the air, hot and angry, and the device blazed to eye-searing life in her hands again. She stuffed it into her satchel at once; there was a snapping sound, as of a box sealing, and the light cut off.

“Well done!” Foxglove called. “Now let’s get moving. We left our carriage near the border… Severin, is there any chance you can make our horses faster?”

Severin strode forward, no longer distracted and absent, his presence wrapped around him like a cloak. “I can do better than that. I’ll call Alevar’s fastest chimeras to pull it for you. How quickly do you need to get to Gloamingard?”

It was a huge relief to see him sharp again, but I could tell it was a struggle. Strain pulled at his face in the dim light.

The Rookery fell in around Hylah, and we hurried along the road at a fast walk, taking long quick strides as life and light unfolded in a rippling wave before us.

“He overloaded the device,” Hylah said. “Built up enough power to make it overheat and crack the ward field. We’re lucky it didn’t explode, honestly. I stuck it in a warded box, and if you give me ten minutes, I can add a little power venting coil that will buy us more time, but I don’t think I can extend it to more than… oh, half a day.”

“I can get you to Gloamingard in half a day,” Severin said, with confidence.

I couldn’t help a flood of bitter satisfaction. “If it can’t hold a demon for long, it looks like Farrow won’t get his power source after all.”

“No,” Hylah agreed, and the relief in her voice was overwhelming. “He won’t. No one will.”
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We paused by the boundary stones for Hylah to make her tweaks to Corruption’s prison. I still wasn’t sure what in Hells I was going to do about Severin.

He needed me to keep him anchored as he struggled to assimilate and heal his wounded domain while fighting not to cascade. The Rookery needed me to open the Black Tower so they could put Corruption back through the gate. We had to split here, and in good conscience I had to go with the Rookery—but Hells take it, I’d much rather find some viable third option in the few minutes I had remaining before it was too late.

Severin and Foxglove had finished the business of sending the carriage horses to a safe stable and hitching up the chimeras in their place—sleek, leggy creatures like muscular deer with a horn between their antlers and great round eyes glistening with night vision. Everyone else was seizing the opportunity to gobble down some food while Bastian patiently held a lamp steady for Hylah’s delicate modifications, passing her tools and parts when she asked for them.

No one gave me a second glance as I pulled Severin aside for a private word. We were close enough to the border that I could feel Gloamingard calling to me, sinking its hooks deep into me and pulling; but an entirely different thread connected me to Severin, and that was stretched taut to the point where I feared it might snap.

“How are you?” I asked, searching his face.

He already looked different, as if a strange wild light shone on him. The power that infused him banished the tired shadows beneath his eyes and smoothed the hollows of pain from his cheeks. His mage mark seemed more bright and intense, and a Witch Lord’s aura of power hung heavy around him.

“Are we being honest, or would you like a polite lie?”

“When have you ever bothered with polite lies?”

The ghost of his old smile pulled at one corner of his mouth. I reached out and touched the little comma line there before it vanished.

“Cursed if I know, then. My twin brother is dead. He’s been part of my life since before we were born, and I honestly don’t know if he let himself die for Alevar’s sake or to spite me.”

“Maybe both,” I said, which was the most charity I could give the Shrike Lord.

“And ascension is… It’s too much. Even without the domain bleeding from a thousand wounds, it’s too much.” His voice faded, and his eyes dropped from mine. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

My heart spiked with fear. He couldn’t cascade, not now, after I’d barely gotten him back from the edge of death.

“Of course you can do it,” I said lightly. “You’re not the type to go wilt quietly in a corner. You’re a slippery venomous weasel chimera, and you’re good at surviving.”

“Even better now, apparently.” He brushed dirt or blood from my cheek with his thumb. “You realize what this means?”

“There’s no getting rid of you?” I smiled to ease the words.

“Assuming I don’t manage to botch this, I’m immortal now. Like you.” His fingertips slid down my cheek, following my jawline. “We can be undying monsters together. We’re equals.”

A tangled skein of emotions unfurled within me. I didn’t have to lose him. He could withstand my touch even with the jess off; he might live forever if nothing managed to kill him, or as close to it as made little difference. It made him breathtakingly precious, irreplaceable, so vital and beautiful and necessary that it was suddenly agony to think of parting from him.

And it was also terrifying. I’d never had to so much as consider the prospect of trying to make a relationship actually work. Now I could mess this up and ruin it, like I did everything else, and if I did, it would be forever.

“Oh, holy Hells,” I whispered.

Mischief sparked in Severin’s eyes, and for a moment he seemed about to make some mocking comment. But then it faded, leaving behind only the honed, desperate intensity of a man whose soul was being remade.

I knew what that felt like.

“I haven’t forgotten what you said,” he breathed, letting the words go like a prayer.

I froze. I had forgotten in the press of half a dozen desperate crises, but it came crashing back down on me. I love you.

I swallowed. “It was an intense moment.”

“I’m sure it’s tempting to pretend it didn’t happen.” That smile was back again, with an edge of bitterness. “It would be the smart thing, to avoid tying yourself to a sad wreck of a sinking barge like me.”

“You’re not a—”

“I am. But still. Don’t back off. Don’t act like we never said what we said.”

I was still floundering in the terrifying implications of forever. “I won’t, but we’re not—we can’t—”

“Please.” He forced the word out with difficulty, as if it cost him something. “I don’t want to go off and blood my domain, and tend to it like a good Witch Lord, and have you go save the world and then face whatever unfair punishment the Empire wants to mete out to you for things that happened four thousand years before you were born, and only see you once or twice a year.”

“I’ll be glad if we just make it through this alive,” I said, a little strangled. “I’ve barely thought about what happens after.”

“Not that.” He seized my arm; I could feel the power thrumming in his grip, too hot, life magic burgeoning beyond what a mortal body could withstand—forging him into something that could withstand it.

“Ryx,” he whispered, his eyes fever-bright. “If you weren’t lying, you are the only living being in the entire world who loves me.”

I opened my mouth to protest that couldn’t possibly be true, then shut it again. His chin trembled, the tiniest amount, then was still.

“I meant it,” I said, the words sticking to my tongue like molasses. “I still mean it. I wasn’t lying.”

His grip relaxed a little, his whole body slumping ever so slightly with relief. “Then let’s stay together. Don’t leave me.”

The knife of parting already in my ribs twisted. “I don’t want to,” I said desperately. “But we have to get rid of Corruption before the prison breaks down again.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “Hurl that demon straight through that gate so hard he passes through all Nine Hells and punches a hole in the last one to make a tenth.”

“They need me to get past the wards.” I dug my fingers into my hairline in frustration. “But I can’t leave you again. Not after everything that’s happened. I don’t know what to do.”

His throat jumped, scars showing white on it. “That’s easy,” he said, with forced lightness. “I’m going with you. I can blood my domain later.”

I stared at him, horrified. “Severin, if you don’t stabilize your ascension, I have no idea what it’s going to do to your mind—or your body, for that matter.”

“Neither do I,” he said. “But at the risk of sounding dramatic, I know what will happen if I don’t stay with you now. You’re the only thing anchoring me from getting sucked down into all the suffering and never coming out again. And if you go off and get killed because I wasn’t there to help you, I’ll cascade for sure.”

“Severin—”

Before I could object, he laid a finger on my lips. “Look, this is hard enough for me to admit. I hate having to rely on anyone. Don’t argue; I’m coming.”

“I’ll argue with you all I cursed well please,” I snapped, twitching my face away from his hand with annoyance. “This is a terrible idea.”

His mouth quirked. “Our specialty.”

Ashe called out from where the others waited with Hylah by the carriage.

“Hey! Almost done here! Saddle up!”

“I have to go. Severin, have some sense and—”

He leaned in and kissed me, quick and light and tender, his lips moving into a smile against mine at the end of it. But when he pulled back, his eyes were full of pain.

“I never did have much sense. Let’s go.”
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Morgrain enfolded me, alert and wild and ready. I could dimly feel my grandmother’s presence in the back of my mind, concentrating with all her focus on containing the fires that the imperial warships had set as they threatened to spread into the mainland. My heart pulled toward her, my atheling’s instincts urging me to go join her and help defend my domain, but Corruption’s scalding presence at the edge of my senses was a constant reminder that I had a more urgent mission.

We drove through the black-on-black mottled shadows of forests, burst into the glorious starlit expanses of fields and pastures, and rounded the looming black shoulders of hills. Villages and towns bathed our faces for brief wondrous moments in the glow of civilization as we charged through their night-shuttered streets. At last even the taverns went dark, lights going out one after another until the last drunk had stumbled home and only occasional lonely lamps stood vigil against the deepest hours of the nighttime.

Finally, as the thin gray herald of twilight crept teasingly into the sky—not the dawn but its sickly cousin, smudging out the stars near the horizon—I came before the Birch Gate once more. Gloamingard hulked above us, its rambling many-spired glory gone flat black in the night. There at the center of it all loomed the Black Tower, ancient and unanswerable, beginning and end.

AWAKEN ME, it said.

“No time to figure you out right now,” I muttered.

I strode up to the gate with a deep unease folding cold fingers around my heart. Maybe it was simply my grandmother’s absence and the castle’s emptiness, but it felt too still. Not in a dead way, but in a tense way, as of impending ambush.

I laid my hand on the great wooden door. I could feel no life as far as my atheling’s senses would extend beyond it—nothing bigger than mice and spiders, anyway.

“Something’s wrong,” I said.

“What is it?” Foxglove asked sharply.

“Odan should be here. If he’s sleeping or away, there should be guard chimeras. But there’s nothing.”

Foxglove frowned. “Do you think it’s a trap? Some surprise the Lady of Owls left for anyone who tried her castle gates while she was gone?”

“That’s not impossible.” Reluctantly, I added, “It could even be for us—or rather, you. I got the impression she was less than pleased by the success the Rookery’s had against demons lately.”

I cast a glance at Severin, wondering if he sensed anything amiss, like he and I had when we’d walked into the Summer Palace and felt Nightmare’s miasma. But he was standing with his head down and his fists clenched, lips moving slightly as if they might shape words in some secret language. Sweat sheened his skin. Clearly everything he’d been doing to restore Alevar from afar was taking a toll.

I touched his arm, worried; his gaze sharpened at once, and he flashed me a weary little smile.

Bastian hopped uneasily from foot to foot. “If there’s any chance the Lady of Owls laid a trap for us, it seems like it would be extremely unfortunate to walk into her castle.”

“If she wanted us dead, we’d be dead,” Foxglove said. Still, his thumbs hooked into his belt, fingers poised and ready over his pouches and pistol. “Ryx, can you get us in some other way?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “I could get us in a dozen ways. But I’m not going to. Entering any Witch Lord’s castle without permission is a terrible idea, and entering Gloamingard without permission would probably be the last bad decision you ever made. It has so many ways to kill us.”

Foxglove frowned crossly up at my castle. “In the Serene Empire, buildings don’t murder people.”

“Welcome to Vaskandar,” Ashe said.

Hylah laid a protective hand on the leather pouch at her hip that held the energy trap. “Much as I’m eager to observe proper Vaskandran guest protocols, we can’t afford to delay. The venting coil is starting to get warm. We may have to enter without permission.”

“No you won’t,” I said shortly. “This is my castle, and I invite you in.”

“Oh!” Hylah smiled and gave me a gracious bow. “Well then, my lady, I thank you for your hospitality.”

Bastian gave Hylah a long look that started amused and softened into worry. He turned suddenly to Foxglove.

“One of us should stay outside, I think,” he said meaningfully. “In case anything goes wrong, so we have someone ready to go for help.”

A silent understanding seemed to pass between them. I could guess at it; Hylah was brilliant, but she was a researcher and a shrinekeeper. She had no experience with the sort of desperate, deadly, improvisational missions the Rookery dealt with, and there was no reason to risk her life here.

“Good point,” Foxglove said. “Hylah, give Bastian the device and wait outside the castle. If we don’t emerge within a few hours, send a message to Lady Cornaro and head for the border.”

She hesitated. “I can’t give Bastian the device, I’m afraid. I’m the only one who’s authorized to handle or use it. That was the agreement; you were there.”

“Ah, yes.” Foxglove nodded, as if Hylah had encountered a common difficulty. “You’re new to working with the Rookery. Sometimes they give us orders that show a lack of understanding of field conditions. We just ignore them.”

Hylah blinked. “Ignore them?”

Bastian nodded vigorously. “Graces, yes. We’ve gotten orders that would have killed half of us if we followed them to the letter.”

“No one cares,” Ashe said breezily. “So long as we get the job done, that is.”

“If you’re sure,” Hylah said, sounding rather unsure herself. “I certainly don’t wish to be a burden to you, and I trust Bastian implicitly to take good care of my work.”

Bastian flushed gently mauve as she handed him the leather pouch.

“Come on, then,” I said. “We can’t have much time left.”

Unless my grandmother had altered it against me, the door should recognize me as an atheling and open at my touch. I gave it a push, chest tight with apprehension that it would swing open on some terrible scene of violence, or a living death trap that would end our lives in an eyeblink.

It was only the familiar entryway—empty and dusty, but otherwise exactly as I knew it.

“Odan?” I called.

My voice echoed from the empty walls.

He would never fail to be at the door, whether to guard against us or to welcome us in. My grandmother would never have allowed him to die, either.

“He’s not here,” I murmured. “Why isn’t he here?”

“Do you think something happened to him?” Kessa asked, her voice stretched thin.

“Either that, or my grandmother ordered him away.” I fingered the dangling end of my jess. “If she did that, this could be a trap after all.”

“I don’t see much choice but to walk into it,” Foxglove said grimly. “We have to get to the gate.”

We moved cautiously through the castle’s eerily silent halls. My nerves bristled with the desire to fight something, to protect my home from whatever unseen threat had made it feel so unsafe.

We passed through the Bone Atrium; my grandmother had restored it to its normal condition, without the jagged spikes that had attacked Aurelio when he’d tried to kill me. The dim twilight picked out shadows in the intricate patterns of bone, familiar as the lines on my palm. It was reassuring to find them back as they should be, with animal and human skulls grinning down like old friends watching over us—I’d even named a few of them as a child.

Bastian peered around with evident trepidation. “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to Witch Lord decorative motifs.”

“Well, I love it,” I said, feeling irrationally prickly in Gloamingard’s defense. “I find it very homelike.”

Foxglove muttered something that sounded distinctly like Vaskandrans.

I could feel my grandmother’s attention on me, guarded and distant. The fires must be out and the crisis averted. I tried to reach for her, to send my uncertain question through the profound link that connected us, blood and bone.

Her words slid into my mind like the brush of dry feathers, tinged with regret.

I’m sorry, Ryx. I warned you—no matter what happens, I can’t get involved.

Well, that was ominous.

I slowed down, opening my mouth to warn the others that something was amiss. The words died on my lips, dry and sudden.

A too-familiar figure stood in the doorway before us, half in shadow, waiting.

The bone serpent’s spines jabbed out through his neck and shoulder; his chest was whole now, but something terrible writhed beneath the fluttering rags of cloth on his stomach, pushing against his skin. Aurelio’s beard had gone ragged, his eyes stared from deep hollows, and his hair hadn’t been brushed in days. His Falconer’s uniform hung in filthy, bloody shreds.

The Demon of Hunger stared at us with starving eyes, teeth bared in something between a snarl and a grin.

“I knew you’d come,” he said.
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This was bad. We couldn’t fight Hunger, not now.

The Rookery spread out around me. Severin’s presence flared, his power going from distant and muted to a pressure like humidity in the air.

“What are you doing in my castle, Hunger?” I demanded. He always wanted something; if I could get him talking and figure out what, maybe we could convince him to leave us alone.

“Oh, I was invited.” His grin broadened, made all the more terrifying because of the strain in it from the pain of the snake gnawing at his innards. “You see, I knew I could work things out with Discord. She understood that I shouldn’t be punished for my host’s actions.”

“Good for you,” I said, “but she’s not here right now. So you can leave.”

“Ah, but I was waiting for you.” He waved a hand grandly to encompass the Rookery as well. “All of you.”

That didn’t bode well. I exchanged a tense glance with Foxglove.

He hooked a thumb in his belt. “I confess myself unclear as to what business you could have with the Rookery.”

Hunger held out a hand, Aurelio’s eyes gone hard. “The device. Give it to me.”

“I have a lot of devices,” Foxglove said cautiously.

“You know the one.” Hunger’s glance turned to me. “Come now, Disaster. That thing is an abomination. You know as well as I do that it must be destroyed.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “And I’ll destroy it myself, as soon as we’re done with it.”

Hunger’s face twisted in anger. Fresh blood seeped around the bony spines protruding from his neck. “Done with it! You’re using that thing on your own kind. You have poor Corruption trapped in it right now, you traitor.”

“Poor Corruption? He was trying to destroy the world!” I protested. “Even my grandmother agrees he has to go. Also, if she truly invited you here, you should know that she’s absolutely furious that you caused those imperial warships to hurt her domain.”

Hunger winced at that. “Yes, she… she told me. That’s a wrinkle in our plan, and now I’ve had to start improvising.” He shook off any uncertainty. “But all the more reason why I need that device. When she sees I’ve destroyed it, she’ll come around.”

So much was starting to make a terrible kind of sense. My grandmother’s cryptic warnings to me when we last parted. Odan’s absence, removed from danger in case a demon fight broke out in Gloamingard.

This was a trap. My hands curled into fists. Curse it, Grandmother.

I couldn’t let Hunger see my dismay. I crossed my arms and glared at him. “If you get in our way and Corruption winds up released in the middle of Morgrain to wreak his atrocities on the domain, she’ll rip you to shreds.”

“Exactly why I’m improvising and bringing in reinforcements,” he snapped. “She can’t do anything to me if I hold the gate. Now, give me that device and we’ll end this.” He flexed his extended fingers. “I’d prefer to ask nicely, but I’m ready to drain your humans dry until you cooperate if I must.” His gaze traveled past me. “Perhaps I’ll start with— Ah!”

A disturbing look lit his features: recognition and joy.

He was staring at Kessa.

Her fingers flicked out from her chest, and she stepped away from him, eyes wide with horror.

“You!” he cried, delighted. “But this is perfect! This solves everything!”

He started forward; Ashe moved in front of Kessa, and I broadened my stance so he couldn’t easily pass around me.

“Not one step closer,” I warned him sharply.

“She’s exactly what I need. The answer to all my problems.” His eyes stayed fixed on Kessa, but his hand clenched in the ragged remains of his coat above the bloody mess of his stomach. “That one I’ve possessed before, and we didn’t merge. She’s safe. If I take her as a host, Discord has no hold over me.”

Kessa backed farther away, shaking her head, her breath coming high and fast.

Answer slid free of its sheath. “You take your eyes off her right now, or we’ll find out how fast you can regenerate when I carve you into tiny pieces,” Ashe growled.

“Feel free,” Hunger retorted. “If you kill this body, it’ll only make it easier for me to take her as my new vessel.”

Hells, he looked ready to jump hosts.

“Run!” I called to the others. “I’ll hold him here!”

“No running for you,” he purred, and a brief wave of dizzy weakness passed over me. It left the Rookery on their knees. Severin, unaffected, stepped forward to stand beside me.

“Don’t you dare.” I pointed at Hunger, anger flaring like unfolding wings around me. He flinched, stepping back.

But curse it, I couldn’t do anything to him. I’d been lucky he’d broken away before our warring powers had spiraled out of control the times I’d attacked him before.

Recognition passed across his face. “You’ve remembered what you did to Carnage!” He laughed. “You feel bad about that now? After trying to do the same to me? You really are a terrible sister.” He lifted a hand; light bled from the air around it. “I should drain you dry to pay you back, but I’m a better sibling, so I’ll do it to your friends instead.”

A gunshot split my ears, magnified in the enclosed space.

The ball froze in midair for one brief moment, spinning slowly in front of Hunger as the scent of gunpower burned my nose, and then fell to the floor with a dull clink.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” Hunger chided Foxglove, who glared at him, pistol still smoking. “You can’t stop me. It’ll be easier if you accept that I’m going to take my new vessel and the device and go on my way.” The air around him began to shimmer.

His face suddenly twisted in pain, and he cried out, clutching his belly.

“Get her out of here, Ryx!”

Aurelio. Despite everything he’d done, my own stomach lurched in pity. Enduring the torment my grandmother had inflicted on him without a demon’s innate disdain for the physical would be horrific.

“Are you…” I didn’t know what to say, and there was no time to say it anyway.

“Quickly! I don’t want to die!” He groaned, doubling over. “I can’t hold control for long.”

I spun. “This way!”

The Rookery staggered to their feet and followed as I led them out one of the Bone Atrium doors and around a couple of quick corners. It would be too easy for Hunger to follow us; I had to lose him. I had to take the Rookery into Gloamingard’s hidden world, my world, the forgotten spaces cut off and walled over and lost.

“We need to get to the Black Tower quickly,” Bastian urged, one arm clasped firmly around his satchel. “I don’t know how much longer the device can hold Corruption.”

“I know at least a dozen ways to get there,” I said. “Follow me.”

I took us down a corridor toward the Great Lodge, then dodged behind a tree-thick column spiraled with leaping fish in a wooden cascade whose waves spelled out Keep your secrets, guard your lore. There was an unfinished gap between old and new walls there, just wide enough to squirm through. I wasn’t sure Kessa could make it, but she wriggled through the gap with the limber ease of expert practice getting into and out of tight spots; it was Foxglove who had to unbuckle his belt of pouches to keep them from catching.

We emerged onto a dark, dusty staircase, walled off long ago, that climbed past log-blocked windows and let out in the back of a second-floor washroom. Bastian gawked as if I’d led him into a glittering palace; Ashe’s eyebrows rose, seeming impressed.

I caught Severin’s hand for a brief moment while we waited for the last rook to make it up the stairs.

“How are you doing?” I whispered.

“I’m trying to get the water clean first,” he murmured distractedly. “Corruption fouled too much of it. But it’s like I’m wearing mittens. Need to blood my domain for better control.”

“That’s what I told you,” I said, exasperated, “and also, that’s not what I meant.”

And then our second’s respite was gone, and we had to move again. That exchange hadn’t been reassuring at all, curse him. But it was undeniably good to have him with us, even if his presence was strange and prickled at my senses with too much power.

I took the Rookery around through the Great Lodge’s homey, pine-beamed second-floor corridors to a broad staircase that descended near the old stone keep. Almost there. I poised at the top, ready to lead the way down to the ground floor.

At the bottom of the steps, a woman strode toward us, a hard edge of violence in her eyes.

She had the look of a farmer from the Gened uplands, young and strong with bright eyes and a flaxen braid. A long vestcoat embroidered with simple lilies flapped around her legs.

“There you are,” Carnage greeted us, and drew her sword.
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Oh, bloody pox. This must be what Hunger had meant by reinforcements.

Ashe drew Answer, a grin spreading across her face. But Severin lunged past her and grabbed the banister.

Fast as an eyeblink, a thicket exploded from it, spreading hundreds of densely interlocking branches in a barrier that stretched all the way down to the bottom of the stairs.

“That won’t hold her for long,” I said. “Run!”

Ashe made a disappointed noise, but we all turned and ran back down the corridor. My heart pounded, on the verge of panic. Hunger must have told Carnage I’d be here, the same as he’d done at Castle Ilseine, to stack the odds in his favor in case my grandmother withdrew her support.

The sound of splintering wood came from behind us. I scanned the corridor, desperate to lose Carnage. Forget running—Gloamingard was built for hiding.

“Out this window!” I called. “Come on!”

The Rookery stared at me as if I were mad as I threw open a casement and vaulted through without hesitation. But it was only a three-foot drop to a leftover corner of a terrace from an earlier phase of Gloamingard’s history, wrought with pale stone and intricately worked antler railings. I barely checked to make sure they were following before racing to the door on the far end, which had been mostly boarded up long ago—normally I squirmed through a gap at the bottom, but we were in a hurry, and we had vivomancy.

“Severin!” I called, but Kessa was there first, grim determination in her eyes.

“I’m the Greenwitch. Allow me.” She ran a finger down the center of the boards, and they parted obligingly, like curtains. Sweat formed at her temples from the effort of doing it so quickly.

“Glorious,” I approved, and she flashed me a strained grin.

From there I took us around a few sudden corners, up another staircase, and through the back of a disused fireplace into a narrow space between the walls, all dust and darkness and spiders. Foxglove shook a pocket luminary awake, and its pale sickly glow underlit everyone’s fearful faces.

“So,” Kessa said, with forced cheer. “Two unexpected demons! That’s bracing.”

Foxglove let out a long breath. “This doesn’t look good. I’d normally call a withdrawal, but with an escaping demon in our pockets, I don’t think that’s an option.”

I clutched the stone flower at the end of my braid to ground myself. I couldn’t think of how much danger we were in, or how impossible our task had become; I had to focus on our specific problems and their solutions.

“Kessa, I think Hunger needs to see you to be sure he’s getting the right person; once he leaves his body, everyone’s going to look like indistinguishable blobs of energy. So long as we keep you out of line of sight, you should be safe, given how terrified he is of accidentally merging.”

“So we lie low,” Foxglove said. “Can we hide here for a while?”

Bastian grimaced. “We really need to get to the Black Tower. The device is getting warmer.”

“I don’t fancy fighting Corruption in quarters this tight,” Ashe admitted. “And two demons is plenty bad without making it three.”

“We don’t need all of us to put Corruption through the gate,” I said, thinking fast. “Give Severin and me the energy trap, and we can take it to the Black Tower. We’ve got the least at risk—we’re both varying degrees of immortal and immune to possession. The rest of you stay hidden and keep Kessa safe.”

Foxglove raised an eyebrow. “And if you run into Hunger or Carnage? Can you deal with them on your own?”

Severin grimaced. “They’re not in Alevaran bodies and I’m not in my own domain, so all I can do is slow them down and be conveniently immortal.”

“I can’t do anything to them,” I said, with disgust. “I could hurt them, but now that I know I’m risking destroying the world if I keep it up for more than a brief moment…”

“No, definitely no world destroying.” Kessa waved the idea off with both hands.

“It doesn’t matter,” I concluded, with a certain satisfaction. “Nobody knows Gloamingard like I do—not even my grandmother. I can take us on a secret route to the Black Tower, and if we move quickly, we should be able to get there unseen before they find us.”

“I like it,” Foxglove approved. “I’ll set some wards and traps in case he locates us while you’re gone.”

“This passage lets out in a sealed-off chamber in the Bone Palace. It should be fairly defensible.”

Bastian passed me the leather pouch that held the device; it was alarmingly warm, verging on hot.

“Grace of Luck go with you,” Foxglove said.

I swallowed a sudden lump in my throat. Laeka. “She… yes. Thank you.”
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I led Severin on a twisting path through walls and crawl spaces, across rooftops and beneath staircases, urgency pressing too hard on us to speak. I might be able to talk my way out of an encounter with Hunger, but if Carnage caught me, I was dead. And the only people around to possess were my friends.

Once we came out on an interior balcony and spotted Carnage pacing the hall below, sword out, head tilted like a cat listening for mice in the walls. We backed up out of sight, my pulse pounding so hard I was terrified she would hear it, and waited for an agony of minutes until we were certain she was gone.

By the time the dim, cool, moss-speckled interior of the old stone fort swallowed us, the energy trap was so hot I could smell scorching leather. An ancient quiet lay upon the place, undisturbed by the violence and apocalyptic drama that continued to unfold around it. I wished I could say the same about myself.

The deep thrum of power pressed at my senses, seeming to thicken the air until it felt as if we were moving through molasses. Now I finally understood why I felt it resonate through me, calling a response from my very soul. This, too, was a homecoming, no matter how little I liked the idea.

At last, we came before the door to the Black Tower.

The flat obsidian slab stretched floor to ceiling, a complex seal carved into its center. My skin prickled as if from the humidity of a summer thunderstorm. Every instinct screamed not to open it, to walk by and leave it be.

“Are you ready?” Severin asked nervously.

“No,” I said. “Not remotely.”

I took a deep breath and laid my hand in the center of the seal.

Every line of it blazed with scarlet light. A deep grinding of stone on stone shook through me, and I couldn’t tell if it was my ears or my soul that heard it. Ponderously, with the gravity of four millennia of unheeded warnings, the door swung open.

It unleashed a blast of heat and swamped us with a wave of energy that hummed in the marrow of my bones. Bracing myself against a tide of unpleasant memories and a lifetime of forbiddances, I stepped forward into the Black Tower once more.

Red light glared from the impossibly complex wards covering the glossy obsidian walls, all the way up and down to the twin massive circular seals in the ceiling and the floor. Heat seared the air, and oppressive power crushed the breath from our lungs.

At the center of it all stood the great obelisk, black as the deepest reaches of night, sealing the tear between worlds like a pin stuck in the fabric of reality. It was no easier to face it knowing that I was made of the same nerve-flaying energy that set my teeth on edge, or that the light-devouring face of the great seal was the Door to a place that had once been my home.

We approached the stone as if it were a live tiger.

“How do we get Corruption back through the gate?” Severin asked. “That line down the center is no wider than my finger.”

Right. We couldn’t just physically hurl the device through.

“I don’t know,” I admitted, trying to sound calm and reasonable, as if this weren’t a horrible oversight that could kill us all. “For that matter, I don’t know how to open it without draining the seal completely, which would defeat the purpose because he could just come right back out again once he got his bearings.”

I should have brought Bastian with us to figure it out. Curse it, there was no time to go back for him.

“This is probably a terrible idea, and bear in mind I know almost nothing about artifice,” Severin said cautiously, “but we could try touching things randomly.”

“That,” said a voice soft as a velvet knife sheath, “I will not allow.”

Whisper paced into the room, a sleek black shadow, absorbing the red light that fell on him without a trace.

I turned to him eagerly, even as Severin took a step back. “You must know how this works. At the very least you saw my grandmother open it, and I’m betting she wasn’t the first of my ancestors to do so. Quickly, what do we do?”

“I’m not here to help you.” He prowled in a long arc around the room, restless, his hackles bristling. “I’m here to observe, and to keep you from abject foolishness that could damage or destroy this world.”

Harsh white light leaked from my pocket, intensifying rapidly. The device had gotten so hot I had to pull the smoking bag out and dangle it at arm’s length. It was hard to think with power buzzing in my brain and crawling on my skin, heat stealing the water from my mouth, and the black seal waiting like doom incarnate for us to make the smallest error.

“Listen, Whisper,” I said urgently, “if I can’t figure out how to open that gate, in a couple of minutes Corruption is going to be free and we’re going to be fighting. Here, in the Black Tower. This sounds like an incalculably bad idea. So for Hells’ sakes, tell me how to use the cursed gate!”

His tail lashed viciously. “You know I can’t violate my neutrality.”

“There comes a point where standing by and doing nothing ceases to be neutral. You’re here to keep us from making terrible mistakes with the gate, yes? So tell us how to do it the right way!”

The device had scorched a few small holes in the bag; shafts of white light speared out through them. I could feel the fire within it resonating with the burning power that filled the room, that pulsed in time with my heart. Soon it would be too late.

“Very well,” Whisper said, and his voice changed somehow, like a pressure shift in the air, and I knew only I could hear him. “The left side of the obelisk opens, the right side closes. The front lets you speak through it without opening. That’s all I know.”

“And how do I get Corruption back through the gate?”

Whisper hesitated, his tail squirming uncomfortably. “I can’t help you against him. Not directly.”

“You’re not helping me against him! You’re helping me not have to experiment with the gate in a panic, which I think we can all agree none of us want, given my record.”

Whisper’s ears swiveled back, annoyed. “I told you, I can’t tell you how to banish him! I can, however, share an interesting fact. You remember what happened when you touched the fire of the Hells directly when you opened the gate, I presume.”

I could hardly forget. “It hurt.”

“Because it’s what you’re made of. Your soul was trying to rejoin the Hells, like two droplets of water that touch becoming one. But you couldn’t, because you were anchored to a physical body. That is what hurt—the resistance, not the hellfire itself.”

“So if one of us wasn’t anchored—if, say, I released Corruption from this trap—we’d get drawn through to the Hells if we touched the gate opening?”

Whisper turned his face away. “I’m not going to tell you that.”

“Good enough. Thank you.” I turned toward the obelisk.

Whisper said, with sudden urgency, “You should go.”

I’d learned not to ignore his warnings. I hesitated, despite the bag threatening to burst into flame in my hand. “What do you mean?”

“Leave this situation to your human friends. It’s far too dangerous for you to be in direct conflict with the others like this.”

“I haven’t forgotten that I pose a greater threat to this world than any of them,” I said quietly. “I won’t unleash my power, no matter what. I don’t need to be neutral to exercise restraint.”

“Even if you can’t protect your friends any other way?” he pressed. “They’ve always been your weakness.”

He held my gaze, and I understood what he didn’t say: With Carnage and Hunger both hunting us, it was unlikely the Rookery would survive.

Hells, I already knew that.

“I can do this,” I told him. “Trust me, Whisper.”

He bowed his head. “Very well. I trust you.” Regret roughened his usually silk-smooth voice. “I have to go. This situation is volatile enough without my paws on it, and I don’t dare stay close enough that I could be tempted to intervene.”

Ah. That explained his urgency.

“I’m honored that you might be tempted,” I said, and meant it.

“Hmph. Just try not to do anything foolish.”

I blinked, and he was gone.

We didn’t have time for me to hesitate any longer. I hurried toward the gate.

I tried not to think about Lamiel lying dead on the floor in a sprawl of blond hair and fatally reaching hands. Or about my small self in my grandmother’s arms, merging with a bright hot soul of boundless energy that was also myself. Or about my mistakes that had opened this gate not once, but three times, loosing calamity into the world I loved.

“Fourth time is the charm, maybe,” I muttered, and stepped through the final warding circle to stand before the obelisk.

It dominated my field of vision with its deep, glossy black, radiating heat that baked my face. This close I could see the circular seal carved into it at heart level, and the long vertical groove that split it top to bottom. A chill crawled under my skin like fever, and I shivered.

This was where my life had begun and ended. Two separate lives had entered this room: one by the door and one by the stone, one new and one ancient. One flesh and bone, and the other light and fire. Both those lives seemed remote and unreal now, like a dream days after waking. I’d left as a single person, human and demon, broken and whole.

In a way, this gate had birthed me. Now to make sure it didn’t kill everyone I cared for.

I reached out and laid a hand on the left side of the obelisk. Smooth obsidian met my touch, the magic in it setting my fingers to a seething tingle. No—not entirely smooth. There were more carvings there. Another circle pattern. I slid my palm to the center of it.

Nothing happened. The energy trap was scalding my hand through the bag, the light bright enough to make me wince away. I could almost hear Corruption’s voice, a distant, furious clamor.

“Open,” I whispered. “Please.”

An eye-searing white light flooded the line down the center of the obelisk—white because it was everything, every color and hue of magic, every type of energy, concentrated into an intensity that would have killed my flesh on contact if it were truly mortal. Heat dried my skin in an instant, calling up an answering fire from within me that pulled toward it with all the desperate yearning to join its source of a river flowing down to the sea. The scent of ozone tickled the air, and the inexplicable coppery taste of blood filled the back of my mouth. My human senses cringed from the sheer overwhelming force of the power washing over and through me, lighting up every nerve—the consuming brilliance of hellfire.

It’s what you’re made of. It was impossible. But I could feel it resonating in my bones, my blood, my soul.

The bag burned away entirely in my hand, light blazing from the blistering hot sphere as I clutched it.

I’m free! Corruption crowed. I’m free, I’m free, I’m—

I seized the energy trap and rammed it against the incandescent white groove on the obelisk just as the air around the orb shimmered with escaping power and the light within it died.

Pain ripped through me, as if fire burrowed into my veins from my fingertips; I might have screamed. If so, it was utterly lost in the terrible cry that echoed in my mind, a diminishing desperate wail like someone caught and swept away in a tornado’s brutal winds.

It didn’t help to know that the pain searing through me was my own soul trying to tear free of my body. White radiance blinded me, hellfire becoming all I could see or feel, within me and without. I heard a distant cry—Severin. This wasn’t safe for him. Corruption was gone, but he could come back; the hellfire that raged through me might destroy even a Witch Lord, given the chance.

It took enormous effort to figure out where my free arm was, and how it worked, with my world vanished into an agony of light. But I reached around the right side of the obelisk and groped blindly until a roughness under my fingers suggested I’d found the artifice diagram there.

“Close!” I cried hoarsely. “For the love of the Graces, close!”

The terrible white light went out at once. Silence fell loud as thunder.

I staggered out of the circle and dropped to my knees, trembling, energy still sizzling through me, hellfire settling into my soul. I knew now that my body shook not with exhaustion, but with an excess of absorbed power; that this jittery shock wasn’t the need to fall into bed, but the readiness to fight a mountain lion with my bare hands and win.

I released the empty, cold orb on the floor and let it roll from my fingers, disgusted at the device and at myself for using it. Hunger’s words shouldn’t have mattered; Corruption was trying to destroy the world, so of course I had to do whatever it took to stop him. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that Hunger was right, this one time. That using a magic on someone else that I found abhorrent to imagine used on myself was wrong.

In the back of my mind, quiet and insistent as a gentle tap on the shoulder, bones in the wall of the Black Tower spelled out AWAKEN ME.

Severin came to stand beside me. “Need a moment?”

“No, I can… I’m sure you want to get out of here.” I tried to get my legs under me, but with my senses shivering and burning in resonance with the gate, it was unexpectedly hard.

Severin offered me a hand. I took it, cool and dry, and he pulled me to my feet.

“It’s not as unbearable this time,” he said, a certain strain in his voice. “Maybe I’m more like a demon now.”

“It’s not so bad, being a monster.” I didn’t let go of his hand. It was the one stable, sane point in this place that I could cling to. “Provided you have other monsters to keep you company.”

Severin’s mouth quirked. “Yes, let’s get all the Witch Lords and demons together for a big party, and we’ll feel much better. May as well invite the warlocks, too. We can have cake and honey wine—but not too much honey wine, because we wouldn’t want to get drunk and destroy the world.”

I laughed, but it hovered dangerously on the edge of becoming something else, and I had to press the side of my hand to my mouth to stop it.

“We’d better take this thing back to the others,” Severin said, stooping toward the device. “We need to deal with Carnage and Hunger.”

“I’m afraid,” rasped a horrible voice from the doorway, “you’re too late.”

A gunshot echoed from the hard black walls of the tower, ricocheting around among the bloody glow of the wards.

The crystal sphere shattered into a thousand glittering pieces.
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Hunger stood in the doorway, hunched over the second spine that coiled from his stomach to plunge back between his ribs. He lowered a pistol that must have been Aurelio’s, its barrel ringed with rune-carved brass bands. He turned it in his hand appreciatively.

“The human taught me how to use this. I’m forced to admit they’re clever creatures. Perhaps I need more of their little devices.”

I stared at the shattered remains of the energy trap in deep, sinking horror, an abyss opening at my feet. Severin let out a strangled noise, pulling back a hand flecked with blood from dozens of scratches that were already beginning to close.

The desolation in his dark eyes matched mine. That was it; we were done. We had no way to defeat Hunger and Carnage now.

Hunger’s mouth stretched to a humorless grin, his breath sawing in and out with horrible wetness. He’d won.

“You realize that sending Corruption back to the Hells was pointless.” He ground it in mercilessly. “I still have your blood, and the gate is mine now. I can open it again anytime I want.”

Severin gave him a look of pure contempt. “You’d be a fool to do that. If you want the world for yourself, why let him ruin it?”

“Carnage and Corruption are both exasperating that way.” Hunger’s lip curled. “However, they do have a use. They’re remarkably good at keeping everyone else’s attention focused on them so that I can pursue my own business.” He glanced at the shattered remnants of the device. “You, however, now have nothing I want. In fact, you have something I distinctly don’t need—power to match mine. So good-bye. I’ve got a body to acquire.”

He turned on his heel, but lurched at once to a halt.

“You don’t need her,” Aurelio hissed, his voice raw with pain. “You’ve done what Discord wanted—you’ve destroyed the device. Surely she’ll take this cursed thing out now.”

Hunger shook himself as if he could cast Aurelio out of his own body like a dog shedding water. “Foolish boy. Why would Discord ever give up such a hold on me? A safe new host is my only chance at freedom.”

He strode for the door. I started after him, desperate.

“Will you so readily abandon him to die, then?” I demanded. “After everything he’s done for you?”

Hunger stopped in the hallway of the old stone keep, his shoulders straining, hands clenching and unclenching, head jerking back and forth. I paused just inside the Black Tower, barely daring to breathe, trying to think of a way to tip the scales of control toward Aurelio.

“Ryx—” he began, young and desperate and hurting.

Hunger caught control again, the sneer reentering his voice. “Of course I’ll abandon him. He’s ruined. But he did tell me one more interesting thing.” He laid a hand on the moss-fuzzed stone wall beside him. “He said this corridor is so old and unstable that the magic in the walls is the only thing holding it together, so I shouldn’t drain it.”

I stared at him, uncomprehending, but he simply walked away.

Severin swore and slammed suddenly into me, tackling me away from the door, back into the tower. I hit the polished floor hard, the impact jarring through my bones, the sullen power in the wards tingling along my skin.

Before a protest could make it to my lips, a great and terrible rumbling crash shook the Black Tower as the corridor behind Hunger collapsed. Stone crunched down onto stone; chest-sized blocks tumbled into the alcove and across the threshold, and a wave of dust choked the air. The thin sunlight cut off abruptly, plunging us into the pure scarlet radiance of the Black Tower wards against the light-drinking darkness of its walls.

I coughed, trying to wave dust away from my face, and scrambled to my feet in alarm. “He couldn’t have! That bastard, he didn’t…”

The sinking, incontrovertible reality of a jumbled mass of stone faced me. The rubble of the collapsed corridor blocked everything beyond the alcove completely. No chinks of light showed through.

He’d trapped us. And now he was going to go kill Kessa, and probably the rest of the Rookery when they tried to stop him.

“Hells take it.” Severin laid a hand on the worn stones, his face set. “It’s all rock. Nothing alive I can work with beyond moss and a few spiders. Any help I could summon from Alevar would take a day to get here. We’re stuck, at least for now.”

“He hurt Gloamingard.” I said it through my teeth, fury boiling up in me until I had to clench my power tight to keep from leaking. “He hurt my castle, and he’s trying to hurt my friend. I’m going to destroy him.”

“Oh no, you don’t,” Severin said firmly, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Sorry, Ryx. People like us don’t get to turn into murderous killing machines. We’d be too apocalyptically effective at it.”

“No,” I agreed. “But we can take other risks.”

Severin eyed me warily. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

AWAKEN ME, the Black Tower said.

“Can you get us out of here before he kills Kessa?”

“I just admitted I can’t. Are you rubbing it in for a reason?”

“I can’t, either—not without leveling the castle. But there’s something else I can try.” I spun and strode through the power that pressed down on us like the weight of stone itself, through the dim red glare, past the great black seal with its resonances of hellfire that still set my skin to crawling.

The words writ in bone loomed above me, hidden in the tower walls, visible only to my atheling’s senses: AWAKEN ME. It was so easy to see them now, as if they wanted to be seen. The latticework of bones around the words seemed to point downward, converging toward a spot on the wall where a small red circular seal glowed, carved at eye height. I would never have noticed it among all the other warding patterns.

“You’re about to do something reckless that’s going to endanger us both, aren’t you.” Severin put a hand over his face. “I’m going to be the shortest-lived Witch Lord in history.”

“Congratulations,” I told him. “This is what you get for insisting on associating with me.”

“I know,” he said into his hand. “Just… warn me. What are you about to unleash this time?”

I winced; that hit too close to home. “Hopefully nothing. Or nothing bad, anyway. The Black Tower asked me to awaken it—”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s fine.”

“And I’m about to try to do it.”

“We could try other things first, before you poke random enchantments in the Black Tower, you know. Only because last time—”

“I’m quite aware of what happened last time,” I snapped. Then I softened my voice. “I didn’t hide Kessa so well that Hunger won’t be able to find her. It could take him ten hours or it could take him ten minutes, but he’ll get there. I can’t let that happen.”

Without waiting for a response, I slapped my palm onto the secret seal.

A glowing red line ran down from it along the wall like a trickle of molten metal. It hit the glassy black floor and split, two scarlet lines curving apart and then racing toward each other again to trace a six-foot-wide circle. Severin, who’d been standing in the middle, jumped back with a curse.

“It had better not be trying to kill all intruders now,” he snapped.

“You’re as suspicious and surly as always, I see. I’m glad power hasn’t changed you.” I said it lightly, grateful for the chance to vent my nerves; I couldn’t tear my eyes off the spreading lines of light as the gap between them closed and finally vanished, the circle complete.

The heavy grinding of stone on stone scraped my ears, and a faint vibration ran under my feet. The encircled section of floor dropped, exposing a sheer gleaming edge of obsidian with extremely familiar words carved into it.

Guard the tower, ward the stone.

I’d tried. Oh, I’d tried.

The deep grinding and scraping continued, and the dropped stone circle began sliding to the side, opening up a crescent-moon sliver of darkness that widened with agonizing slowness. A dry, old scent wafted up from below—buried at once by the prevailing ozone smell of hellfire lingering in the air, but not before I caught a whiff of dust and bone and ancient rock. It smelled like home.

Severin stood with his hands half-raised, eyeing the opening gap warily.

“You live in the most appalling house of horrors,” he murmured.

“Gloamingard is not a house of horrors.”

He gave me a disbelieving look. “It’s built around a literal portal to the Hells. You grew up with the Demon of Death prowling around pretending to be a house pet. And your ancestors used more bone as architectural material than is reasonable even for a Witch Lord.”

“It’s better than your brother’s castle,” I retorted.

“There’s nothing wrong with…” He trailed off, probably remembering that the one room I’d gotten a good look at was decorated with the impaled remains of the enemies he’d hung to die slowly on his walls. “All right, fine.”

The empty crescent slid wider, and we fell silent, all capacity for nervous banter taken from us.

If it were only a dark pit, that would have been ominous enough. And yes, it was a rough-walled hole that bored down into the rock of the hill beneath us, cool air wafting up to dilute the oppressive heat of the Black Tower. But it wasn’t some mere crude, ancient oubliette for the disposal of Gloamingard’s enemies.

Impossibly narrow stairs spiraled down along the walls, barely wider than my foot and completely devoid of any attempt at a railing, made entirely of bone. A sweep of bone mosaic flowed above the stairs and parallel to them; nestled in the abstract patterns were words I could read even though they descended beyond the dull red glare of the tower into utter darkness. I would know those words with my eyes closed, or on the brink of death itself. They were carved into my heart.

Find your answers writ in bone.

“We’re not going down there, of course,” Severin said, with the calm ease of someone confident he wasn’t talking to a lunatic.

“You’re not,” I agreed.

“Ryx. Ryxander.” He closed his eyes. “I suppose I deserve this. I’m a murderer and a villain. You’re the punishment I’ve had coming. But still. Do you think that once, for me, you could try to do the sensible thing?”

“This is entirely sensible.” The uneasy stirring in my gut at the thought of what might lie at the bottom of that ancient pit denied my words, no matter how much my mind believed them. “It’s that or stand around waiting for my friends to die. Besides, the Gloaming Lore has never led me wrong. It’s only going against it that gets me in trouble.”

He stepped closer and grasped my shoulders, staring intently into my eyes. “Or we could start moving rocks with our hands, and hope we can dig out fast enough. Later, when I can get a mouse or a bird, I could send one down to scout. Or we could trust the Rookery to be smart enough to hide from Hunger. Or—”

“I’m the Warden of Gloamingard,” I reminded him. I laid a hand on his cheek, cupping the sharp line of it. I could feel the power beneath his skin now, the profound and bottomless strength of an entire domain: all Alevar’s hoary old swamps and marshy coastlines, its farms and forests, the birds of its sky and the eyeless crawling things deep within its earth. I wondered if he could feel the seething fire beneath my skin as well. His power was everything mine wasn’t: complex and subtle, burgeoning with life, capable of growth and creation and healing.

“You are impossible,” he muttered. “You’re the Demon of Stubbornness.”

I planted a hasty but tender kiss on his warm, wonderful, skeptical mouth.

“Wait here,” I told him. “This is a secret place of Morgrain. It wouldn’t be right for you to go down there, and it may not be safe for you, either.”

“I’ll be genuinely shocked if it’s safe for you. Take this.” He slid a bone bracelet off his wrist and passed it to me. “It’s of Alevar. At least this way I can watch over you, and maybe help you if you need it.”

I slid the smooth band over my bare wrist, balancing out my jess. It was still warm from his skin. “Guard the gate. For that matter, gather up the pieces of the device and see if you can figure out a way to get them to Hylah. It’s not impossible that she could repair it.”

“You’re ordering me around like one of your staff,” he complained. “I’m a Witch Lord now.”

“Guard the gate and gather up the pieces of the device, Most Exalted.”

He sighed. “Fine.”

There was no more putting this off. I carefully eased one toe down onto the first narrow step. My footing felt surer than I expected it to—maybe because of my connection to the bone that formed it, or maybe because it was still rough enough to grip my boot, unsmoothed by any previous traffic.

Still, I kept a hand on the edge of the hole as I descended, fingers trailing along the carved Guard the castle, ward the stone and then running along the rough rock of the wall.

Descending below floor level felt like plunging into cool water; the heat radiating from the gate stayed above with the ominous red glow of the wards. Just below the surface, everything held the chill musty darkness of a cave or a tomb.

My fingers traced the patterns of the mosaic now: Find your answers writ in bone. The darkness thickened around me, but my eyes were adjusting. I paused to glance upward; the bright circle of the entrance hole already seemed alarmingly far away, with Severin staring down as if I’d vanish if he blinked.

“Tell me when you get to the bottom,” he urged.

“I don’t think it’s far. I can sense something down there—more bone, probably.” I said it softly, reverently. The pit felt holy with age, and dangerous as a sleeping leviathan.

But this was my place. Not as a demon, but as a human—as an atheling of Morgrain and the Warden of Gloamingard. Whatever secrets or dangers lay below, they were mine to face, and that was strangely comforting.

At last, my boots touched down on a rough stone floor. The dim glow filtering down the shaft picked out a door in the bottom of the well, ancient wood inlaid with more bone. My eyes couldn’t read the words worked into the pattern, but my heart could.

Build the castle high and strong. Another piece of the Gloaming Lore.

“I’m at the bottom,” I whispered. “There’s a door.”

A normal human wouldn’t have heard me from where Severin leaned over the pit some eighty feet up, but Witch Lords had unnaturally sharp hearing.

“Doesn’t your family have an entirely reasonable edict against opening doors?” he asked, his words floating down on a raft of echoes, sounding hollowed-out by the time they reached the bottom.

“Shhh,” I replied. This was sacred business. The silence of ages filled the pit; it wasn’t meant to be casually broken.

I touched the door, seeking a handle. It swung smoothly open beneath my fingers.

A starry speckle of eerily glowing ghost-blue lichen faintly illuminated the chamber beyond. Whatever I might have been expecting in the back of my mind, this wasn’t it.

Curving ribs and a delicate curling latticework of magically shaped ivory formed an irregular, near-spherical room, not much bigger than the inside of a coach. It looked like a nest, or a cage, or some ornamental bauble meant to house a candle and cast interesting shadows. At its center it cupped an elaborate throne-like seat, also formed of a lattice of bone bleached snow white by time or magic. Arching across the back in barely legible stylized letters, a mosaic of animal teeth formed one last phrase from the Gloaming Lore: Blood endures through ages long.

Two sharp-edged spikes like dagger blades jutted up from the armrests of the throne, right where a person’s hands would rest. And from every beautiful swirling surface of the chamber, long sharp spikes of bone thrust inward, pointing unerringly to the seat with lethal menace, like a sea anemone turned inside out.

I froze. “Oh, this is… this is strange.”

Inside my gaping brain, a sensible Ryx said simply, No, and turned around and walked out, closing the door gently behind her. She climbed up the ladder and told Severin it was no good, there was nothing useful down there, and moved on to hatching the next plan.

I kept staring at that chair. Sit here and be stabbed to death, the whole arrangement said. Please.

“Is everything all right?” Severin called down. His voice sounded impossibly distant, as if it were coming from another world.

“Shhh. Don’t come down here, no matter what happens.” It occurred to me that this wasn’t reassuring, so I added, “I’m fine. Everything is fine.”

Severin muttered something I couldn’t quite make out, but it sounded obscene.

I stared at the throne in its nest of spikes and constellation of faint eerie glows, and at the commandment carved on its back. Blood endures.

This was some ancient secret last resort, clearly. Some final, desperate defense the deep magic of the castle had unlocked in response to whatever dire circumstance it had detected from the array of apocalyptic options. I was supposed to know what it did, to make the choice to ascend that throne aware of what it would cost me.

Everything I knew deep in my soul about power and need and sacrifice told me not to do it. If I sat in that chair, I could be giving up my life, and I didn’t know whether I’d gain anything that could help us.

But two demons were hunting us through the castle, and we had no way to defeat them. Once Hunger had Kessa, he’d come for the gate; we couldn’t stop him from seizing it, and then he’d have access to enough unlimited power that even my grandmother couldn’t unseat him.

It would be one thing to make the hard choice to let my friends die if the only thing I could do to protect them was to unleash terrible destruction upon the world. Now I had another option, something I could do as a human, with only human risks attached. By the Eldest and the Graces, I was going to take it.

A latticework of graceful steps led up into the chamber. I mounted them, heart pounding.

I stared at the throne before me. It was so dramatic, so extravagant—a seat for a true atheling, someone like Vikal or Aunt Karrigan, or for the Witch Lord of Morgrain herself. It would be blasphemy for me to take it.

My whole existence was a blasphemy anyway, so I might as well.

Bracing for every spike in the room to plunge into me for my transgression, I settled gingerly in the bone chair.

It welcomed me. Its curves reshaped to fit me—not with the liquid malleability of vivomancy, but with the careful shifting and flexing of a hand cupping to cradle a baby bird. The traces of life magic running through it lapped against my skin like warm water, recognizing me. Atheling, family, guardian. It felt right, a puzzle piece slipping perfectly into place.

The door swung shut, cutting off the last traces of red light and all sound from above. I was utterly alone in this bone cage, bathed in a ghostly pale glow, swathed in deep and ancient silence.

I waited, holding my breath. The chamber waited, holding its. Nothing happened.

Blood endures through ages long. Hells. I knew what I had to do.

I gripped the dagger-edged spikes of bone at the ends of the armrests. Their razor-sharp blades prickled against my fingers and thumb, effortlessly parting the very top layer of skin.

“I am the guard at the gloaming,” I whispered.

I squeezed my hands shut as tight as I could.
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Blood ran down the spikes, but light did, too. Scarlet lines of it, branching like veins into hair-fine glowing capillaries whose curling ends formed tiny symbols and runes.

The light spread rapidly along the armrests, branching again and again until it hit the main body of the throne; then countless incandescent threads split off, unfurling into a great intricate web. Radiant veins ran up each curving rib of the cage, whisker-thin branches blossoming runes and symbols like flowers on a vine, until the whole chamber glowed red, pulsing faintly in time to my own heartbeat.

It took no more than a few seconds. My breath caught in wonder, seeing everything kindle into brilliance around me, as if the room had become the shining buried heart of Gloamingard.

It kept spreading. The light flowed up beyond the chamber, reaching above me toward the tower, through the thickness of rock over my head. A dizzying pull tugged at me, a dropping scattering weakness like sudden blood loss, energy unspooling from me as if my soul unraveled.

Wait, I tried to say, but it was far too late for that.

My senses fell apart into swooning chaos.

I couldn’t see—no, I could see too much, a useless jumble of dreamlike color and darkness, vision all mixed up with my sense of space and time, balance and orientation gone. My skin crawled, itching as if tiny leggy things scuttled on it; dust and smoke and mildew choked me, with a faint under scent of blood. Voices and footsteps and breathing tangled up with the high twittering of birdsong, the squeaks of bats and mice, the sighing of wind through leaves. My body felt distant and stiff and so very strange, contorted and sprawled in directions and positions that didn’t seem remotely possible.

Panic tried to flare up in me, but I squashed it mercilessly. Whatever was happening, no matter what, I had to keep a tight grip on my power. I couldn’t let my control slip for an instant—not when my senses were jumbled like this and I’d lost all awareness of where or even what I was. I wondered if this was what Severin had felt when his brother died—but my grandmother was most certainly alive; I could feel her presence in its usual place in my soul.

There was something familiar in all this noise and strange sensation. I knew the shape of this chaos, knew the patterns and scents deep in my bones. I groped through the assault of information for something to hold on to and found…

Foxglove’s voice. Echoing strangely, as if it came from multiple slightly different places at once.

“That’s the best I can do. It won’t hold him for long. How close is he now? Or Carnage, for that matter?”

And Kessa’s, replying: “Your guess is as good as mine. I’m better with plants than animals; my mice haven’t reported back yet.”

Foxglove’s pacing footsteps echoed through me as if each step was a tap on my shoulder. I squinted and I could see the Rookery, as if I looked down on them from above, their images blurry and colorless. They were in the hidden room I’d directed them to, a long bone-lined hall that had once been a slice of a larger ballroom; Foxglove had laid out some kind of artifice ward on the floor, and Bastian busily mixed something with deft fingers, ingredients from his satchel spread out around him. Ashe was screwing a new pommel onto Answer, her face determined, but I couldn’t tell what color the beads were.

At the same time, I knew Hunger was working his way toward them, his footsteps quick and frustrated, running into wrong turn after wrong turn but getting closer nonetheless. I caught fleeting glimpses of him passing by, muttering to himself; they came from several different angles, one after another and sometimes two or three at once. And Carnage stood before the blocked-up entrance to the old stone keep, sword in hand, wearing a listening expression.

I tried to call out to the Rookery. But instead of finding one mouth, I found a thousand.

“Ahhhh…” I stumbled over speech, thick and impossible with too many tongues.

The entire Rookery jumped and swore. Ashe brandished Answer at the ceiling; even Hunger made a startled noise.

“Please tell me I’m hallucinating,” Kessa said, her voice high as she backed toward Ashe. “Bastian, did you spill something that I’m breathing in?”

“I’m afraid not,” he said, staring up at me in alarm.

Oh. Oh. Now I understood. In a rush of aching wonder, everything fell into shape.

I was Gloamingard.

The latticework of life magic that imbued the hidden bones in the walls wasn’t limited just to the Black Tower. It ran through the whole castle. All of Gloamingard was one vast inert chimera, latent and empty—and I had provided it a soul.

Right, then.

Hunger was too close to the Rookery, making his way along a corridor in the Great Lodge that would lead him to them in minutes. I focused on the hallway he was walking through, feeling his footsteps on my floors, gazing at him from the wooden face of a magic-carved weasel that frolicked along a ceiling beam. Once he rounded the next corner, he’d cross a transition to the Bone Palace and be pointed straight at them.

Experimentally, I tried flexing a log wall. Swinging it across the transition to the Bone Palace like a closing door was easy as flicking a finger. Now the corridor turned awkwardly into a guest room that was inexplicably missing a wall—but honestly, that was typical Gloamingard strangeness, and Hunger probably wouldn’t notice.

Next. Carnage was too close to the Black Tower for my liking, lurking near the entrance to the old stone keep. In the tree tower opposite, I flipped stair treads one after another, mimicking the sound of someone climbing up the steps. Carnage latched onto the trace of a possible target and followed it.

Good. Now I could attend to the ache near my center. I focused on it and found the tumbled pile of rubble that bastard Hunger had made of the old stone keep corridor. The network of life magic running through the lichen and moss on the stones was intact, however.

All I had to do was tug those tendons of magic taut, like sucking in my stomach. The rocks rumbled and pulled up into shape, minus a few loose stones.

Severin shot to his feet from where he’d been picking up shattered pieces of energy trap, letting out a jumbled string of curses.

“Ryx?” he called. “Did you do that?”

I fumbled around for a mouth to speak with, but there was none near him. The scattered small stones that hadn’t been gathered back into the reconstituted wall were still part of me, however, so I nudged them awkwardly into shape until they spelled out YES.

Severin swore some more. He turned back toward the pit instead of the door, the contrary wretch.

I shoved the stone cover shut.

“Ryx!” he called, a frantic edge in his voice. “What in the Nine Hells are you doing?”

I didn’t have enough rocks to spell I’m fine, and on reflection that would probably be the worst thing I could say. Instead I slid them around to make the word GO. In case that was unclear, I rearranged them again to spell ROOK. I was several stones short for Rookery.

It was up to him to either get the pieces of the energy trap to Hylah and the Rookery like a useful person or stand in the Black Tower making a scene; I’d done what I could.

I tried to remember what I had to work with in the sealed-up room where the Rookery waited and settled on a bird skull that peered down from above a window. I focused solely on that, so I wouldn’t speak from every face in the castle this time.

“It’s me,” I said.

The entire Rookery jumped and yelped. Right. I looked like a talking bird skull.

“Ryx,” I added belatedly.

“Hells on a stick,” Ashe swore. “Bloody mages.”

Bastian cleared his throat. “Are you… this is fascinating. How are you doing that?”

“I’ll explain later. Hunger is trying to find you.” I had half my attention on him; he’d found his way out into another hallway from the guest room and was circling around toward the Bone Palace again. I quickly shuffled a staircase to route him down to a lower floor.

“We know,” Foxglove said grimly. “I’ve been laying traps for him.”

“It’s worse than that.” My voice came out creaky and dusty and nothing like my own. “The energy trap is broken. We got Corruption through the gate, but we can’t use it on Hunger or Carnage.”

A terrible silence fell. Kessa slumped against a wall, stricken.

“We’re buggered, then,” Ashe said.

“Maybe not. I have an idea.” I paused to slide a tapestry over a door to hide it before Hunger saw it, at the same time laying a trail of sounds and voices for Carnage, trying to lure her down a certain stairway. There were so many things to keep track of, so many eyes and faces to watch from; the mental strain was rapidly becoming exhausting.

“I’m sending Severin with the pieces of the energy trap,” I said. “If you can get it to Hylah, maybe she can fix it. In the meantime, I’m going to try to trap Carnage and take care of Hunger.”

“Ryx, what in the Nine Hells is going on?” Foxglove demanded.

That was a very good question. I wasn’t entirely certain I wanted to know the answer; I was trying not to think about the body I’d left slumped in my own beating heart, and whether I was alive or dead right now, or whether the half-sketched plan forming in my mind had any chance of working.

“Trust me,” I said, because explaining was impossible. “Wait here, unless something goes terribly wrong.”

Bastian frowned. “How will we know if something goes terribly wrong?”

“You’ll probably know. I think we’re past the point where things go wrong subtly.”

They had more questions, but I had to shift my full attention to Hunger and Carnage.

Wearing Gloamingard felt surprisingly natural, like shrugging on an old favorite vestcoat. I knew the castle like my own hands, and now it was my own hands—and my face and everything else, as well. I had always inhabited this place like a ghost. Actually possessing it was only one step further.

I had Carnage down in the cellar where I wanted her; now I just had to close the door behind her and pile enough heavy architectural elements in front of it to slow her down significantly without making her plight so hopeless she’d feel the need to jump to a new host. It wouldn’t hold her for long, but perhaps it would hold her for long enough.

Hunger, meanwhile, I thwarted at every turn. I blocked him and herded him with moving walls and vanishing corridors, with doors that wouldn’t open no matter how much power he used to wrench at them and stairs that collapsed beneath his feet. First he muttered, “This place is mad,” and then, “Perfect for Discord, curse her.” As his frustration mounted, he called out to the ceiling, “I thought you said we could be allies!”

Finally, he stopped and rasped, “Boy!”

His face went taut with pain, haunted and hunted and no small piece angry.

“Why should I help you?” Aurelio’s words were gravelly with exhaustion, the voice of a man who had been dying terribly for some time now.

“Explain this!” Hunger demanded. “I can’t tell if this place was designed as some twisted joke or if there’s magic at work.”

“You should have listened to Ryx.” Aurelio slumped against the wall, curled around the horrible wounds in his chest and stomach. A ridge ran along his cheek now, spines poking through the skin. “I’ve got no reason to help you if you treat me like refuse to be discarded.”

Hunger straightened from the wall in a furious movement, as if he resented Aurelio’s fleeting moment of rest. “We’re in this together, you wretched human! If I can’t find that new host, you’re going to suffer with me for eternity!”

Aurelio let out a bitter, awful laugh, a sound that had to force its way around the monstrosity chewing through him. “Better to live forever and suffer than die with so much undone. But I’ll lead you back to the gate if you’d like to honor our original agreement.”

Hunger threw his hands up in frustration. “You’re useless! Fine. I don’t need you. I’ll find my new vessel on my own.”

I split my attention for a moment to locate Severin, who was tracing his own far less obstructed path toward the hidden room where the Rookery waited. I slid my focus into a playful badger grown from the living wood of the tree tower he was passing through, easy as donning a mask.

“Severin. It’s Ryx.”

He stared at me, openly aghast. “Blood of the Eldest. What did you do down there?”

“It doesn’t matter. Look, after you get the pieces of the energy trap to the Rookery, I need you to—”

He crouched down, staring into my wooden eyes, and laid a hand on the carved badger’s head. “This is incredibly unnerving. I can’t look, but I can’t look away.”

My own vision was too blurred to read his expression well. I tossed the badger’s head out from under his hand, annoyed. “Listen to me or I’ll bite you. I’m herding Hunger to the Black Tower. I have a plan to try to take him out, but no one else can be in the room. If it goes wrong, you’re my backup; you should be able to fight him off if he tries to possess you. But you have to get the pieces of the energy trap to Hylah or the Rookery first.”

“I’m not anyone’s backup,” he said through his teeth. “And more to the point, how are you going to take out Hunger by yourself when you said you can’t use your powers on him?”

“I’m working on that,” I admitted. “But don’t come in unless I signal you. Even if you can resist Hunger’s possession, it could take days of struggle with him living in your mind, and given that you haven’t blooded your domain, we can’t risk it. The last thing we need is another demon Witch Lord.”

“That’s well and good except that he could very easily kill you. How will you signal me if you’re dead?”

“The same way I’m signaling you now,” I said, a strange euphoria thrilling through me. “If I die, I can just possess the castle, Severin. I don’t have to kill anyone!”

“The same…” He broke off, grabbing my wooden face in both hands. “Blood of the Eldest, Ryx, how are you talking to me now? Are you already dead? Answer me!”

I didn’t have an answer. “I have to focus on Hunger now,” I told him, and I left him yelling at a carved badger.
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When he got to the old stone keep, Hunger realized at last what was happening.

He swore and tried to turn back into the Bone Palace, but I had already sealed the passage behind him. He whirled, fists raised.

“Why are you doing this to me? Discord! Answer me!”

There were no faces carved in the old stone keep, so I didn’t reply. Only waited, with a single stone passage stretching out in front of him.

“What do you want?” An idea seemed to occur to him then. “Are you telling me to bring Corruption back first? I thought you didn’t want him. Or Despair, maybe?”

Oh, Hells. I hadn’t thought of that.

“Fine!” Hunger called. “I don’t care if that’s what you want. I’m going to do it. The more of us the better, with those awful humans of Disaster’s around.”

He started striding off toward the Black Tower. Pox. My timing was going to have to be perfect.

Hunger came before the great obsidian door and stopped. Even he couldn’t face it without trepidation. It stood open before him, the sullen red light pouring out over him, the heat curling around him. His boots shifted uneasily on my floor; the snake in his belly writhed and hissed.

“I hate this place,” he breathed.

He stepped into the Black Tower.

I slammed the door shut behind him with a great reverberating crash of stone and sealed it.

Then I pulled my consciousness inward, down the hidden dark hole, slithering into the deep place in the rock where the ivory chamber pulsed with a warm red glow and a crumpled human body slumped in a bloodstained throne.
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I gasped and lurched awake, shaking violently all over, heart thundering, body drenched in sweat. My hands throbbed, sticky with blood; my nerves tingled with the awful crawling intensity of feeling returning to a limb that had been asleep.

I was alive. Thank the seasons. I was prepared to live out the rest of eternity as a castle if I had to, but I’d really rather not.

I needed to hurry. I staggered out of the throne on wobbly legs that felt far too soft and small and immediately tumbled to my knees, nearly impaling myself on one of the spikes.

“I don’t have time for this,” I muttered, grabbing another spike to haul myself to my feet. I tottered down the stairs, stumbling against the door, which swung open at my touch.

Down the shaft came Hunger’s distant, muffled voice: “How dare you lock me in here? Discord! You’ve tormented me enough already!”

I leaned against the cool wall of the pit, taking a deep breath to ground myself. Steady. I made sure my power was tucked in tightly beneath my skin, reminding myself of how my own human body worked and what it felt like. Everything settled into place, and the world made sense again around me.

With one bloody hand on the wall for balance, I began climbing the narrow bone stairs.

I had a moment of panic as I remembered I’d sealed myself in here, but as soon as I thought about it the stone above my head began rumbling open, a growing red crescent of light.

Hunger’s voice floated down the well, clear and close: “What are you doing here?”

I froze, heart thundering. But another voice responded, smooth as black ice.

“Watching to make sure you don’t completely bungle things.”

Whisper. I started up the stairs again, silently as I could, barely daring to breathe.

“And did you watch Disaster as well?” Hunger challenged. “She was just in here, casting poor Corruption through the gate.”

“I did,” Whisper confirmed. “I saw no need to interfere, so I kept my distance.”

“Then you won’t interfere if I let him back through.” There was an edge in Hunger’s voice.

“Truly?” Whisper sounded bored, as if he couldn’t care less about the answer, which usually meant he was intensely interested. “I’m surprised you’d want Corruption.”

A suspicion tickled my mind: Whisper was stalling him. But no—he couldn’t be. He’d watch the whole world burn rather than take a side between his demonic kin.

“I know he’s awful,” Hunger said. “I’d rather have Despair. But if they won’t come through, I’ll take Corruption. We need numbers against the humans; they’ve gotten clever.”

“Suit yourself.” He said it with the skeptical magnanimity of someone offering permission to stick one’s hand in a fire.

Purposefully or not, Whisper had bought me time. I burst up into the heat and searing red light of the Black Tower, the crushing power in the air pressing on me like a leaden blanket.

Beyond the light-sucking flat black rectangle of the obelisk, Hunger stood with a bloody rag in his hand. Whisper sat on his haunches by the door, elegant and inscrutable, only the very tip of his bushy tail twitching to acknowledge any emotion at my sudden appearance.

“You again,” Hunger growled. “I suppose you’re going to try to stop me?”

“I’d far rather talk.” I paced warily around to the front of the obelisk, keeping my gaze locked on Hunger, acutely aware of Whisper’s silent witness. “You’re capable of reason sometimes, when it’s in your own interest.”

“My own interests are exquisitely clear.” He gestured toward the obelisk with the hand holding the bloodstained cloth. “Given that you seem set against me for your own sentimental reasons, I’m not sure we have much to talk about.”

“I do feel foolish for bringing that device straight into your trap.” Anything to keep him talking while I moved into position, putting him directly between me and the gate. “I may not like your plans, but I’m forced to admit they’re clever.”

Hunger laughed. Blood flecked his dry lips, and the snake in his belly hissed beneath his ragged uniform. “I’d love to take credit, but this one was Discord’s.”

The assertion hit me like a gut punch, even though I’d suspected as much. The idea that she’d set up an ambush for my friends and me hurt, no matter how much I told myself that she’d only been after the device and it was Hunger’s improvisations that had put us in danger, or that all of this might still turn out to be a trap for Hunger instead.

Or she could be letting him kill my friends because she knew I’d hate her if she did it herself.

Hunger gazed avidly at my face, eyes glittering with a sort of cruel, gloating sympathy. “You trust her too much, Disaster. I understand—I trusted her, too, and I paid the price. But now that I have the gate, I won’t need allies anymore.”

Whether my grandmother had betrayed me was irrelevant now. All that mattered was stopping Hunger. I advanced toward him, determined and ready.

“Go ahead then,” I told him. “Open it.”

The grin died on his face. “What?”

“Open the gate,” I urged him, still advancing. “Do it.”

He stepped back, crossing the circle that formed the final ward around the stone. The runes flared briefly with light, but my blood on the cloth in his hand seemed to be enough to allow him passage.

“Is that a threat?” he demanded, the whites of his eyes showing. “I hope you’re not thinking of attacking me, Disaster.”

Whisper rose abruptly, tail lashing. “I hope so as well. You know better than that, Ryx. Especially this close to the gate.”

I knew. Oh, I knew. If our power escalated against each other, with the gate right here to amplify us both until we scraped at the boundary line of infinity… There’d be nothing left of Morgrain, at the very least. Possibly nothing left of Eruvia.

“I know what I’m doing,” I told Whisper, never taking my eyes off Hunger.

I didn’t. I had to hope he understood, given our long history as friends across multiple lives, that I had very little idea what the Hells I was doing, and what I really meant was, I’m not going to use my power, so please don’t kill me.

Hunger backed another step, until his shoulder blades were only a couple of feet from the obelisk. Suddenly his face twisted, and he sucked in a horrible wet gasp.

“Ryx. Grace of Mercy, Ryx, what are you going to do to me?” It was Aurelio, terror in his hazel eyes.

Curse it. I stopped directly in front of him, close enough to clasp hands.

“I’m sorry.” I swallowed. “You’re a horrible betraying rat bastard, but you were a good friend, for a little while. I wish this could have ended some other way.”

“Are you going to seal me up in here? Is that it? You lured Hunger here to trap us in the tower forever?” He glanced about, eyes round with panic. “I can’t spend forever getting my insides eaten in this terrible place. Ryx, if you were ever my friend, don’t leave me like this.”

“You were my friend, once,” I agreed. “And I won’t leave you like this.”

He understood. His face went deathly pale. “No.” He raised empty hands between us, pleading. “I know you. You’re not a murderer. You’ve never been one. Don’t do this. Don’t—”

“But you are a murderer.” I had nothing more to say, so I lunged.

I tackled him into the obelisk, just like Lamiel had done to me to start this whole mess. As I rammed my shoulder into his ravaged chest, pinning him against the black stone, I flung out one bloody hand and slapped it onto the left side seal.

“Open,” I called out, my voice ragged with dread at what had to come next.

The white line of searing hellfire blazed to life down the center of the obsidian slab. Power and pain coursed through us both, drawing us like iron to a magnet. Aurelio cried out in agony.

I drew my dagger, forcing my slashed hand to close tight around the handle.

“No!” Aurelio gasped, hazel eyes wide, haloed by the brilliant glare of the open gate. “No, Ryx, what are you doing? I’m your friend! I helped you! Don’t do this to me!”

My stomach flipped with revulsion. You shot me with poisoned arrows and tried to cut my throat, I could have said. You betrayed me and sent me off to be tortured to death. But none of it changed the fact that he’d sat with me talking about our dreams as the sun went down, at a time when no one else would. None of it changed the fact that I had never in all my long years, in any life, deliberately killed someone.

With a desperate cry, pulled against the bloodstained suffering rags of his body by the grip of the power that shook us both, I plunged the dagger into his throat.

His face shifted from shock and betrayal to vicious rage. Gurgling on blood, Hunger grabbed my neck with both hands.

I didn’t think you’d do it, his voice came in my mind, hissing with outrage, even as his mouth and throat made terrible, blood-choked sounds around my knife. I didn’t really think you’d kill a human, after all your dancing around telling the rest of us not to for ages. You’re a hypocritical wretch, Disaster, and you deserve to perish by your own weapon.

His power pulled hungrily at me, the white-hot fire inside me spilling out into his hands like blood from a wound. On top of the hellfire ripping through both of us, it was too much; a strangled scream caught in my throat, mixed up with all my grief and anger and bleeding power.

“Ryx!” Whisper called from somewhere behind me, with as much urgency as I’d ever heard from him. “Don’t!”

I wouldn’t. But by all Nine Hells, it was hard to keep my own power locked down, to refrain from retaliating in kind, to let him drain my soul away without a fight.

I sawed determinedly at his throat with my knife, hacking deeper, blood pouring over my hands. It was Aurelio’s face, my friend’s face, twisted with Hunger’s fury but with a human somewhere deep in the back, staring at me with glassy shock because no one, myself included, ever thought I would do this.

Sweet holy Graces, it hurt. He was killing me faster than I was killing him, but we were both dying far too slowly. Power shook through us like leaves in a storm, binding us together, writhing around us in terrible white light and a silent tumult that deafened me to whatever animal sounds were coming from my own half-choked throat. I couldn’t do this; with Hunger in control and the limitless power of the Hells pouring through him, I couldn’t kill him fast enough or thoroughly enough to make it stick.

“Aurelio,” I gasped. “Aurelio, for Graces’ sake, do one selfless thing in your life and let me kill you. He’s going to destroy your precious Empire. Let your death mean something.”

Hunger bared bloody teeth, yanking more power from me in a dizzying stream. The boy wants you dead as much as I do. You’ve betrayed us both.

His grip tightened on my throat. My thoughts scrabbled for Whisper, somewhere behind me.

Whisper, help me!

His presence brushed my mind, soft as sleek fur on a tail lashing with distress. I can’t. You know I can’t. If I add the lightest touch of my power to this mess, the destruction will be incalculable. I’m sorry, Ryx. I’m so sorry.

I was going to die, and it would all be for nothing. This was my punishment for choosing to kill at last—to dissolve into pure entropy like I’d done to Carnage, and while I waited a hundred years to trickle my scattered essence back together in the fiery depths of the Hells, everything I cared for would be forever undone.

A flutter of wings stirred the hot air that plastered my sweaty hair to my neck. A trio of sparrows swooped into Hunger’s face, chirping angrily, pecking and scratching.

His hands loosened; he threw one up instinctively to protect his eyes.

“For Morgrain,” I croaked, and angled my dagger up under his chin to ram it as hard as I could toward his brain.

A rattling hiss rose at my words—the bone serpent winding through him. As my dagger plunged up into his skull, the snake sank its fangs deep into his heart and tore.

And for a moment, for just a moment, Aurelio’s eyes flickered with all the human pain and despair of a man buried beneath the crumbling mountain of his own bad choices. He locked his hazel gaze on to mine—eyes that had sighted down an arrow shaft at me, eyes that had crinkled in a smile to charm me, eyes that had begged me for mercy. And the light left them at last.

Hunger let out a great, terrible howl of loss as the hellfire dragged him in and devoured him, drawing him inexorably through that narrow slash in reality, through the stone, and back into the eternal light of the Hells.

I reached around Aurelio’s lifeless body, my chest heaving after gulps of air, to slap my hand onto the right side of the seal.

“Close,” I cried desperately. “Close, close, close!”

The white light and vicious torrent of power ceased like the sudden fall of silence. I staggered back from the stone and fell to my knees, barely catching myself with hands soaked with Aurelio’s blood and my own. His body slid down the obelisk and tumbled to the floor.

I’d killed him. For the first time in my eternal life, after all the countless deaths I’d caused, I’d deliberately killed a human being.
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I knelt there, the blistering air sawing in and out of my lungs, clenching my power tight and reminding myself that I absolutely could not fall apart, not now, not ever.

“Ryx!” It was Severin, blast him, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Are you all right?”

I whirled on him. I couldn’t get up, so I grabbed his dangling locks of hair and yanked his face down to my level.

“I told you not to come in here! You could have been possessed!”

He dropped awkwardly to one knee, not a trace of shame dulling the storm-gray rings in his dark eyes.

“I don’t take orders from you,” he said, with an intolerable smirk.

Then something in his face broke. He folded his arms around me as gently as if I might turn to steam, pulling me to his chest. His warmth stilled the trembling in my limbs; I closed my eyes. He bowed his face into my hair.

“I thought you were dead,” he murmured.

“I can’t die,” I reminded him. “Not really.”

“Becoming a haunted castle counts as dying for purposes of this conversation.”

Whisper slinked up, his tail weaving an agitated pattern behind him. “You should get out of here and seal the door. That gate has been opened too many times recently. We need to contain the power and keep any more of it from leaking into this world, or we risk more tears in the veil between them.”

“That’s motivational,” Severin muttered.

He touched a gentle hand to my elbow, offering help if I needed it as he rose to his own feet. I managed on my own, with a jolt of guilt as I realized I’d left blood matted in his hair. But he made a disgusted face and passed a hand over it, and the mess crumbled off in a fine red powder at once.

We left the Black Tower together; I leaned on him for stability and comfort, my world churning and swirling around me. My bloody hands shook as I sealed the door behind us.

I had killed Aurelio. With my own hands, I’d taken his life.

“You’re a mess,” Severin said, his voice soft. Whisper was gone, in his usual way of disappearing when he was done with us.

“I’m finally a killer,” I said, staring at the sealed black slab in front of me.

“Welcome to the club.” He patted my back with false heartiness.

“It’s…” I swallowed. “The funny thing is, it’s better than killing people by accident. He knew what was happening, and why it was happening, and he chose to walk the road that led there. He may or may not have deserved it, but he certainly earned it.”

“Carve it on his tombstone.” Severin glanced nervously up and down the corridor. “I hate to rush you, but we should probably get back to the others.”

I shook off my haze of shock as best I could. “Right. Carnage is going to break free any minute and come to kill us.”

“I wonder what it would be like to be with you and have it not be a terrible emergency.”

“If we hurry, we may live to find out,” I said. “Come on.”
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Ashe had gone to bring the shattered remnants of the energy trap to Hylah, so we found Bastian, Kessa, and Foxglove holed up in the hidden chamber. Kessa’s face lit up as soon as she saw us.

“Ryx! Severin! You’re all right!”

Bastian took one look at my hands and began rummaging in his satchel. “I’m afraid our standards of all right have dropped unacceptably of late. I swear a month ago this would have been an ‘Oh no! You’re hurt!’ But now it’s an all right.”

Foxglove remained taut as a drawn bowstring. “Did you get Hunger?”

My throat closed up at the question, remembering the feel of my knife shoving deeper into Aurelio’s ruined throat, the look in his eyes as the light faded from them.

“Ryx did,” Severin confirmed.

Kessa let out a whoop that didn’t help me feel better—but Hells, I couldn’t blame her for being glad. She was safe from him; I’d done what I’d had to do.

“Now let’s get out of here,” Severin said. “I didn’t like being trapped in a castle with a being of terrifying power and malign intent growing up and I don’t like it any better now.”

Foxglove didn’t move, his dark eyes thoughtful. “Bastian, what do you think the chances are that Hylah can fix that device?”

Bastian grimaced. “It’s really a question of whether she has something in her travel supplies that could substitute for the shattered crystal. The wirework was mostly intact and would be easy to fix, I’d think.”

“That was my impression, too,” Foxglove said.

Severin stared at him. “You’re not seriously thinking of staying and fighting.”

“If we can take Carnage out, we should do it.” Calm assurance filled Foxglove’s voice. “If we let this opportunity slide, she’ll kill more people.”

“And if we don’t, she’ll kill us!” Severin threw his arms up. “Or you, at any rate. I’ll probably be fine, but that doesn’t mean I want to watch the rest of you get murdered in front of me.”

Kessa flashed him a dimpled smile. “Why, Severin! I didn’t know you cared.”

“It’s a moot point until we know whether Hylah can get the trap working,” I said. “Let’s find her before Carnage breaks out and—”

A crash and rumble shook the room. I felt an odd twinge, as if my shadow had been punched in the stomach. Curse it.

“To Hylah,” Foxglove said grimly. “Let’s hurry. Whether we’re going to run or fight, being split won’t help us anymore.”

I thought through the map of Gloamingard in my head, including the walls I’d shuffled around to herd Hunger and the path Carnage seemed most likely to take once she’d broken out of her prison.

“We’re going to have to go the long way around.”

“Whatever gets us there alive,” Kessa said.

I led them on a careful route that stayed far away from Carnage and the directions she seemed most likely to head if she were looking for someone to kill. Severin found a bird to send to Ashe with a quickly scrawled note tersely describing our new route, but I wasn’t sure whether she’d get it in time, or if my note would even make sense to someone not intimately familiar with Gloamingard.

More than once I thought I felt the edge of Carnage’s presence, seething with a violence hot as the sun; I swerved to avoid her each time. If she could sense me as well, we could be in trouble. I thought of how I’d seen her tilt her head as if she were listening, and cursed softly under my breath.

“She’s close,” I warned the others, keeping my voice low. “Be ready.”

“We can’t fight her,” Bastian objected, eyes widening. “Not without Ashe and the energy trap.”

“We’ll figure something out,” Kessa assured him. “We’re the Rookery. We always do.”

In the Hall of Chimes, with its bones dangling from the ceiling in an ever-present breeze, the sense of her presence flared. I froze like a rabbit beneath the shadow of a hawk, the hollow knocking of bone making its music all around us. I couldn’t tell if she was in front of us, or in an intersecting corridor, or—

Boots sounded behind us, a firm stride inexorable as death.

“Stand and fight or be cut down as you flee,” called a woman’s voice hard with an age of violence. “I don’t much care which.”

Oh, holy Hells.

I turned, dread blooming in me like an exotic flower, to face Carnage.

She advanced toward us with unmistakable intent, sword in hand, bone chimes clattering in her wake. There was death in her eyes, in the deliberate pace of her stride, in the gleaming angle of her bared blade.

“I don’t want to fight you.” I tried to make it a warning, but there was too much truth in it.

“Sometimes you don’t get what you want.”

This was such a waste. Frustration surged up in me, wound through with anger; if Carnage would just try some cursed moderation, she could fight her way across Eruvia and find plenty of people willing to test their skills against her. But she wasn’t some naive creature straight from the Hells who didn’t understand what she was doing; she knew, and she had made her choice again and again. She was past redemption.

“Fine,” I said, done with diplomacy and out of options. “Fine. We’ll fight.”

I drew my knife, for all the good it would do me.

The Rookery fanned out around me. Foxglove drew his pistol in one hand and some small, bright device from one of his pouches with the other; Bastian tossed off his jacket and blurred into near invisibility. Severin touched a toe to the guide vine that ran along the floor to indicate which side was safe to walk on. None of it would be enough to defeat her, but all we needed was to buy ourselves the space and time to run.

Carnage was almost in range now. Foxglove threw something at her, shining with copper wire and flashing with artifice crystals; her blade barely moved, angling with a flick of her wrist to knock it away. Her attention stayed locked on me.

“Let’s see if you’re still wearing that invisible armor.” She lunged, fast as a striking scorpion. The chimes above her head rippled with her movement in a wave of clattering bone.

Her blade rang off the air in front of my breastbone; I reeled back a step, trying to counter with a slash at her exposed arm, but she returned to guard too quickly. But something whipped around her blade, coiling and tangling it—the vine, which had reared up off the ground like a snake, reaching to loop her in its coils.

“Retreat,” Foxglove snapped, and we all scampered back a few paces to open up some distance as Carnage sliced through the vine, scattering its severed pieces on the floor. It wasn’t enough to turn our backs and flee without getting cut down from behind.

“It’s not my domain,” Severin murmured in frustration, “so I can’t manipulate anything much beyond touching range, and this whole hall is cursed tiny little bone chips.”

“You’re doing better than I am,” I said.

“They are,” Carnage agreed, advancing toward us even as we backed slowly away. Contempt thickened her voice. “You’ve lost your will to fight; I can see it in your eyes. Do I need to make you angry again?”

“I’m surprised you want to fight Ryx, given that she’s beaten you twice now,” Kessa called.

Carnage snorted. “Save your bluff. There’s nothing she can do to me here without risking her precious humans.” She stopped a couple paces beyond lunging range, sword lifted in a guard position, head tilted as if she were listening. The chimes stirred and clinked above and around her. “No, I don’t have to worry about Disaster. You humans have shown me that the ones I have to watch out for in this fight are—you.”

Her eyes lit on the last word. She spun and drove her sword into thin air behind her—and pulled it back red and dripping.

Colors swarmed madly in the space she’d stabbed, blood spreading from a spot in midair.

Bastian staggered back into visibility, his skin rippling from pale blue to shock white to a sickly gray as he clutched the terrible wound in his stomach.
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Time crumbled and fell. The world stuck in this one horrible moment, a second too late for me to do anything, Bastian’s blood spilling and his knees buckling and his mouth opening in surprise as if Carnage had just made an excellent and unexpected argument. I’d be frozen here forever, agony building and building in my chest, watching the realization dawn on his face that she’d killed him.

“Bastian!” Kessa shrieked, and time lurched back into motion.

Bastian crumpled to the ground. Carnage snapped her sword to the side, flicking his blood off it.

Kessa sprinted toward him, veering to skirt Carnage and get past her—but the hall wasn’t that wide, and it would only take two steps and a lunge. I flung myself at Carnage, boiling with fear and rage, desperate to keep her from striking down Kessa next.

She blocked my wild, high knife slash near her sword hilt with almost lazy ease. Her free arm wrapped mine and twisted, and we were pressed together, my arm locked straight with a queasy pressure on my elbow that triggered an instinctive panic shooting along my nerves.

“You’re leaking,” she whispered in my ear.

Oh, bloody pox. That wasn’t my legs trembling; it was the floor beneath them. I needed to—

Everything exploded into pain as Carnage sent a pulse of power into my arm, shattering it.

I dropped to one knee with a strangled cry. Blinding pain flashed through my arm from every jagged broken end of bone jostled by the movement. Any tiny motion made it worse, so much worse, and it didn’t help that the ground was shaking beneath me.

I had to get my power under control. Bastian was dying, my arm was a ruin, and Carnage was about to kill me, but only this one thing mattered. Doubled over, trying to hold my arm still, I pulled back escaping tendrils of my own agitated soul that might stir the clouds to thunder or the castle to burning. Any second now Carnage would snap my neck, but I’d make sure I didn’t take anyone else with me.

The earth stilled. I wasn’t dead.

I lifted eyes hazed by pain to find Carnage struggling to yank her blade free from a delicate arch of bone that had sprouted claws from the ceiling and seized it. Severin stood over me, fingertips straining to touch the bottom edge of the arch, breathing fast. Completely and utterly open and vulnerable.

“Run,” he panted. “I can’t hold her much—”

Carnage tore her sword free with a great heave. In the same motion, she swept it down in a vicious arc to bury it in Severin’s shoulder. It cut deep into his neck, snapped his collarbone, and drove down into his chest. He let out a blood-strangled cry and crumpled to his knees.

A furious scream tore from me. I lurched to my feet, the agony blooming in my heart eclipsing that in the ruin of my arm. I was ready to lunge at her and attack with my teeth if I had to—but my power stayed locked down, a core of world-shattering violence seething inside me.

Carnage wrenched her dripping sword from Severin’s body and brought it up to point at me.

“If you won’t stay down while I finish them, I’m happy to break more of your bones.”

Severin staggered upright, gasping. He glanced down at the terrible bloodstain across his shoulder and chest and touched it with wondering fingers. Then he glared at Carnage.

“You ruined my vestcoat, you churl.”

The wound in his neck began to knit before my eyes. Thank the seasons.

Carnage’s eyes narrowed. “More magic,” she said with disgust.

“You’re made of magic,” I retorted, unable to think well enough through the intense jabs shooting through my arm to come up with a plan beyond keeping her attention on me and away from my friends. A cold sweat beaded on my skin, and my whole body was shaking. I was too human to ignore injury like Carnage could, curse it.

Foxglove slid along the wall around Carnage to join Kessa, who frantically applied half the contents of his own satchel to Bastian while he lay moaning weakly, a sickly pale blue. Maybe, just maybe, if Severin and I could stall long enough, Kessa could save Bastian, and Foxglove could do some clever thing to neutralize Carnage long enough for us to gather him up and flee.

Carnage kept her attention fixed on Severin. She sheathed her sword and drew a pair of daggers.

“I can see you’ll be a problem,” she growled.

“I try,” Severin said modestly.

“Do you know why fighting with magic is boring?” Carnage didn’t wait for his answer. “Because I always win.”

She swept a negligent gesture at him, hurling him against the wall with a blast of force strong enough to leave a pattern of cracks around him like a spiderweb. Before the terrible sounds of crunching bone could even hit my ears, she was already moving; she slammed into him and drove one knife into each wrist, pinning him to the wall. Severin made a choking sound, struggling to breathe through a crushed rib cage.

“Now stay there.” Carnage turned toward Foxglove. “And you? Are you going to run, or fight?”

He stood between her and his rooks, his dove-gray coat stirring in the endless breeze, chimes clattering above him.

“Oh, I’ve got some fight in me today,” he said.

With cold eyes and steady hands, he cast a rune-marked rope down on the floor before him. It blazed with sudden blue light—a ward, like they’d used at Castle Ilseine.

Carnage eyed it with contempt. “You call that fighting?”

“You fight with your tools,” he said. “I fight with mine.”

Fury simmered in me like magma, hot and dangerous, urging me to attack her from behind while her attention was on Foxglove. But I didn’t have any of the Rookery’s magical tricks up my sleeve, and I had no illusions that I could do more than mildly inconvenience her.

A Witch Lord, on the other hand, could do more. I hurried to Severin, cradling my shattered arm, determined to free him before Carnage grew weary of bantering with Foxglove and came to finish me off.

His head hung bowed, his breath coming in shallow straining gasps as his ribs pushed back into place, blood streaming down his wrists from wounds that couldn’t heal with daggers through them. My chest twisted tight to see him like this, even if I knew—kept telling myself—that he would be all right.

I reached for one of the daggers. “Brace yourself.”

“Told you,” he muttered, “I’m always braced around you.”

The runes on Foxglove’s rope were already flickering. Carnage fixed her eyes on him and rolled her shoulders.

“Run,” Foxglove snapped to Kessa. “Go get Ashe.”

“But Bastian—”

“Now! Run!”

Cursing, tears in her eyes, Kessa ran toward the far end of the hall.

I yanked on the first dagger, but Carnage had rammed it deep into the wall with magic-enhanced force, and it wouldn’t budge. Severin bit back a cry as more blood trickled down his wrist.

The glow of Foxglove’s ward had dimmed almost to nothing. Hells, this wasn’t going to work.

“Hey, over here!” I shouted desperately. “I’m the one you want. Come fight me!”

“Oh, I want to give you my full and undivided attention,” Carnage promised, not bothering to so much as glance over her shoulder at me.

The ward flickered out and went dark. She lunged at Foxglove.

He was ready, a slim copper chain uncoiling from his hand. He flicked it up as if he could block her sword with it; the chain whipped around the blade, glowing and crackling with light.

Carnage dropped the sword with a startled grunt and stepped back, shaking out her hand. For a moment, my breath caught with hope. Foxglove gave her no time to regroup. His other hand darted from his pouch, flicking the cork out of a vial of potion and splashing it directly at her face.

She knocked his arm aside, and the potion flew wide, bright drops of greenish liquid scattering harmlessly into the air. Her knee came up into his gut, doubling him over, and she brought an elbow down onto the back of his neck with a terrible crack.

Foxglove dropped like a stone.

Kessa stopped and whirled, face stricken, on the far side of the hall. “No!”

My stomach lurched with fear. Surely she hadn’t just broken his neck. She’d simply knocked him out. Or he was faking; he’d done that before. He’d get up in a minute, when an opening presented itself.

Carnage scooped her sword off the ground, shaking Foxglove’s chain off it. She lifted her eyes to Kessa and rolled her shoulders.

“Next,” she said.

Oh, Hells, no.

I sprinted past her and flung myself between them.

Severin hurled desperate curses after me, twisting against the knives that held him. I ignored him and raised my one good hand as if I could fight Carnage with that alone.

“Kessa, get out of here,” I barked.

“I can’t leave them! They could still be alive!” The anguish in her voice tore at the shreds of my heart.

“Run and get Ashe. That’s the only thing that matters.”

Carnage paced toward us, death in her eyes, her sword loose and ready.

Kessa took a deep, ragged breath. “Exsolvo!”

“No!” I cried in pure terror, as my senses came alive with magic and a shiver of dissolving power rushed up my wrist from my jess—and all through my torso from the kinetic shield.

Carnage lunged, lightning fast, wrist lifted high. Her sword angled down over my shoulder to stab at Kessa behind me.

I flung up my good arm, but only managed to nudge her blade slightly out of line, not deflect it. It ran through Kessa’s shoulder instead of her throat.

She staggered, gasping. I threw myself into Carnage with all my fury, ignoring the fireworks that exploded through my broken bones, knocking her back a few steps.

Carnage clamped an arm around me before I could pull away from her, grinning into my face with pure hatred.

“Sister,” she greeted me. And she hooked my ankle with hers and sent a pulse of force through it that should have shattered my leg.

My power unraveled some of it. Enough got through to drop me to my knees, ankle viciously wrenched, bruises exploding up and down my shin and calf. Carnage gave my shoulder a mock-friendly shake, rattling my broken arm and sending unbearable pain stabbing through it in a dozen places. I cried out.

“That’s only a fraction of what you did to me,” Carnage hissed as her fingers clenched tighter. “Think about that while I clear the field. I’ll be back in a moment to finish you.”

She released me and turned toward Kessa, who had fallen to her knees, clutching her bleeding shoulder with red-stained fingers.

I could stop her. I could reach out and grab Carnage and rend her soul until she screamed for mercy. I could dissolve her into nothingness and cast her in a thousand shimmering pieces from this world. I didn’t have to kneel here and watch this happen, to wait to die as she murdered my friends in front of me.

My soul yearned to break free, howling at the prison I’d locked myself into as surely as if my body were Hylah’s trap. All I had to do was let go, and I could defeat Carnage easily.

I struggled to rise, to put myself between them again—but my leg buckled, pain flaring through my ankle as something tore. In mere seconds, Carnage was going to drive her sword through Kessa’s heart. If I didn’t act right now, she would be dead.

In that one terrible moment, I knew I wouldn’t do it. No matter what, no matter if she destroyed everything I’d ever loved in front of me, I wouldn’t use my power against her.

I was strong enough to stay in this world forever. And it was going to cost me everything.

Carnage stood over Kessa, her sword tip pointed at her heart. Kessa stared at her in absolute desolation, blood leaking in scarlet ribbons between her fingers and trailing down her chest. Pox—I didn’t know much about medicine, but that looked like too much blood. I staggered to my feet, cursing at the pain, tears streaming down my face, and lurched two steps toward them before my ankle gave under me and dumped me on one knee again.

“Are you going to get up and fight?” Carnage asked Kessa, sounding almost bored.

Kessa whispered something I couldn’t hear.

Apparently Carnage couldn’t, either, because she frowned. “What?”

Kessa lifted her head, and her dark eyes blazed with something strangely like triumph. She said it again, with perfect clarity this time.

“Rule Zero.”

She collapsed with slow and perfect grace to the floor.

With a crescendo of clattering bones, Ashe burst into the Hall of Chimes like the wrath of all Nine Hells, Answer incandescent in her hand.
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The hall erupted in a violent clamor of steel. Ashe drove Carnage back from Kessa with a fierce flurry of attacks that Carnage barely managed to parry, forcing her all the way to the far end of the hall. Her face almost glowed with murderous focus, black pupils devouring her ice-blue eyes, moving with a speed and terrible cold fury that lost no precision to the heat of anger. All I could do was hold the pieces of myself together and gape in awe.

At last Carnage seemed to dig in, her rear foot braced. She caught Answer near the hilt of her blade and shoved into the block with enough demonic strength to send Ashe flying backward.

Ashe landed on her feet with what began as a stagger, but transformed somehow within a few steps to almost a dance, her balance recovered. She swept gracefully into a defensive stance as if she’d planned the whole thing—turned sliver-sideways, sword tip extended toward Carnage’s eyes to hold her space.

“You again,” Carnage said, grinning with fierce delight. “Going to fight me for real this time?”

“Oh, I’m deadly serious,” Ashe agreed, her voice remote and merciless as the stars. Without taking her eyes off Carnage, she unclipped a pouch from her belt and tossed it back toward me.

The energy trap. I made a desperate lunge to catch it, ignoring the blinding pain that spiked through my broken arm at the movement. The fingertips of my good hand hooked through the pouch strings, and it swung dangling from my grasp.

Pox—I couldn’t touch it without draining the magic from it right now, and no one else was in a position to activate the thing. I fumbled one-handed with the pouch, desperately trying to push its mouth open without touching its contents.

Ashe and Carnage faced off, bone chimes tinkling gently above them. For what seemed like a thousand years, they just stared at each other down the length of their blades.

Ashe shifted one foot slightly. Carnage responded by changing her stance entirely. They stared some more.

I got the pouch open and carefully, carefully tipped its contents onto the floor. The same wirework now messily encircled a cloudy chunk of quartz with dirt still clinging to it, which Hylah must have found on the ground. It was hard to believe this thing could even work, but I searched it for the single blue bead that activated the trap.

There it was. I touched the tip of my dagger to it, ready to slide it into place. Now hurry up and kill her, Ashe, for blood’s sake. Foxglove and Bastian could be dying, if they weren’t already dead; Kessa might be bleeding out, too. We didn’t have time for all this posing.

But then, we didn’t have time for Ashe to lose, either. She couldn’t afford to make a mistake, and she knew it.

There came at last a moment when Ashe almost seemed to relax; her sword tip drooped a fraction of an inch, and I thought maybe she was about to say something.

As if this were a prearranged signal, both of them exploded into motion. Their blades rang off each other in a blur of steel, Answer crackling with energy, Carnage’s nameless sword dull with Bastian’s blood. When they parted, a thin red line marked Ashe’s cheekbone, and blood stained the edges of a new tear in the shoulder of Carnage’s uniform.

“You’re fast,” Carnage approved. “I almost hope you kill me, so I can take those reflexes for my own.”

“You’ll take nothing from me.” No trace of bantering humor touched Ashe’s voice as she said it. Her face was full of the fierce dreaming murder of a hunting hawk. “You can’t beat me. Not even by losing.”

Carnage snorted. “Arrogance.”

“No.” Ashe said it clinically, as if it were plain fact. “You don’t care enough.”

“And you care too much,” Carnage retorted.

“Sure,” Ashe agreed, “but I’m a professional.”

She lunged, flicking the tip of her sword around Carnage’s guard to land a cut on her wrist.

That might have been enough to throw off a human swordfighter’s ability, but to Carnage a body was just a tool, and she didn’t much care how scratched up it got. She bashed Answer aside and continued her sword’s arc into a cut at Ashe’s forward leg, which Ashe flicked up out of the way and down again without giving an inch of ground. This left Answer free to nip at Carnage’s exposed sword arm; fabric parted, but I couldn’t tell whether she drew blood. Both their swords circled unerringly back to guard in an eyeblink, barely pausing there before flicking out at each other again like twin tongues of lightning.

I tried desperately to watch them. I had to be ready to push that bead into place on that dubious lump of quartz the moment Carnage died and not an instant sooner—assuming Ashe could kill her at all.

But like a conversation between experts, the fight was becoming cursed hard to follow.

Their exchanges kept getting faster and faster. I could spot and understand little frozen moments of action: Ashe jerking her head to the side in a sudden dodge, Carnage taking a few quick steps backward. The flex of shoulder blades to block a powerful blow, the delicate turn of a wrist on a nuanced strike, the constant shuffle of footwork. But I had no idea what in the Nine Hells was going on with their swords. They were just too fast.

When Ashe and Carnage parted again, each of them bled from several new places. None of the wounds looked dangerous, but added up together, they were clearly taking a toll on Ashe. Her stance was still poised and perfect as the curve of a falcon’s wings, but her breath came hard and fast.

Carnage didn’t get tired. It was a huge and deadly advantage. She’d taken a deep cut to her sword arm that must be slowing her down at least a little, but she could clearly keep going all day and night.

We could lose this. I clenched my fist tighter around my dagger hilt.

An ardent fire had kindled in Carnage’s eyes. “You’re very good.”

“I know.”

“I’ll remember this fight for a thousand years.” She clearly meant it as a compliment.

Ashe lifted Answer in salute. “You’ll remember it in the Nine Hells.”

She launched herself at Carnage with the abandon of a falling star. And Carnage met her with all the indomitable readiness of the waiting earth.

Their swords met. Answer slid along Carnage’s blade, nudging it aside just enough to barely kiss Ashe’s hair instead of her eye, and plunged deep into Carnage’s sword shoulder.

Ashe pulled back, but her sword caught for a fraction of a second against Carnage’s collarbone. She twisted Answer’s guard up, but only partially blocked the cut Carnage laid on her exposed forearm.

It was a trivial thing, compared to Carnage’s impaled shoulder. A shallow slice, barely more than a scratch. But Ashe cursed as she skipped back out of range. She tried a few cuts in the air, grimaced, and switched Answer to her left hand.

Carnage rolled her injured shoulder, the movement far from smooth.

“You’re good, but there’s a great difference between you and me,” she said conversationally. “You’re only human, and that’s your limitation. Pain doesn’t hamper me, I don’t get tired… and unlike my human hosts, I don’t have a preferred hand.”

She switched hands as well, adopting a graceful, confident stance. Ashe faced her in silence, her chest rising and falling with each slightly panting breath, blood on her face and her arm and in a few other places.

We couldn’t lose this now, when the rooks were all hurt and dying and maybe dead, when so much depended on our victory. There had to be something I could do—some way to hurt Carnage or help Ashe without unleashing untold destruction.

Something pricked at my senses, present and important—the walls around me, the roof above me, all alive to my atheling’s senses. But they seemed to extend far beyond my usual range.

Gloamingard. It still filled my awareness, ready and empty, a glove awaiting a hand. Maybe I could…

“Stay sharp, Ryx,” Ashe barked. “I need you ready.”

“Yes,” I agreed hoarsely, returning my attention to the device, and my dagger tip’s precise position on it. Now wasn’t the time to experiment. I had to trust Ashe, and let her do what she did best.

Ashe pointed her sword at Carnage like an accusation. “You’re wrong, you know. I’ll show you the real difference between you and me.”

Carnage snorted. “You’d better not say anything trite about having friends.”

She didn’t wait for a reply. She charged fast and hard, taking Ashe’s change of stance as an opening.

Answer crackled with energy, coming up in a swift arc to block Carnage’s strike—and sheared straight through her sword, its edge glowing gold.

Carnage stumbled, staring at the stump of a sword in her hand, her balance thrown off by the sudden change of weight as most of the blade went flying off to clatter to the bone-tiled floor.

Ashe didn’t give her a chance to recover. Answer crackled and glowed again, and sheared through Carnage’s chest.

Carnage dropped to her knees, blood fountaining from her mouth and the terrible wound cutting her nearly in half. She stared at Ashe, unable to speak through the blood, a faint smile trying to form on her lips.

“Cursed right I have friends,” Ashe said. “They made me a bloody amazing magic sword. And the difference between us is that I have one, and you don’t.”

Carnage almost managed a laugh, but she didn’t have enough lung left to do it with. Her eyes went dull, and her body toppled. A shimmering began in the air, leaning toward Ashe as her energy began to detach itself from her ruined host.

With my dagger tip, I flicked the activation bead on the energy trap into place.

It pulled at me, giddy weakness spreading up my wrist; I yelped, my dagger jerked, and the clunky thing tumbled across the floor.

The hot ripple of energy that was Carnage fled into it like smoke sucked up a chimney. A furious white light blazed forth from the crystal, bone chimes clattering from the ceiling in applause.
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It was over. We’d won.

Except that I’d lost more than I could bear, and there was nothing left to distract me. A great bubble of everything I’d suppressed rose up beneath my breastbone, and it was all I could do to contain it.

Ashe turned without a second’s hesitation and ran to Kessa, limping. She dropped Answer clanging to the ground and scooped her up into her arms, face tight with worry. Kessa stirred feebly.

“Go help Bastian and Foxglove first,” she mumbled.

“Shush. I’m taking you over to them so I can treat you all at once.” Ashe kept her voice rough and careless as always, but the sheer terror in her face struck me like a cannonball to the stomach. We could lose all three of them, and she knew it.

No. I wasn’t going to let it happen.

I started crawling one-armed across the floor toward Severin, muttering a constant stream of profanity under my breath. I could free him, but there had to be something I could do for the Rookery—there had to be. They couldn’t die now, after everything we’d been through.

“Hey,” Ashe’s voice rose behind me, rough and desperate. “Hey, you have to stay awake. You’d better not have slept through my spectacular duel.”

“Of course not,” Kessa murmured, her voice weak and halting. “You were amazing. The potion with the gold wax—no, the other one—give that one to Foxglove.”

“What about you? Kessa, what potions do I give you? Kessa!”

I couldn’t bear to listen; I couldn’t entertain the possibility of defeat. I needed to think of what powers I could call on, what grace I could invoke, to help them.

Oh. There was one thing I could try. It might backfire horribly, but it was the only thing I could think of.

“Ryx,” Severin said, his voice strained, “for the love of the Eldest, can you get these daggers out of me?”

“They’re in too deep,” I muttered, all my focus on my dangerous sliver of hope. “You’re a Witch Lord; just rip through.”

I needed blood. It wasn’t hard to find a place on my arm where a jagged end of bone had pierced my skin. Squeezing my eyes shut against the pain, I wiped a red smear onto my fingertips. Sweat prickled cold on my skin, and nausea rolled through me; I sagged against the wall, sliding down to the floor. I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take. But I only needed to bear it a little longer.

This should get your attention. I reached out and laid my bloody fingertips against the wall.

“Grandmother,” I whispered.

Everything around me went alert and alive, a dead silence falling over the castle like a held breath. I could feel her attention fixed on me, the fierce stare of an owl.

“Grandmother, if ever you loved me, please help me now. I’ll offer any favor you like. I know you said you were staying out of this, but it’s over now; we’ve won. Please, for the love of Morgrain.”

The bone chimes on the ceiling rattled from one end to the other, as if a strong wind blew through them.

You need to stop getting yourself mauled like this, Ryx.

Her power coiled through me like the clear icy waters of mountain snowmelt, carrying the scent of ancient pines and musty feathers. The shattered bones of my arm began, agonizingly, to move, nudging slowly back into place.

“Wait! It’s not me who needs healing!” I grabbed at my own shoulder as if I could stop her.

You most certainly do. Hold still.

“Please! My friends are dying. You could heal them—you’re the only one who can. I’m not sure how long they have.” I was all too aware of time slipping through my fingers: time to save the Rookery, and time to get the poorly repaired energy trap—sitting half-forgotten on the floor—to the gate. “I don’t know if you could make it here quickly enough—”

As it happens, I was already returning to Gloamingard.

An owl swept into the Hall of Chimes, wings silent on its perpetual breeze, deadly and beautiful. Ashe let out a startled oath. It landed above a window and stared down at me with fierce orange eyes, head cocked as if considering whether I might be edible.

“Grandmother?”

Its wings fluttered, and somewhere in the process of hopping down from the window, it shimmered and sizzled all over with power and became my grandmother, no less fierce and wild and eerie. She turned to Severin first; he’d gotten one wrist free, mangled but rapidly healing, and was yanking at the dagger stuck in the other.

“Congratulations on your ascension, Most Exalted. I’d greet you properly, but first I need a private word with my granddaughter.”

“I’d love to give you space,” he said in a strangled voice, sweat sheening his face. “But there’s a small difficulty.”

My grandmother didn’t so much as blink, but the bone mosaics covering the wall flexed, and the knife clattered to the floor. He sighed with abundant relief and inclined his head in gratitude, rubbing his wrist.

“Thanks. Ryx…” He turned clouded eyes on me, a silent question in his face. Will you be all right alone with her?

“This is between the two of us,” I said softly. “Go help Ashe.”

“Of course.” He bowed to my grandmother and moved toward the stricken rooks, casting a worried glance over his shoulder.

My grandmother looked down at me leaning against the wall, broken and desperate, and touched the tip of her boot to my battered leg.

More magic flowed into me, crawling all through my leg and up into my arm; I cried out as splinters of bone and torn ends of ligaments shoved into place, connecting with sharp flares of white-hot agony.

“You are my granddaughter,” she said, her voice low and conversational. “I have a certain investment in your continued existence in this form. I’m not displeased that you defeated Carnage, much as I despise the tool you used, and I confess I’m annoyed enough at her for hurting you that I’m inclined not to set her free at this time.”

I couldn’t frame a response. I could hardly breathe. Holy Hells, this hurt.

“But, Ryx, be sensible. Why would I heal the Rookery? The ungrateful wretches will only try to banish me if I do.”

“They won’t,” I gasped.

She raised an eyebrow. “Come now. Don’t tell me you believe that.”

“They…” They would. Curse it, if they thought she was a threat to Eruvia, they would, and no debt incurred to her would stop them. “I won’t let them,” I blurted.

“Hmph. As if you could stop them.” She crouched down next to me, staring into my eyes, and put a comforting hand on my shoulder. I bit my lip to keep from screaming as my bones fused together.

“They’re all going to die anyway,” she said, her voice soft and a little sad. “In an eyeblink, they’ll be over.”

“Maybe,” I rasped, “but not now. Not like this.” The pain in my limbs dissolved into an intense tingling. I sat up, shivering all over and drenched in sweat.

Pleading had never moved her; I needed a different strategy. I forced myself to pretend to a calm I by no means possessed. “Besides, if you let them die, you know I’ll mope around intolerably about it for a thousand years.”

She snorted and rose, her owl feather mantle falling about her shoulders. “Don’t I know it.”

I rose, too, my bones humming with residual confused aches. “I’ll always love you,” I said, my throat thickening. “No matter what. You’re my grandmother; you’re my Witch Lord; you made me what I am. I meant what I said. If they try to banish you, I won’t let them.”

She cocked her head as if wondering what I’d turned into. “You realize I won’t be a good little demon—not for you, nor the Conclave, nor the Empire. I won’t make promises, and I won’t stay out of trouble.”

“I know.” I took in a shuddery breath. “You may not be a good demon, but you’re not a bad one, either. And I love you. If you know me, you know I always protect the ones I love. I won’t stand by and let anyone hurt you—not even my friends.” It was foolishness, I knew it, but it was true. My eyes should have been parched dry of tears by now, but they stung anyway as more welled up. “But I can’t do this without them.”

My grandmother watched my face for far too long. Ashe’s voice had gotten more desperate and afraid, and Kessa didn’t seem to be responding anymore. Time was slipping away, precious as spilled blood, and she was mincing details with me. I wanted to grab her and shake her.

Maybe she saw it in my face. Her mouth quirked. “Fine. But don’t make me regret this.”

She strode toward the Rookery. I hurried after her, stumbling; my healed leg felt strange and tender, but I barely noticed, all my attention locked on my friends.

Ashe knelt with Kessa sprawled unconscious in her lap, pale and blood-soaked, between the still forms of Bastian and Foxglove. Tears stained her face, wild with grief. As my grandmother approached, she snarled at her like an animal, wrapping her arms around Kessa.

My grandmother lifted a brow. “I can not heal her, if you prefer.”

“Oh, bloody buggering pox, yes, heal her.” Ashe looked suddenly ready to jump up and tackle my grandmother. “I’ll take back a full third of the things I’ve said about mages if you heal them.”

“Don’t bother taking anything back. Mages are horrible arrogant wretches and we know it.” My grandmother surveyed the three still bodies, grunting. “This one’s almost gone.”

My chest tightened with fear. But she nudged Foxglove with her toe, and my senses tingled with a rush of power. He drew in a great ragged breath, rolled over onto his back, spasmed as if he were in agony, and then lay still.

Ashe’s hand shot toward Answer, discarded on the ground out of reach; alarm flickered onto her face as she realized she’d have to either drop Kessa or resist her impulses toward murder.

“Relax,” my grandmother said. “He’s sleeping. He’ll be fine.” She frowned. “I can’t fix his joint problems. It’s his own body doing that to itself. But I helped his leg wound finish healing while I was at it.”

“I owe you,” Ashe said, her voice rough. “I’m Vaskandran, and I know what that means, and you know I’ll honor it. I owe you.”

“A scrap like you, owing a demon Witch Lord?” My grandmother laughed. “Well, I know the tale of the ant and the bear. I’ll scorn no favors.”

“Now do the others,” Ashe snapped, her eyes riveted on Kessa’s pale face.

My grandmother went to Bastian next and grimaced. She crouched down and poked him as if determining whether he was still alive.

“You realize that if I heal a chimera, he becomes my chimera, under my command. Are you sure he’d want this?”

He probably wouldn’t. My heart plunged.

“I don’t bloody care what he’d want,” Ashe said. “Heal him, don’t tell him, and if you ever try to give him a command, I’ll kill you.”

“Fair enough.”

She laid a hand on Bastian’s brow. The terrible wound in his stomach closed; his chest rose and fell, slow and peaceful. Her power enfolded me with a sense of serenity and the smell of fresh spring grass. Tears streamed openly down my cheeks, and I didn’t care.

“Now the little spy.” My grandmother looked at Kessa, then Ashe. Her teeth bared in a grin. “Does she know you love her?”

“Of course she knows!” Ashe’s ears turned pink. “Just heal her, curse it.”

“Maybe you should tell her.”

“She’s unconscious. You’re an intolerable, interfering old husk. Heal her, or I’ll…” She bit off whatever she’d been about to say.

“Or you’ll what?” My grandmother’s grin widened. “Ask me more nicely, perhaps?”

“Ryx, for blood’s sake, can you make her stop?” Ashe said through her teeth.

“I can’t make her do anything.” I shrugged, weary beyond measure, but giddy with relief that however much she taunted Ashe first, I was sure this would end with Kessa alive.

My grandmother bent and stared Ashe in the eyes. “Your life is so short,” she whispered. “She’s a vivomancer. She’ll outlive you, you know. Do you want to put her through that kind of pain?”

“What kind of stupid question is that?” Ashe let out a desperate bark of a laugh. “Putting up with me is pain enough. Get on with it, old woman.”

“Fine. I’ll heal you both.”

My grandmother placed one hand on Kessa’s clammy brow and one on Ashe’s bloodstained one. She closed her eyes, and her power swelled in my heart like birdsong. I held my breath at the beauty of it.

“What did you do?” Ashe breathed, panic tingeing her voice. “What did you do to me?”

“Healed you.”

“No, there was something else. If you made me a chimera, I’ll—”

“You’re an ungrateful wretch,” my grandmother said, and there was almost affection in her voice. “Did you know that?”

She rose and turned to leave.

Ashe’s whole body bunched and strained, ready to lunge after her save for Kessa’s sleeping head in her lap. “What did you do?!”

My grandmother paused. Without looking back, she said, “I extended your life span to match hers. That’s all. Take good care of my granddaughter, you horrible little attack weasel.”

Ashe’s mouth dropped open.

My grandmother’s bootsteps receded from the hall.

This isn’t over, she warned me silently. That’s as much mercy as I have in me today.

“I understand,” I whispered. “Thank you.”

Don’t thank me until they leave here alive.

Before I could ask her what she meant, Kessa stirred and began to wake, claiming my attention. At finding herself cradled in Ashe’s lap she smiled, reached up, and brushed dried blood from Ashe’s cheek.

“Don’t look so worried, silly. I’m fine.”

Ashe scooped her into a fierce hug, muttering something incomprehensible into Kessa’s hair.

Kessa laughed and managed somehow to rearrange herself at Ashe’s side without quite letting go of her, legs crossed as if they were sitting casually on the floor together chatting late at night and no one had been dying in anyone’s arms a moment ago.

“There, that’s less dramatic,” she said, with apparent satisfaction. “Now, what did you say?”

The tips of Ashe’s ears had gone bright pink. “I said, uh, will you marry me.”

Kessa stared at her in shock, mouth open.

“Look, it worked better when it was spontaneous in the moment.”

“Asheva,” Kessa breathed.

Ashe got redder and redder. “I don’t… I’m not saying I take relationship advice from demons, but given our lifestyle, we could all die any minute, and I just thought… Well, better to live with humiliation than die with regrets, right? Or something like that.” She trailed off into an incomprehensible mumble.

Kessa squealed, flung her arms around Ashe, and knocked her to the floor.

I turned to share an amused grin with Severin, but he was watching them with a wistful expression. His eyes flicked to catch mine, and his mouth stirred a little, but there was sadness in the smile.

“Good for them,” he murmured. “I’m glad someone, somewhere in Eruvia has a happy, normal relationship.”

I took his hand and squeezed it. “Normal is overrated anyway.”

Foxglove must have woken up in time to hear enough; he rose to his feet with the smooth silence of a former assassin trying not to disturb a tender moment, rubbing the back of his neck. His deep amber eyes looked suspiciously liquid. Ha. I caught you being sentimental.

From the floor, Ashe asked a muffled, “So, uh, is that a yes?”

“Of course it is, you ridiculous creature!” Kessa hauled Ashe to her feet, grinning, and wrapped an arm around her. “I present to you my future wife. My betrothed. So fancy!” She swept into an exuberant bow.

Ashe stood there with a foolish, embarrassed grin, like someone who’d been pushed onstage to accept an unexpected award.

Bastian sat up with the suddenness of a launching catapult. “The energy trap!”

“It’s right there.” I pointed to where it blazed sullenly on the floor, the light of Carnage’s hellfire shining dully through the clouded, dirty quartz.

“We have to hurry!” He scooped it up at once. “How long has it been? Hylah said that since the quartz is so flawed, we might only have a couple of hours before she escapes.”

“It’s been about fifteen minutes,” I said, “but we should still move, if you’re all recovered enough.”

“I feel quite disturbingly well.” Bastian shivered. “But even if I didn’t, I’d rather be uncomfortable than face Carnage again, so let’s go.”

A window at the far end of the Hall of Chimes let directly into the old stone keep; in a matter of moments we’d climbed through into one of its ruined halls, with moss-slicked walls and a roof open to the elements. The overcast sky hung above, mottled with the deeper gray of clouds contemplating a storm; a chill breeze stirred the tendrils of hair that had come loose from my braid.

“Once we’ve got her through the gate,” I said, “let’s settle down somewhere comfortable. I’ll get a bottle of wine or two from the cellars and make some tea, and we can celebrate.”

Foxglove stared past me, his face tensing. “It may be a bit early for celebration.”

My grandmother stood waiting in the far doorway, the orange rings of her mage mark smoldering in the cool shadows of the ruined hall.

“If you’ve had your private moment,” she said, “we have unfinished business.”

Well, pox.

Severin’s power flared, so immediately after her appearance it had to be instinctive, thick in the air around him as the murky mysterious depths of Alevar’s swamps. She gave him a look that analyzed him, granted him exactly the respect that he was due, and dismissed him entirely as a potential threat.

She inclined her head the barest amount. “Allow me to properly welcome you to Gloamingard this time. The Mockingbird Lord, I believe?”

He inclined his, slightly deeper in recognition that this was her domain. “Well met, Lady of Owls.”

For one brief moment, I thought it would be all right. She would welcome them as guests, the Rookery would show her respect as their host, and we would settle down and work things out peacefully.

But my grandmother’s grin spread to show sharp teeth.

“Now, about that device you’re holding.”

Bastian tucked the brilliantly glowing chunk of quartz behind his back, instinct clearly overriding the logical knowledge that it was far too late to hide it.

“You set a trap for us.” The words sprang out of me on a twist of bitterness.

“I set a trap for Hunger. I was done with him once he attacked Morgrain. Either he destroyed the device, or you banished him; either way, I won. I didn’t know he’d drag Carnage into it.” My grandmother sighed. “But he did, and you won anyway. I’m afraid you rooks have proven far too competent at defeating demons.”

I didn’t like the implicit menace in her tone. Neither, apparently, did the Rookery; Ashe moved slightly in front of Kessa, her hand dropping to Answer’s hilt, and Foxglove hooked his thumb into his belt, which was not a stance I associated with diplomacy.

“And you’ve proven too apt to meddle in the affairs of Eruvia,” Foxglove said.

“I am Discord. But I’ve barely used my demonic powers since I came through the gate. You might as well turn against your own sponsor; the Crow Lord meddles in the affairs of Eruvia far more than I do. Now give me that device.” She held out a hand. “I’ll send Carnage back to the Hells myself, and then I’ll destroy it. I won’t let you have that thing active near me or Ryx.”

“Let me ask you this,” Foxglove said, calm and implacable. “Can we be certain you’ll never open the gate to the Hells again?”

I couldn’t stay out of it any longer. “Of course she won’t. She’s been alone here for weeks and she hasn’t opened it.”

“If I have to, I will,” my grandmother said evenly. “To keep myself or Ryx from being banished, or to defend Morgrain.”

“Grandmother! The Gloaming Lore—”

“I broke the Gloaming Lore before I was a demon,” she interrupted. “To save your life. I have no regrets about that. I’ll do it again if I need to.”

“So you see,” Foxglove said gravely, “why we can’t give up our only means to oppose you.”

“Stop this, both of you,” I said sharply. “There’s no reason we can’t all be allies.”

Foxglove’s gaze hadn’t left my grandmother. “There’s at least one,” he said. “She’s blocking our path to the gate.”

“Yes, I am.” My grandmother’s presence swelled, like a spreading of wings. “Let me tell you how this is going to proceed. I will destroy the device. I’ve already secured the artificer who you kindly revealed as its creator by having her repair it—”

“Hylah!” Bastian gasped, and turned as if to run to her before catching himself and pivoting back to face my grandmother, radiating determination. “I recognize that it would be preposterous for me to levy a threat against a Witch Lord, but suffice to say that if you’ve hurt her, my esteem for you will be damaged forever.”

That caught my grandmother by surprise. I thought she would laugh, but she offered him a grave nod. “Since she’s offered no harm to my domain, I’ve only detained her. She’s fine. And she will remain safe in my care, but I cannot allow her to create more of those wretched things.”

“You can’t just—” I began hotly.

“I can,” my grandmother cut me off. “Humans can’t be trusted with a demon’s power, Ryx. Not even for a day. Besides, it would be only a matter of time until they tried to stick you or me in one, regardless of your friends’ intent.” She turned back to the Rookery. “Those are my terms. Fulfill them, and you’re free to go despite how dangerous you are, because you’re my granddaughter’s friends. Set yourselves against me, and I assure you I have many, many ways to neutralize you without causing permanent damage that would unduly upset Ryx.”

“They can’t accept those terms, and neither can I,” I protested. “We’re not going to just abandon Hylah to imprisonment.”

“We can stand here talking about it until Carnage escapes, if you prefer,” my grandmother said.

I pushed my exhausted brain to come up with something, anything, that I could say to keep this from turning into a fight. If it did, I wasn’t at all clear which side I’d be on.

Foxglove dipped his fingers into one of his pouches. “I apologize, Most Exalted, but we can’t accept those terms, and we need to get past you.”

The Rookery started fanning out; Answer slid free of its sheath. The air bristled with tension.

What in the Nine Hells were they doing? If nothing else, they must know they didn’t stand a chance against my grandmother in her own domain. But then I spotted Bastian dropping back and undoing his jacket, and I suspected I understood. This was a distraction to let him sneak past with the device—but he couldn’t get it through the gate without my help.

I couldn’t be a part of any plan that involved even diversionary violence against my grandmother. I froze, my heart seeming to lock up in mid-beat, completely unsure for once in my life whose side I was on or what I should do.

Severin took a step back, lifting his hands. “I can’t get involved in this.”

“Wise choice,” my grandmother said, her eyes locked on the Rookery. “Does anyone else want to reconsider?”

“I don’t want to fight you,” Ashe said. “You saved Kessa and the others, and I owe you. But I’m not going to let you capture or hurt my friends, either. So it’s up to you.”

“Fair enough,” my grandmother said. “I’ll make this quick and painless as possible.”

A distant chiming teased my senses, like faraway laughter. The air came alive with power, trembling on the brink of unleashing. Oh, sweet holy Hells.

Bastian’s jacket fluttered to the floor; Foxglove’s hands came out of his pouches full of gleaming devices. The faint music of Discord’s power swelled in a joyous chorus.

“Stop!” I cried.

It echoed from hundreds of mouths, all around the castle.
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Well, that changed everything.

I reached out and buckled the floor up between my grandmother and the Rookery into a chest-high ridge of stone. It was easy as twitching my finger.

“I said stop,” I said through my teeth, nerves buzzing with a heady mix of alarm and exultation.

Everyone stared at me. Ashe’s fingers flicked out from her chest.

My grandmother’s eyes narrowed. “I see. So you would try to turn my own castle against me.”

I felt her will gripping Gloamingard as if it were my own body. She called to it by the same deep, profound link that bound me to her, along with every other living thing in the domain. Her power enfolded every bone-wrought hall, every tree-woven tower, claiming it, commanding it.

But she didn’t know Gloamingard like I did—and it didn’t know her like it knew me.

She called an adjacent wall in the Bone Palace to grow across the windows of the old stone keep, sealing us in; but I was that wall, and I held fast against her. She summoned the vast tree towers that stood before the main keep entrance to close up, trapping us here—but it was my will to stay as they were that they obeyed.

I couldn’t resist her when she commanded my own flesh-and-blood body; I was hers, part of Morgrain, and every piece of me knew it. But Gloamingard… Gloamingard was mine.

“It’s my castle.” My voice reverberated once more from hundreds of faces made of stone and wood and bone. “And I am its Warden. I am the guard at the gloaming.”

Foxglove was cocking an arm back to throw something, and I could feel Bastian’s footsteps creeping along my floor. Of course they were about to try something devious while my grandmother was distracted, curse them.

I’d had enough.

I tilted the floor beneath the Rookery, knocking them off their feet—except for Ashe, who staggered and managed to catch Kessa. Colors splashed across Bastian as he let out a surprised squawk and tumbled to the ground.

“I’ll enclose you all in stone-walled rooms with no exit if I have to,” I said tartly. “You too, Grandmother. Now stop, and listen to me.”

Foxglove brushed himself off and rose gracefully to his feet, giving me a guarded, analytical look. My grandmother’s gaze was equally unreadable. But they listened, and by the Eldest, that was a start.

“I have a proposal, and anyone who doesn’t want some time alone in a box to think about the merits of diplomacy had better accept it.” I couldn’t believe I was talking to my grandmother this way—but Gloamingard’s ancient strength was my foundation, my resolve resonating in its walls.

I pointed toward the Black Tower. “First, we’re going to put Carnage through the gate, because she’s an absolute horror and I refuse to let her get free because of an argument. Then we’re going to gather everyone together—Hylah as well—and discuss what to do about the energy trap, which I agree has to be destroyed, in a civilized fashion. Without any ultimatums.”

“You’re giving an ultimatum right now,” Severin murmured. I ignored him. Ultimatums to make people negotiate didn’t count.

“I am absolutely confident we can come to an agreement,” I said. “But if we can’t, well…” I turned to my grandmother. “Frankly, none of us are getting out of your domain without your permission regardless. You’re the Witch Lord; you have the power here. You lose nothing by letting us talk.”

“True enough,” she granted. She stepped aside, the distant music fading. “Very well. I suppose if I’m considering imprisoning them here anyway, I might as well let my guests make themselves comfortable and offer them tea.”
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The last thing I felt like doing after facing the blazing wrath of hellfire for the third time in one day was to mediate a delicate negotiation. But despite the excessive energy buzzing in my aching limbs, I sat down with the others in the Round Room, beneath the dappled green boughs that made up the distant ceiling. Hylah’s aplomb was somewhat strained and there were leaves caught in her braids, but she seemed none the worse for wear. Bastian sat close beside her, but not nearly as close as Ashe and Kessa, who were being inseparable and frankly a touch overly giddy for such a serious situation.

“You see,” Hylah said, folding her hands on the table in front of her, “there’s no reason for any drama. I agree that the energy trap is too dangerous. I’m disgusted that Colonel Farrow thought of using it as a power source but harbor no illusions that others wouldn’t do the same. I plan to destroy all traces of my research and refuse to make another.”

My grandmother made a surprised sort of grunt. “An imperial who willingly declines power? Unusual.”

“You paint us with too broad a brush,” Hylah said, with great dignity. “And I could say the same about Vaskandran mages.”

“True enough.” My grandmother flashed her a sharp-edged smile. “And the current device? Shall we destroy it right here and now?”

“There’s only one problem with that idea,” I said reluctantly. I suspected this wasn’t going to be an easy point on which to convince my grandmother. “We need some way to get Nightmare back through the gate. The wards she’s contained in now won’t hold much longer.”

My grandmother crossed her arms. “It seems to me that it’s to my advantage for her to remain in this world. It gives the Empire and the Conclave some other demon to think about so they don’t immediately turn to harassing us.”

Hylah gave an elegant shrug. “Suit yourself. We could destroy it here, and I’d hold to my promise not to make another. But at that point we’d have no choice but to devote large teams of artificers to creating better wards for Nightmare’s prison. All of our research focus would turn to ways to contain demons indefinitely. With so many people involved, they’d be bound to come up with ways to misuse that knowledge, and very possibly an energy trap more dangerous than mine.” She spread her hands. “Whereas if we remove Nightmare and I destroy the device immediately, the drive to research demon containment will be greatly reduced, if Ryx is correct that none of the remaining demons will pose a pressing threat to Eruvia.”

A rush of grateful admiration flooded me. Hylah was good at this. It was so nice to have someone competent at the table with me.

“You have a point,” my grandmother admitted. “But if I let you take this thing from here and use it to transport Nightmare to the gate—an action I disapprove of, to be clear—what guarantee would I have that you would actually destroy it afterward? And don’t tell me your word. I’m well aware of how cheap words are.”

“We’d be right here with it in your domain after we banished Nightmare,” I pointed out reasonably. “It would be trivially easy for you to take it from us by force if we tried to say no.”

My grandmother took a long sip of tea. She put her cup down empty with a satisfied thunk.

“Interesting. I’ll consider what you’ve said. But first I’d like to speak to Ryx in private.”

It was a familiar pattern; during diplomatic meetings in the past, we’d often draw a proposal or offer out of the other party, then withdraw to discuss potential strategies before responding. It was strange to think that this time, I wasn’t wholly on my grandmother’s side.

“All right,” I said, pushing my chair back. “Let’s talk.”
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She watched me with a strange wariness, the wind teasing the short white ruffle of her hair as we stood facing each other on a balcony overlooking Gloamingard. The gray sky growled in the distance; only an occasional drop found us now, but a storm would be coming soon, walking up along the coast.

It almost felt as if things were as they used to be: the two of us pausing in some odd corner of the castle to discuss something that had just happened or might be about to happen, exchanging thoughts and making plans—or my grandmother simply stopping to ask me how I was doing, the only person in the world who bothered to do so.

Almost.

“So you found the heart chamber,” she said softly, which wasn’t what I’d expected at all.

“Apparently I did.” Because I couldn’t restrain my curiosity, I asked, “What is that place?”

“A tomb.”

I frowned. “Whose tomb?”

“Yours.”

A chill skittered down my spine. “You can’t just say that and not explain it.”

“It was meant as a last resort should the castle be in danger of falling.” She turned her gaze out toward the storm. “Our ancestors made Gloamingard a massive dormant chimera so that it could protect itself even if every last defender fell. Each successive Witch Lord dutifully expanded it, making it larger and more powerful. But for it to be intelligent and aware enough to defend the Black Tower, it would require a human mind and a human soul—an atheling, no less, with an existing connection to the chimera and the land.” She shook her head. “No one wanted to sacrifice an heir unless it was absolutely necessary, and things never became desperate enough for anyone to open the chamber until now.”

“A sacrifice…” The chill spread to the marrow of my bones. “So whoever sat in that throne was supposed to die.”

“For most people that’s the only way for their spirit to leave their body, yes.” She eyed me speculatively. “You seem to have simply added the castle on as an extension, however, or an alternate. How odd.”

It was odd. The castle existed in the back of my mind, like any other part of my body I wasn’t using—perhaps my hair, hanging there in its braid. But if I thought about it, I could turn my attention to the Round Room, where Severin and the Rookery conversed in low tones over tea and wine. I could listen in on them from any of the castle’s many faces, or from the little chinks and knotholes in logs and stone and plaster that had been left deliberately to be my eyes and ears in places where there were no carvings or skulls to work with. I could casually straighten all my disarranged walls and floors and staircases that I’d moved around in today’s scuffle, as easily as I could neaten my clothes.

It was deeply strange, but at the same time, it was not so unlike how I’d always lived, until I’d met the Rookery. I’d been watching castle life from the walls and hidden places of Gloamingard since I was small; now I was just doing so more literally.

“It’s exactly what I needed.”

My grandmother’s pale brows lifted. “You always wanted to be a castle?”

“No.” I leaned against the railing, holding her gaze with more challenge than I would have dared a month ago. “Now no one can enter the Black Tower without my permission ever again. Not you, not Hunger, not the Empire, not the Eldest. Even if they kill me, I’ll guard this place until it crumbles to dust.”

Her eyes narrowed. “So you will.”

“And that gives me the leverage to negotiate.” I gave her a sidelong look. “That’s why you called me out here, isn’t it? Whatever you decide to do about that device, we need to figure out a way to get the Empire and the other Witch Lords to leave us and Morgrain alone. The energy trap is just once piece of that.”

“Ah, Ryx.” She sounded weary. “You know as well as I do the Eldest will never accept a demon Witch Lord—and the Empire certainly won’t, especially after I just sank a small fleet off our coast.”

Hells, I’d almost forgotten about that, what with all the horrifying life-and-death emergencies. “How bad is the damage? You said we lost three towns.”

“We did.” Her jaw flexed. “Fortunately, warships are easy to spot a good distance away, so most of the people had time to flee inland. We had low casualties, I was able to stop the fires from spreading, and I’m helping rebuild.”

“And the imperial sailors? Did you…”

“Relax. I reserved my vengeance for Hunger. The warships had the misfortune to run onto rocks, and the crew is sheltering on them. They’re not going to have a very good time until the Empire rescues them, but they’re alive.” She considered. “Well, most of them, anyway. It’s not like I counted them.”

Relief flooded me. “That’ll help. I’m sure the doge was expecting far worse when they started firing on us without orders.”

She shook her head. “My conduct could be perfect as new snow and they’d still never accept peace.”

“Oh, I don’t know. The Empire already thinks Witch Lords are demons, and they’re willing to deal with them when it’s in their interest. If we offer some juicy trade terms, they’ll forget all about their objections soon enough and we can go back to normal levels of mistrust.” I bit my lip. “But you may be right about the Eldest. They consider you a threat to the balance of Vaskandran power.”

My grandmother snorted. “Because I am.”

“There’s got to be a way to make peace with them. Could you…” I hesitated. I doubted she’d like this suggestion, but I had to try. “I realize that your bond with the land is too deep and old to be broken, but could you somehow set up Uncle Tarn as the Witch Lord in name, at least?”

“Tarn?” She didn’t hide her skepticism. “He’s a fine administrator; he’d be a wise ruler, if this were the Empire and a good mind was all a leader needed. But he’s not wild enough to be a Witch Lord, and not fierce enough to defend us against a world full of enemies—and without the bond to the land, he wouldn’t have the power to do so.”

“Then you be the blood, the bones, the soul; the water that sustains, the hunter in the darkness. Let Tarn be the face and the voice, and the hand that does the paperwork. He could take the role of ruler, while you defend and support Morgrain with your magic. Maybe they’d accept that.”

I thought she’d shut the idea down immediately, but her expression softened into something pensive.

“It’s an interesting thought,” she said quietly. “That’s always been the problem with Vaskandar, you know. Witch Lords need to be so much—the embodiment of an entire domain. Perhaps your idea is how it should be: Witch Lords attending to the health and protection of the land, while someone else performs the daily business of ruling the domain. It would make more sense.”

I held my breath, wondering if I’d hit on a solution. But she sighed, the flicker of interest vanishing from her eyes.

“It wouldn’t be enough for them,” she said. “You know that. I’d still have the power that counts, the dominion over life; that’s what they’re afraid of, not the political authority. As a Witch Lord and a demon, I’m the most powerful being in Eruvia.”

And that was the core problem. I started viciously finger-combing the mess of my unraveling braid, wishing I could rip out this tangled problem along with the snarls.

“You need someone or something to hold you accountable. Not just to make the other powers happy, but for Morgrain’s sake. A ruler accountable to no one quickly becomes a tyrant.”

“I don’t want to be a tyrant,” she said somberly. “But there’s no power in Eruvia that can realistically hold me in check, Ryx.”

“There’s got to be a way. Maybe…” I straightened, loose hair sliding through my fingers as the answer struck me. “Whisper,” I breathed.

“Him?” My grandmother snorted. “He won’t get involved. He never does.”

“He did once.” I turned around, raising my voice. “Whisper! I know you’re there somewhere. Come out and talk to us.”

“You don’t have to shout,” came a grumble from behind me.

He sat on the stone railing I’d been facing a moment before, still and settled as if he’d always been there, bushy tail tucked around his paws.

“Whisper!” My heart always leaped to see him, no matter how little sense it made given how infrequently his presence was good news.

His yellow eyes narrowed skeptically. “Before you ask: no, absolutely not.”

I wasn’t going to give up so easily. “I know you care about keeping this world stable and safe. We’re on the brink of finally being able to do that.” I turned to my grandmother. “If we could get the rest of Eruvia to calm down and leave you alone, would you be content to go about your own business in a relatively nondisruptive fashion and take care of Morgrain?”

Her brows rose. “There are a lot of slippery words in that question. But if you mean do I have any intent of traipsing about the world setting it on fire like Carnage or Corruption or Hunger, no, I do not.”

I turned back to Whisper, triumphant. “You could enforce that.”

He glanced away, aloof. “I could do no such thing.”

“Whether you would or not, you could,” I insisted. “If she started disrupting the world too much—no longer walking lightly, as you put it, and moving outside her role as a Witch Lord to wreak harm and havoc on Eruvia as a demon—you could stop her.”

My grandmother cocked an eyebrow at him. “Could you, though?”

“Naturally.” His gaze narrowed. “Capability and willingness, however, are two very different things.”

“How?” My grandmother seemed dubious. “You could kill this body, certainly, but my connection to Morgrain goes soul deep. I’d just take a new vessel and carry on. I’ve thought this through; there’s nothing anyone can do, from my heirs to the Eldest, to make me less than a Witch Lord.”

Whisper’s tail lashed. “If you must know, I could sever your connection to your domain.”

She went still. “You couldn’t.”

He shrugged. “I am the final knife, the end of all things. It would be trivial.”

I believed him, in the deep disquiet of my heart. He was telling the truth, as he always did. My power might be grandiose and destructive; my grandmother’s unique intersection of immortalities might seem unconquerable; but Death was an absolute. There was a reason that humanity, with all its ingenuity, had never found a way to defeat him.

This could work.

“I can keep the gate sealed,” I said, with rising excitement. “Whisper can ensure you don’t become an existential danger to this world. If you keep on acting no different than any other Witch Lord and don’t use your power to disrupt Eruvia, the other powers will have nothing to complain about. You could exist in this world peacefully.”

“I minded my own business before, sticking to Morgrain, and you’ve seen how that ended. I just had to spend all day putting out fires and rebuilding our shoreline. No… I have a better idea.” A spark of mischief entered her eye, which I recognized too well from multiple lives; it was both of them, Discord and the Lady of Owls, seizing on a plan they thought would delightfully confound their enemies. “I’ll disappear.”

I blinked. I hadn’t been expecting that. “You’ll what?”

She turned to Whisper. “That’s how you did it, isn’t it? They can’t bother you if they can’t find you.” He nodded gracious agreement; she rubbed her hands. “I’ve done it before, after all, when I wanted to test Tarn and the others. He can be the face and the hand on the pen, like you said, at least for a time. I’ll disappear; let it be a mystery. I’ll always be there when Morgrain needs me, to sustain and protect it with magic and blood, with root and claw; woe betide anyone who tries to harm it. But I’ll give them no target to lash out against in fear. Only a wind in the forest, a whisper in the dark, eyes watching from the shadows.”

Whisper’s eyes gleamed with approval. “It’s worked well for me.”

“So do we have a deal?” I pressed. “You disappear, Whisper makes sure you don’t spiral completely out of control, and I guard the gate?”

My grandmother frowned. “I don’t like the idea of anyone placing limits on me. But I suppose I’d accept that from you and you alone, Whisper. You’re sensible, and you have a proven history of not interfering.”

His tail worked at the knots of the problem, twitching and curling in the air. “You understand the importance of my neutrality. I cannot risk falling into the trap of imposing my will on the world.”

“You wouldn’t be imposing. Discord is willing.”

Her brows lifted. “I suppose I am.”

Whisper paced along the parapet, restless. “All these years I’ve walked this world alone, and I’m forced to admit I’ve missed my family.” He seemed to rethink that. “Or some of you, at any rate. It would please me to see more of us following my path and remaining in this world with a light step, a presence rarely noticed if not entirely unfelt. But this proposal of yours is dangerous.”

“Anything we do now is dangerous,” I pointed out. “Our existence is dangerous. All we can do is walk the best path we can.”

Whisper let out a long sigh. “Very well. I’ll accept this duty, for now at least.”

“Hmph.” My grandmother turned to me. “Don’t expect to find me unless I want to be found.”

I nodded, my eyes stinging. “All right.”

“Which means you should expect to find me often.” She folded her arms around me, warm and strong as the sun-drenched hills in summer. Oh, Hells, I was absolutely not going to manage not to cry.

“Take good care of Gloamingard,” she whispered.

“I will.”

“I know you will.” She stepped back, raked her eyes across me, and grinned. “I’ll see you when you least expect it.”

She shimmered all over, power crawling across her skin, and burst into the sky as a barn owl, all elegant buff feathers and skull-white face. I watched her grow small against the sky with a deep ache in my chest.

“You truly think Discord can stay out of trouble year after year, for centuries and millennia?” Whisper sounded curious rather than skeptical, sitting companionably by my side.

“Maybe not,” I said. “But I think she can keep it to small trouble. The sort that will spawn dozens of little folk legends about strange vagabonds, ill-conceived wagers, and travelers who wander lost in the forest and come upon an odd little hut they never can find again.”

“She’d like that,” he agreed, with a touch of exasperation.

“She will.” An unexpected smile spread across my face. “I’m rather looking forward to it.”

The owl swooped down into the waiting forest and vanished.
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I rubbed a thumb over the scar on one palm as I dragged my eyes down the careful calligraphy of the imperial document before me. We were more than a full day’s travel from Gloamingard here in Castle Liret, but my castle remained a presence in the back of my mind. Its dusty secret places and soaring majestic tree towers were always there, clustered around the Black Tower looming dire and ominous at its heart. It was as if I were a Witch Lord with a domain that consisted solely of one building.

Everything in the document appeared to be exactly what we’d discussed, with none of the little tricks of wording I’d learned to watch out for in imperial treaties. I read it again to be sure, and then started to go over it a third time before admitting to myself I was only putting off the inevitable.

I didn’t much want to sign this. But after everything I’d done to Eruvia, if this was what it required in return, I supposed it was a small enough price.

I dipped my pen in the alchemical ink that waited for me, and signed all three copies. Ryxander of Morgrain.

Lady Cornaro’s aide, Gaetano, cleared his throat. “My apologies, Exalted Atheling. The Council of Nine requests that you sign in your demonic capacity, to ensure the agreement is binding even if your current body should perish before it lapses.”

I barely stopped myself from saying, That’s the stupidest thing I’ve heard in days. “My name is Ryxander,” I said, meeting Lady Cornaro’s hazel eyes because I knew Gaetano couldn’t do anything about the Council’s dictates. “If I die, it will still be Ryxander.”

Lady Cornaro gave an eloquent shrug, rustling the exquisite brocade of her jacket. “I personally don’t care how you sign. If you’re willing to add it as a title, perhaps, it might save us the trouble of some fussy imperial official insisting we do this all over again.”

I sighed, dipped my pen, and extended my signature three times. Ryxander of Morgrain, Demon of Disaster.

“It looks ridiculous,” I muttered.

The ink sparkled with subtle colors as it dried. Signed and done. I’d sealed more or less the same agreement in blood on the earth of Morgrain before the Yew Lord himself, eldest of the Eldest, which had been a far more alarming experience. But somehow this felt more real and final, with all the careful imperial phrasing to box me in and give me no secret avenue of escape.

“Most of the Council are still too frightened of you to say it,” Lady Cornaro said as Gaetano took the imperial seal out of a velvet box and passed it to her, “but for myself, I wanted to thank you. The Rookery has told me of everything you’ve done to avert a far darker future than the one we now face.”

I grimaced ruefully. “I suppose it could have been worse, but it’s still going to take us a long time to recover. Tens of thousands dead, vast swaths of land ravaged, people uprooted from their homes, vital trade disrupted, the government of Loreice overthrown—this is a catastrophe by any measure.”

I carefully avoided the word disaster. I also avoided apologizing. My own complex feelings of responsibility aside, it was best to be judicious with one’s apologies to an entity so eager to seize any perceived advantage or concession as the Serene Empire.

“True,” Lady Cornaro said. “It might take us, oh… fifty years. Perhaps when you emerge from your seclusion, it will be to a healed world.”

She pressed the imperial seal into the waiting alchemical wax: once, twice, three times.

It was done. I rose and bowed and took my leave, going with a heaviness in my heart to meet the Rookery.
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Kessa greeted me in the courtyard with a fierce hug, a monologue’s worth of sympathy and outrage in the tight squeeze of her arms. I froze in surprise, then gave her a tentative hug back.

Something hard dug into my collarbone. When she released me, I noticed a new silver brooch at her shoulder: a rook in flight. The others seemed to have them as well, standing in a loose semicircle around us.

“What’s that?” I asked, cutting off whatever words of awkward sympathy they might have been about to offer.

Foxglove touched his pin with a certain stiff self-consciousness. “It’s part of the new international agreement the Crow Lord and Lady Cornaro negotiated. The Rookery’s mandate has expanded.”

Kessa puffed out her chest proudly, which I couldn’t help but appreciate. “In recognition of our legendary heroics against the Nine Demons, the Rookery is now tasked with remaining vigilant against further demonic threats.”

“We’re supposed to keep an eye on you,” Ashe clarified helpfully. “And the others who are staying. Stab you if you get out of line.” She grinned.

“That sounds like a power play on the part of Lady Cornaro and the Crow Lord,” I said suspiciously.

“Oh, unquestionably, yes,” Kessa agreed. “In the meantime, we get quite a bit of new funding and some fabulous new outfits. I believe they’re planning to use us as a symbol of unity between the Empire and Vaskandar or some such. There may be posing and feasts and accepting flower bouquets in our future.”

“Lia is excited for it,” Foxglove said, in a tone of defeated resignation.

I laughed. “So you’re no longer on probation, I take it.”

“They didn’t have much choice on that front.” Foxglove glanced significantly around the courtyard.

Almost everyone who had reason to be within our line of sight—soldiers stationed on the walls, waggoneers delivering supplies, political figures who’d accompanied Lady Cornaro from Raverra—was twisting their necks to stare at us. We’d seen the same thing on the road: villages cheering the Rookery, people throwing flowers, children following them with starry eyes and waving wooden swords in the air for Ashe’s approval. Like it or not—and I got the feeling that Kessa liked it more than Foxglove—they were famous now.

“They’re even building us a new headquarters on the border.” Foxglove paused, tugging his cuffs straight. He met my eyes, his face grave. “My understanding is that you’re allowed to choose the location where you spend your fifty years of seclusion. If you want to spend it with us, you’d be more than welcome.”

Kessa beamed at him; Bastian gave me a tentative, hopeful smile. A bittersweet warmth unfurled through me, like the finest, darkest Ostan drinking chocolate.

“You know I would love that. And I’m deeply honored to be asked.” I almost couldn’t make myself continue, seeing the eager brightness in Kessa’s face. Ashe knew; she watched me without a word, piercing understanding in her ice-blue eyes. “But there’s only one place I could choose. I’m the Warden of Gloamingard. I won’t relinquish that duty for anything.”

Foxglove nodded, as if he’d expected this. “Then we’ll just have to visit.”

Kessa’s expression barely flickered through disappointment to determined cheer. “We’ll literally have to. It’s our job now to keep an eye on the remaining demons, and I rather doubt we’ll be able to find Discord or Death, so that mostly leaves you.”

“I’ll keep the kettle warm,” I said, smiling.

It hit me, then, what the Crow Lord had done. Lady Cornaro might not have fully understood the implications of assigning the Rookery to watch over me and keep me out of trouble, but he most certainly had.

“They made you my Heartguard,” I breathed.

Kessa and Ashe understood; Bastian gave me a quizzical look.

Ashe laughed. “So they did. Bugger me, I don’t know what they were thinking, making me someone’s guiding moral light.”

“I don’t quite understand—” Bastian began.

Ashe clapped him on the back. “It’s a Witch Lord thing. I’ll explain later. Short version is that friends are good for keeping you human.”

A brief flush of mauve mottled his face at that, then vanished. “They certainly are,” he agreed.

Kessa touched my shoulder, gently. “Do you have to go straight to Gloamingard, then?”

“Not quite,” I said. “There’s one more thing I need to do first.”
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I cradled my teacup in my hands, inhaling the scent of rose, and let my eyes rove in wonder around the little parlor of the lighthouse. It looked completely different from the simple whitewashed walls and basic furnishings I remembered from a week ago. Madness had transformed it completely.

She’d painted the walls in abstract patterns of vibrant colors, swirls with watercolor softness and sharp bright shapes like stained glass. The window curtains had received the same treatment, flaking cracked wall paint clinging to the folds of fabric. She’d left the woven rag rugs unpainted, presumably deeming them already sufficiently colorful, but she’d tied strings of seashells and pretty rocks to the edges, extending the fringe. I had to be careful not to step on them. More strings of seemingly random objects dangled from the ceiling: bits of driftwood and sea glass, more shells and rocks, feathers, a crab claw, little tidy bundles of different kinds of seaweed.

“Do you like it?” Madness asked in her breathy voice, then answered her own question. “You do! I’m so glad. I keep finding beautiful things. The ocean gives them, every day.”

I met her wide blue eyes and smiled. “This place suits you much better now. Of course I like it.”

It was strange to see her in a simple periwinkle-blue dress instead of acres of silver lace, her pale hair down in an unbrushed tangle instead of styled in an elaborate jeweled coiffure. But at the same time, it felt more like I was looking at her and less like the ghost of the poor young murdered queen of Loreice.

It had been hard convincing the Empire to allow her to stay in this world, in that body; but given that taking any other body would mean killing someone, they had relented, and provided this lighthouse on its tiny island off a remote and uninhabited stretch of coastline for her to serve out her isolation.

“Are you…” I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask this, but I had to. “Are you happy here?”

Madness tilted her head. “What a strange question. I think so. It’s a little lonely, but I like it. And I’m learning already!” She gave me a slow, hesitant smile; her mind brushed at mine, gentle as the softest summer breeze. “I’m practicing with the birds that come here. How to not look at them, to avoid touching their patterns. It’s difficult, but the humans are giving me plenty of time to practice.”

“Good. That’s good.” I swallowed. This next part was going to be hard. “They’re giving me time, too. I… I won’t be able to come visit you for a while.”

The tiny divot of a frown appeared between her pale brows. “But you already know how to keep yourself inside. You’re not leaking at all.”

“They just want to be sure. And that’s fair, given what happens if I do leak.” I kept telling myself that, but Hells. Fifty years. “I’m sorry that I won’t be able to come here and keep you company.”

“It’s all right.” She gave me a slow, dizzying smile. “It’s only for such a short time.”

I supposed it would seem that way to her. I tried to smile back.

“Besides,” she added dreamily, “we can do what the humans do and write letters. I don’t know how yet, but they’ve left me plenty of books, and I’m going to learn. In the meantime, I can send you pictures.”

I suspected that Madness’s pictures wouldn’t make much in the way of sense, but would be delightful anyway. The idea of receiving them was oddly cheering. “I’ll send you pretty things from Morgrain to put in your lighthouse.”

Her eyes shone at that with something very like happiness. “There, see? You don’t have to be lonely.” She reached out and patted my hand awkwardly, copying something she’d seen done but didn’t properly understand. “You’re always so very lonely. And you’re a little sad. Why?”

I sighed, turning my cup. “Sometimes in life you have to give things up, and it’s hard. But all in all, I’m not giving up much that I ever had in the first place. I barely ever used to leave Gloamingard before I got my jess.”

She tilted her head. “No,” she said musingly. “You’re sad, but this may be the happiest I’ve ever seen you.”

I blinked. “It is?”

She nodded gravely. “Perhaps you should work on that.”

I laughed, my fingers sliding unthinkingly to touch the stone flower at the end of my braid. “I probably should. Perhaps I will.”
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When Gloamingard’s mismatched towers reared into sight at last at the end of our road, I couldn’t help the unfettered leap of my heart. Home. Coming back felt good and right, a puzzle piece snapping into place, a key turning to open a lock. This was where I belonged—and if I’d be here more exclusively than I perhaps would have chosen, well, so be it.

The Rookery was escorting me—technically as my guards, but they felt like companions, not jailers. Their silver pins flashed in the sun as we rode together in the back of an open carriage.

“After we got Nightmare through the gate, I wanted to use it as an excuse to get them to reduce it from fifty years right away,” Kessa was saying, “but Lady Cornaro thinks we’ll have more success if we wait to let all the fear subside and let people recover. She wants to wait years.” She gave me a glance that expected outrage and was ready to commiserate.

“It’s a sound strategy,” I said. “They’re far more likely to consider reducing my term of isolation after they’ve had time to see I’m not a threat.”

“Ugh, you’re terrible.” Kessa shook her head. “A sound strategy. Whose side are you on?”

“Hey, tell her the good news,” Ashe said, applying her elbow to Kessa’s ribs.

Kessa frowned. “Which good news?”

“That’s a phrase I haven’t heard in a long time,” I murmured.

Bastian cleared his throat. “If I may, I believe she’s referring to the former Colonel Farrow’s conviction.”

“Former colonel, or former Colonel Farrow?” I asked, brows flying up.

“Former colonel,” Bastian clarified, waving his hands to ward off any more gruesome implications. “He’s in prison for treason, for passing information to the Demon of Hunger and for acting on his own to attack Morgrain.”

“Not that he’ll stay in prison long, given how influential his family is,” Foxglove muttered.

“I’ll take what I can get,” I said, with some relief.

Something gray fluttered down from the sky to perch on the edge of the carriage—a mockingbird. It tilted its head, fixed bright beady eyes on me, and chirped. I could tell at once that it wasn’t from Morgrain.

I nearly stood up in my seat. “Stop the carriage.”
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He was waiting for me at a crossroads, leaning against an old waystone. The mockingbird fluttered proudly to his shoulder; he slipped it a treat, but he never took his eyes off me.

I almost didn’t recognize him. Power radiated from him, absolute and confident; his face seemed honed somehow, distilled to its purest essence, his cheekbones even sharper and his gaze intent enough to level a building. Bone bracelets circled his wrists, and a bone clip shaped like bird wings anchored the long sweep of his ponytail.

Severin.

“You look good,” I said, then cleared my throat. “I mean, it looks like blooding your domain was successful. You know, you don’t look like you’re about to die.”

His mouth twitched into his familiar half smile, and I immediately recognized him again. “Thanks.”

I couldn’t think of any more clever remarks; all I wanted to do was drink in the welcome sight of his face. I stepped closer to see him better, and closer still, and then our arms went around each other and we fell straight into a kiss with the inevitable gravity of an autumn leaf spiraling down to a waiting pond. He was still the same Severin, warm and inexplicably tentative as if he couldn’t believe this was happening, couldn’t believe we were pressed together sharing this moment of tenderness, that he was allowing himself this vulnerability and I still somehow hadn’t stabbed him in the back. Oh, Hells, this felt good—to have come through this alive with him, with an eternity stretching in front of us.

When we finally parted, he searched my face with an anxious uncertainty that didn’t fit his aura of immortal power at all.

“So,” he said, “are we, ah, courting? Should I ask you formally, or—”

I could feel the smile fading off my face. “We can’t court, Severin. Courtship is for people who hope to marry.”

“Hmm,” he said noncommittally.

“Surely you’ve thought this through.” My eyebrows crawled up my forehead. “You’re a Witch Lord; you need an heir. I absolutely can’t give you one, between my killing touch and the fact that I have no interest in finding out what aspects of my power might be inheritable. Not to mention that I’m going to be stuck in my castle for fifty years. Or that tying yourself and your domain to the Demon of Disaster by oath is a terrible idea politically, symbolically, and magically.”

He sighed. “I know that. I know all of that, but I thought—I hoped—”

“But,” I said, laying a finger on his lips. Seasons, they were good lips. “Marriage is overrated.”

Beneath my finger, his mouth curled into a smile. “I suppose it is.”

“I’ll always be here for you. If you’ll have me.” I let my hand drop.

He caught it, rubbing his thumb across the backs of my knuckles. “Of course I will. Even if you weren’t the only person I’ve got. I don’t know why you’re willing to put up with me, but if you won’t let me shock the Conclave by marrying a demon, well, I don’t care so long as we can be together.”

Something unexpected lurked in the back of his eyes: fear. Hells, he was laying himself open like this fully expecting me to hurt him; he was braced to be cast aside at best, betrayed at worst. I frowned, half inclined to shake him.

“Severin of Alevar,” I said sharply, “let me make something clear. I love you. When everyone else is dust, I’ll still love you. When the world itself runs its course and comes to an end, I will carry my love for you to the Hells and let it burn there with me for eternity. This is not something you’re getting out of so easily, so stop looking like you expect me to kick you into a ditch and run off laughing.”

His eyes grew wide. With hesitant care, he brushed a loose strand of hair back from my face.

“You make it sound like I should start running now,” he said teasingly.

“It’s too late for that, I’m afraid.”

We held each other close, life blazing in him and hellfire in me, immortal and monstrous—but in each other’s arms, entirely human.
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Gloamingard bustled like a hive in summertime. Odan coordinated the arrival of our guests from all over Eruvia, seeing them lodged and fed and made welcome; Gaven directed the vivomancers, who grew exuberant flowers everywhere, forming arches and garlands and explosions of color throughout the castle. Jannah handled a constant stream of messages, from belated acceptances and last-minute regrets, to admirers of the Rookery attempting to bluff their way into the castle for the big event, to the usual scrawled vitriol cursing me as an abomination that she never let me see. All the running footsteps pattered in a distant, pleasant tickling on my floors; hundreds of excited voices buzzed in my many ears.

I closed my eyes to savor it all as I crouched on the rooftop, the slate warm under my hands in the spring sun. In a minute I needed to go give my approval to the beautifully embroidered vestcoat I’d had made for the occasion, and then from the look of the carriage coming up the hill I’d have more dignitaries to greet. The most important guests of all were already here, of course; I’d spent the whole week basking in the Rookery’s company as everything came together, hearing their stories and serving them tea and generally making much of them.

“You have an interesting definition of isolation,” said Whisper.

I opened my eyes to find him sitting on the rooftop beside me, gazing with minor annoyance down at the busy stable yard below us.

“I’m not allowed to leave,” I said. “No one ever said I couldn’t have visitors.” Or a full staff, which was the part that had surprised and touched me most; I’d expected no one except possibly Odan to want to come back to the castle once it became a demon’s prison, but most of my old staff had chosen to return. I supposed if you were used to working in a place like Gloamingard and serving a Witch Lord, learning your Warden was a demon didn’t come as quite the same sort of shock it might to someone else.

“Hmph.” Whisper swished his tail. “I’ll be glad when things are quieter again.”

“Thank you for tolerating the fuss. I’m really grateful they decided to do this here—it was the only way I could have attended.” I scratched behind Whisper’s ear; he leaned into it shamelessly, yellow eyes half closing.

A familiar presence pressed at my senses, wild and ancient and a little amused. I glanced up to find a barn owl perched on the tower opposite me, watching us.

“Hello, Grandmother,” I called. “Come to enjoy the wedding?”

You know the rules, her voice sounded in my soul, scratchy with laughter. Invite the Demon of Discord or she’ll lay a curse on you.

“I’d never dream of not inviting you, but I wasn’t aware that was a rule.”

It is now. She ruffled her feathers, seeming pleased with herself. I held my tongue, knowing better than to object, and made a mental note to ask Jannah to look into any reports of strange happenings around weddings in Morgrain just to make sure she didn’t do anything too serious.

I touched Laeka’s flower at the end of my braid, thinking about how she’d tricked Discord into cheating in a way she could predict so that she could beat her at cards. I wasn’t nearly so clever, so I sighed and said, “Just save any dramatics for the reception. They’ve been through a lot, and they deserve a smooth ceremony.”

Of course, she said. You did invite me, after all.
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The ceremony was not so much smooth as glorious. I didn’t think of myself as a sentimental person, but curse me if my eyes didn’t tear up the moment I saw Kessa in her long bridal vestcoat all of living flowers in different glorious shades of red. She left a wake of petals as she walked to her place beneath the intricate arch of twining branches and flowers on the grassy hillside, perfectly placed to frame the sun as it descended in golden splendor in the late-afternoon sky. The light shone through the green leaves and set them to glowing, and it graced Kessa’s black hair with gold and fire.

Ashe came to meet her in her own bridal vestcoat, this one ankle length and split front and sides—to make sure she could fight in it if she had to, she’d told me enthusiastically. It was ice blue to match her eyes, with a breathtaking diagonal cascade of beautifully embroidered white and silver feathers down the front and fanning out across the skirts. A split cape of real feathers fell from her shoulders, hanging down her back like white wings. Answer hung on her hip, of course; no one had even tried to talk her out of wearing it to her wedding.

They made their oaths as the sun came down to rest at the very crest of the arch, beneath the watching sky and above the witnessing earth. Each of them planted a seed in the spot they’d chosen, and with bridal daggers made of bone from their home domains, they watered the seeds with their own blood. Then Kessa closed her eyes and laid her hands on the earth, and Ashe put her hands over Kessa’s, and twin saplings sprouted up, their slender trunks twining together.

They rose with their hands clasped as everyone cheered. I’d lost all semblance of stoicism, and tears were running freely down my cheeks. Severin, standing resplendent at my side in a vestcoat trimmed with mockingbird feathers and a delicate bone diadem, gave me an amused glance.

“You’re a mess,” he murmured.

“Oh, hush. You’re tearing up, too.”

“I’m not,” he protested.

Ashe touched Kessa’s cheek, her eyes soft and worshipful, and Kessa gave her a giddy grin and planted a chaste but tender kiss on her lips.

“Fine,” Severin grumbled, dabbing at his eyes with the back of his wrist. “You win this time.”

No one but me noticed the owl sitting on the parapet of Gloamingard above us. But everyone gasped in wonder as suddenly, splendidly, the two entwined saplings burst into bloom.
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The reception felt like a normal I’d never known. It was the first time in my life I’d been in a room full of so many people who were here purely to celebrate. Everyone was happy, half my guests were drunk, and a fair number were dancing beneath the golden leaves of the Aspen Hall as wild music floated up to its distant ceiling. My cheeks ached from smiling. The world was far from healed after a mere half year, and the long years of my imprisonment still stretched before me—but it seemed ridiculous to imagine Gloamingard a prison when it was so overflowing with light and love and joy.

I spotted Bastian and Hylah dancing in an absentminded sort of way, barely moving their feet as they chatted about whatever latest invention Hylah was working on. Foxglove sat with Lia and Teodor, one arm around each, his face relaxed as Teodor told some story to a rapt audience of Ashe’s soldier friends and Lia sipped a glass of the wine Ardith had supplied, which I’d been told about a dozen times already was excellent.

Severin’s hand fell lightly on my shoulder. “Shall we dance?”

I laughed. “Do you remember the first time we danced? I thought you were going to kill me.”

His brows went up. “Did you? Suspicious woman. I only wanted to conspire with you.”

“Or against me.”

He shrugged. “Or both. Whichever seemed like it was going to work best.”

I lifted my glass of chilled mint tea with Morgrain’s best witch honey. “To many centuries of conspiring together.”

He smiled, and for the first time it reached his dark eyes, letting in an ease I’d never known in him. He clinked his wineglass against mine. “Millennia, even. Why not?”

We finished off our glasses, set them on a nearby table, and headed hand in hand to the dance floor, where Ashe and Kessa twirled together in a laughing swirl of feathers and flower petals.

Neither demons nor Witch Lords tire easily. We danced all the way through the long starry night, until the sky grew pearly with the promise of coming dawn.
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Ever since the city of Bezim was shaken half into the sea by a magical earthquake, the inquisitors have policed alchemy with brutal efficiency. Nothing too powerful, too complicated, too much like real magic is allowed—and the careful science that’s left is kept too expensive for any but the rich and indolent to tinker with. Siyon Velo, a glorified errand boy scraping together lesson money from a little interplanar fetch and carry, doesn’t qualify.



But when Siyon accidentally commits a public act of impossible magic, he’s catapulted into the limelight. Except the limelight is a bad place to be when the planes themselves start lurching out of alignment, threatening to send the rest of the city into the sea.



Now Siyon, a Dockside brat who clawed his way up and proved himself on rooftops with saber in hand, might be Bezim’s only hope. Because if they don’t fix the cascading failures of magic in their plane, the Powers and their armies in the other three will do it for them.


Chapter 1

Siyon couldn’t get the damn square to line up, and the hangover definitely wasn’t helping.

He squinted at the ash lines on the floor. The tiles tessellated in a not-quite-repeating pattern of swirls and spirals that could probably cause headaches all by itself. It was left over from before this place was taken over as the Little Bracken bravi safe house, when it had been a… temple? Church? Whatever. They called it the Chapel now, so probably one of those. Siyon didn’t know much about all that religious stuff. He’d been born and bred here in Bezim, where they preferred the certainty of alchemy instead.

The building was nice; tidy brickwork, tall pitched roof, narrow windows of coloured glass. From the pale hair and impressive beards on the figures, Siyon thought the stories probably drew from the cults and myths of the North, not the remnants of the Lyraec Empire he was more familiar with.

The Chapel was quiet right now, with the morning sun cutting through the dust motes dancing around the lofty beams. The bravi were denizens of the night—the feet that rattled fleet as a passing rain shower over your roof tiles, the midnight laughter that promised mayhem and crossed blades and adventure. Last night they’d been all of that, the stuff of the dreams of children and poets, and now they were sleeping it off. So the tall, vaulted space—which might otherwise be cluttered with the scrape of a sharpening sabre, the clatter and call of training duels, the bicker and bellow of arguments over style—was all at Siyon’s disposal.

He still couldn’t get his delving portal square.

Siyon’s tea had gone cold on a pushed-aside pew. He lifted the tin-banded glass, high and higher, until the light through the stained-glass windows both made him wince and turned the remaining liquid a fiery golden orange. A colour burning with righteousness. An Empyreal sort of colour.

Siyon reached through that connection and snapped his fingers.

And then nearly dropped the suddenly scalding glass.

Allegedly Kolah Negedi—the long-dead father of alchemical practice—had strong views about casual use of the Art. Something about the essence of another plane not being a dog to fetch your slippers. Poetic, but frankly, the great Kolah Negedi didn’t seem all that applicable to the life of Siyon Velo. Let the fancy azatani alchemists, with their mahogany workbenches and expensive bespoke glass beakers, debate his wisdom. All Siyon did was fetch and carry for them. And that’s all he’d ever do, unless he could scrape together enough hard cash to pay for lessons. Today’s work would barely add to his stash, but one day, maybe…

In the meantime, at least he could have hot tea.

Siyon blew gently across the surface of the liquid, took a careful sip, and sighed as the blissful heat smoothed out the jagged edges of his hangover.

“Sorry,” someone said. “I can come back later if you’re enjoying your alone time.”

Not just any someone; that was the tight, pointed accent that went with leafy avenues and elegant townhouses and lace gloves. That was an azatani voice. Siyon cracked one eye open, and looked sidelong toward the doorway.

The young woman wouldn’t have come up to his chin, but she stood straight and tall, barely a trace of a girl’s uncertainty in the way her weight shifted from one foot to the other. She was clad head to toe in bravi leathers—sturdy trousers, tight vest, bracers laced up to her elbows. They creaked with newness, and the sabre at her hip gleamed with oil and polish. The tricorn balanced atop her tied-back ebony curls had an orange cockade pinned on with a Little Bracken badge.

They’d probably run the tiles together, two fish in the great flickering school of the Little Bracken, but Siyon never paid too much attention to the azatani recruits. They joined, they had their youthful adventures, they left to take up their serious adult responsibilities. None of his business.

But here she was, getting in his business. “What are you doing here, za?” he demanded, though he had a bad feeling he knew the answer.

“I was sent by the Diviner Prince to…” Her words petered out, uncertainty conquering the assurance she was born into. “Er. Assist you? Hold something?”

Siyon snorted. “I need an anchor, not a little bird. Go back and tell Daruj—”

“No,” she interrupted, her chin coming up in a belligerent jut. “I can do it. I’m bravi. Same as you.”

Siyon sauntered out into the aisle, where she could in turn get a good look at him. At the fraying of his shirtsleeves and the scuffs on his boots, at the battered hilt of his own sabre, at the lean length of his limbs and the freckles and even the glint of red in his brown hair that said foreign blood. That confirmed he was a mongrel brat.

She could probably trace her family back a few hundred years to the end of the Lyraec Empire. They’d probably helped overthrow the Last Duke and claim the city for the people. People like them, anyway. They’d renamed the city Bezim—in Old Lyraec, that meant ours.

“Yeah,” he drawled, stretching the Dockside twang. “We’re peas in a fucking pod. How old are you, anyway?”

“How old are you?” she demanded right back. There was a flush of colour in her warm brown cheeks, but she wasn’t backing down. Was it even bravery when you hadn’t heard the word no more than a dozen times in your life?

“Twenty-three,” Siyon said. “Or near enough. And I’ve been on my own since I was fourteen, delving the planes since seventeen. That six years of crossing the divide between this plane and the others tells me I’m not trusting you”—he jabbed a finger at her, in her new leathers with her boots that probably got that shine from the hands of a servant—“to hold the only thing tying me back to the Mundane. No offense, princess.”

She hesitated in the doorway, but then her chin came up again. “Fuck you,” she stated primly. “I can do it. And I’m all you’ve got, anyway. Daruj went down to the square; Awl Quarter have called public challenge.” There was a twist to her mouth. It stung, to be sent to do this, rather than being included in the party to bare blades against another bravi tribe, even in a small morning skirmish.

Siyon knew what that felt like. He drained his tea and set the glass down on the pew next to him. “You’re well out of it. It’ll be dead boring. Lots of posturing, barely three blades getting to kiss daylight. No audience in the morning, see? So no pressing need to fight.”

She really did look like a doll playing dress-up, but she hadn’t fled. And if Daruj was off playing Diviner Prince (Siyon never found his friend’s bladename less ridiculous, whatever its proud history), then she probably was the best Siyon was likely to get until later this afternoon. Which would be cutting it fine to make his deliveries.

He sighed. “What’s your name again?”

She grinned, sudden and bright and blindingly pretty. She was going to carve her way through society when she set aside the blade to take up a ball gown. “Zagiri Savani. And I’m eighteen. If it matters.”

Siyon shrugged. “Not to me. Come on.”

His ash square still looked a little skewed at one corner, but he wasn’t redoing it again. “How much did Daruj tell you about what’s involved?”

Zagiri stayed well back from the lines of ash, so at least she was sensible. “You’re going to raid one of the other planes. For alchemical ingredients.”

Basically right, but she’d need more than basics. “I tear a hole between the planes,” Siyon elaborated. “Which is what the square is for. Keeps the breach contained. There’s no risk—not to you, not to the city.” The inquisitors might feel differently, but they weren’t here, and what did they know anyway? “That also cuts me off from the Mundane, so to get back, I need a tether.”

She nodded. “Which I hold.”

“Which you hold.” Siyon watched her for a moment. Clearly a little nervous, but she had a strong grip on herself. That irritating azatani arrogance might be good for something after all.

He unhooked his sabre from his belt and set it down on a pew, picked up a coil of rope instead. It was rough stuff, thick hemp and tarred ends, liberated from docks duty. As mundane—as Mundane—as rope could get, heavy with work and sweat and dirty, fishy business. “One end ties around me,” Siyon said, looping it around his waist, under his shirt and the weight of his cross-slung satchel. “And you hold the other. You hold it no matter what you see, or what you hear, or how much it jerks around. You hold on to this.”

She wrinkled her delicate little nose as she set a hand just above the thick knot tied in the end. She’d probably never put her pampered hands on anything this coarse in her life. “What happens if I don’t?” Not a challenge, more curiosity.

Siyon smiled, tight and brittle. “I get stuck in there. Since I’m delving Empyreal today, that means I’m trapped in unforgiving heat with the angels on my back until either I can find a way out or you”— he prodded at her shoulder—“scarper off and find someone to summon me back. I recommend Auntie Geryss, you can find her through the tea shop near the fountain in the fruit market. If, y’know, you fuck up completely.”

Zagiri swallowed hard, wrapped the rope around her fist, and braced her heels against the tiled floor. At least she was taking this seriously. “All right.”

“Don’t worry.” Siyon grinned, the thrill of what he was about to do starting to tug at him as surely as a tether. It never got old. “I’ll be right here. Well. Right here, and on the other side of reality at the same time.”

She didn’t look reassured.

Siyon stepped into the ashen square and vanished into heat haze.
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Between the planes was the void, and the void was perfect; it flashed by in a fraction of a blink, and Siyon was through.

It was like stepping into an open oven, snatched up in the Empyreal plane’s hot, dry fist. Siyon staggered, dizzy and dazzled, as the universe tilted around him. It always took a moment to get his balance, like he’d jumped from a moving cart.

Doing this with a hangover had been an awful idea.

Sand skewed beneath his boots, and whipped up on a keening wind. Or at least, it looked and felt like sand, abrading his skin and gritty between his teeth. Not actually sand, not here. Tiny grains of duty, or conscience, or something equally uncomfortable and insistent. Stung like a bitch, making his eyes water, and Siyon pulled a thin scarf over his face. Easier to see through it than with his eyes scrunched closed against the blast.

Dunes undulated away in all directions, toward shimmering horizons. The not-sand was white—scalding white, pale as purity, clean as righteousness—and the sky was seething fire that sizzled in sheets of orange and yellow and incandescent blue. It was dangerously beautiful; easy to overlook the tiny black specks within the burning gyre.

First rule of delving: The longer you gawk, the less time you have to harvest. Get in, load up, get out.

Siyon lowered his head again, and concentrated on slithering down the side of the dune without falling. This not-sand was so fine, it ran like water. You could drown in it, if you didn’t look lively.

In the gully between dunes, there was a little shelter from the sandstorm. Siyon could crouch without fear of being buried, and shovel aside the fine, flyaway grains at the surface. Deeper down, the sand took on a molten glow, clinging to his fingers like an itch. Siyon scooped up a stinging handful, funnelling it hurriedly into a flask. He shook the excess off with a wince and wiped his hand against the rope around his waist; the roughness of the hemp was great for stripping away the last little bits, or maybe it was the sheer Mundanity that did the trick.

He got one more vial of firesand using the other hand, and tucked them both away safely inside his satchel. Trying to get any more would be asking for burns or—worse—recurring attacks of guilt back in the Mundane.

Standing, he laid a hand on the rope around his waist again. The tether leading back to the Mundane wasn’t visible, but Siyon could feel it, tugging at him when he moved. The pull wasn’t too much right now, so Zagiri didn’t seem to be getting impatient. It was always difficult to tell how much time had passed while he was here. Tears were nudging at the corner of his vision, but Siyon could blink them away. The breath still came easily—though harsh and burning—to his lungs, and he wasn’t experiencing any strange urges toward crusades, justice, or self-improvement.

Perhaps he could try for a little more.

He shouldn’t. Get in, load up, get out, remember? The vials of firesand were what he’d been commissioned to deliver.

So if he could find something extra, it could be bonus cash. If he could find something good, he might be able to get his hands on a book—a real one, a proper alchemic tome. One that might teach him something. Make him more than just an interplanar errand boy.

Hey, a guy could dream.

Siyon flipped his satchel open again, running a finger blind along the dozens of little loops and pockets sewn into the lining. He needed to move fast; he needed something that might lead him to something powerful and lucrative.

Ah. Perfect.

He pulled out a feather—small, plain, grey, notched at one end. Just a pigeon feather. But like called to like, and in this place there were far more interesting—more powerful—things than pigeons on the wing.

Siyon lifted the feather and let the breeze pluck it out of his grip.

It zipped away, moving fast, and Siyon had to scramble after it. Up the dune and down, crosswise along the next, hauling himself up a rocky outcrop that surely hadn’t been here a moment ago. The pigeon feather danced up and over the lip, smudgy against the fire-bright sky, and Siyon dragged himself after it. The rocks scraped against his ribs like pious privation, but he pushed onward. If he lost the feather, it would all be a waste.

Just over the lip of rock, atop the outcrop, the feather snagged on the sharp black edge of a nest. Siyon could’ve whooped in victory, if he’d had the breath for it.

The nest wasn’t built of sticks, but of slabs and shards of obsidian, razor-keen and gleaming. It wasn’t big, barely wider than the length of Siyon’s arm, and there were only two eggs within, nestled among smouldering embers. When Siyon peeled back his scarf to peek over the edge of the nest, the heat nearly took his eyebrows off.

He didn’t want an egg, though. What the hell would he do with a phoenix chick? (Answer: Set fire to his bunk in the Chapel and be left in the ashes for the inqs to pick up at their leisure.) Instead, Siyon edged carefully around the nest, peering into the nooks and serrated crannies, until he spotted the butter-bright gleam of a trapped feather. Extracting it was like sticking his hand into a shark’s mouth, sliding careful fingers between knife-like obsidian and the roaring heat of the nest itself. The feather felt like a wisp of silk between his fingertips, hot as a Flower’s underthings and just as full of promise. Siyon teased it out, wrapping it in a length of actual silk before tucking it away in his satchel.

He was so focused on it that he barely heard the whistle from above. Not like a bravi signal, no human sound at all; more like the sigh of air ripped through a grate. The sound of an angel’s wings scything through excuses.

But he did hear it, and his body was already moving before his mind caught up, hurling him sideways a moment before the broadsword came slamming down right where he’d been crouching.

The force of it buried the edge in the rocks as though they were cheese. Flames licked blue-bright along the length of the blade. Light washed dazzling over Siyon—not from the sword, but the one who wielded it, looming above him resplendent in armour even whiter than the sand. The brutal white of perfect virtue, the unflinching white of implacable justice.

The shattering white of an angel.

Her face was a smudge in the searing light; Siyon just got an impression of a wild halo of fire around diamond eyes and hawk beak.

That beak opened and she screamed, like a raptor diving upon its prey.

“Zagiri!” Siyon shouted. “Pull m—”

The angel backhanded him, slamming the words from his mouth and the sense from his head. Air spun wild around him; he bounced against the rocky outcrop once, twice, before plummeting to the sand.

This wasn’t his physical body, Siyon reminded himself, trying to drag breath back into his lungs. Not real, not him.

Still hurt like a motherfucker.

Sand sucked at him as Siyon heaved up to hands and knees. His satchel pulled him off balance; at least he still had it. Tears crawled down his cheeks, actually cool against the heat around him.

“Pull me out,” he said, but the words were barely a scrape in his throat. No power to them at all.

The world shook as the angel landed in the sand next to Siyon. Her arm wrapped around him, binding as a solemn promise, and she hauled him effortlessly up. His legs dangled, ribs creaking beneath her grip. “Thief,” she snarled in his ear. It wasn’t speaking so much as a stone-chiseled statement of immutable fact. “You must earn what you would steal.”

Siyon had no idea what that meant. But her fingers—or talons, by the sharp sting of them—dug into him as she closed her fist around the rope at his waist. It grew warm against his skin, and something shimmered into being in front of him; a twist of connection, spiralling away into the air like a faint and billowing umbilical.

Siyon gaped. He’d never seen his tether in the planes before. It was sort of beautiful.

The angel lifted her sword.

Siyon thrashed against her grip, but she only clutched him tighter, and his ribs cracked and his lungs spasmed and no sound at all came from his throat.

The sword flashed in its descent, bright with blue-hot flames.

Her grip around him tightened, impossibly, and then yanked. No, wait, it was the rope itself, and Siyon popped fish-slippery from the angel’s hold, whipping into half a moment of dizzying blackness—

—and then there was stone under his feet, and his knees giving way as he crashed into another body and they both went down.

A whistle in Siyon’s ears—no, in reality. “Look out,” he gasped, and shoved hard as he rolled in the other direction.

Something slammed down where he had been with a screech of ironwork and a frustrated hiss, and then there was silence.

Siyon sat up too fast, and paused for the whirling sparks to dance away from his vision. Zagiri was backed against the end of the pew, knees drawn up to her chest and eyes wide. Between their bodies, the ash square was nothing but a smear across the floor.

Except the tilework—and the stones beneath—were sliced through in a deep gash the length of Siyon’s arm.

Zagiri’s dark eyes were wide. “It just—it was—”

“Angelic broadsword,” Siyon croaked. His throat still felt scorched. His cheeks were stiff with dried tears. He reached out to the wound in the floor, but stopped short; the heat was still rising from it, with a smell like midday-baked stone paving. “Thanks,” he said. “You did well.”

She made a noise somewhere between a squeak and a sigh, and lifted her fist. The rope was still wrapped around it, but there was barely an arm’s-length left before it ended, abrupt and fire-blackened.

The end was still smouldering.

Siyon scrambled over and pried it carefully from her trembling grip. He held it gently, moved it slowly, to avoid killing the flame or dislodging ash. There could be good use—good money—in angel ash. How much more in a still-burning fire?

Never mind the phoenix feather, what could this earn him? More books? Equipment? Lessons? Proper ones from a Summer Club alchemist, not just occasional tips from Auntie Geryss.

Zagiri wiped her hands on her trousers. Her fingers were still shaking, but only a little. More backbone to her than many Siyon had seen tangle with the fringes of alchemy. “We’re done now, right?” she asked, evenly enough.

“Change of plans,” Siyon said, eyes still on the smoking rope. “Delivery time. This is too important to wait.”
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Hart is a marshal, tasked with patrolling the strange and magical wilds of Tanria. It’s an unforgiving job, and Hart’s got nothing but time to ponder his loneliness.



Mercy never has a moment to herself. She’s been single-handedly keeping Birdsall & Son, Undertakers, afloat in defiance of sullen jerks like Hart, who seems to have a gift for showing up right when her patience is thinnest.



After yet another exasperating run-in with Mercy, Hart finds himself penning a letter addressed simply to “a friend.” Much to his surprise, an anonymous letter comes back in return, and a tentative friendship is born.



If only Hart knew he’s been baring his soul to the person who infuriates him most—Mercy. As the dangers from Tanria grow closer, so do the unlikely correspondents. But can their blossoming romance survive the fated discovery that their pen pals are their worst nightmares—each other?


Chapter One

It was always a gamble, dropping off a body at Birdsall & Son, Undertakers, but this morning, the Bride of Fortune favored Hart Ralston.

Out of habit, he ducked his head as he stepped into the lobby so that he wouldn’t smack his forehead on the doorframe. Bold-colored paintings of the death gods—the Salt Sea, the Warden, and Grandfather Bones—decorated the walls in gold frames. Two green velvet armchairs sat in front of a walnut coffee table, their whimsical lines imbuing the room with an upbeat charm. Vintage coffee bean tins served as homes for pens and candy on a counter that was polished to a sheen. This was not the somber, staid lobby of a respectable place like Cunningham’s Funeral Services. This was the appalling warmth of an undertaker who welcomed other people’s deaths with open arms.

It was also blessedly empty, save for the dog draped over one of the chairs. The mutt was scratching so furiously at his ribs he didn’t notice that his favorite Tanrian Marshal had walked through the front door. Hart watched in delight as the mongrel’s back paw sent a cyclone of dog hair whirling through a shaft of sunlight before the bristly fur settled on the velvet upholstery.

“Good boy, Leonard,” said Hart, knowing full well that Mercy Birdsall did not want her dog wallowing on the furniture.

At the sound of his name, Leonard perked up and wagged his nubbin tail. He leaped off the chair and hurled himself at Hart, who petted him with equal enthusiasm.

Leonard was an ugly beast—half boxer, half the gods knew what, brindle coated, eyes bugging and veined, jowls hanging loose. In any other case, this would be a face only his owner could love, but there was a reason Hart continued to patronize his least favorite undertaker in all the border towns that clung to the hem of the Tanrian Marshals’ West Station like beggar children. After a thorough round of petting and a game of fetch with the tennis ball Leonard unearthed from underneath his chair, Hart pulled his watch out of his vest pocket and, seeing that it was already late in the afternoon, resigned himself to getting on with his job.

He took a moment to doff his hat and brush back his overgrown blond hair with his fingers. Not that he cared how he looked. Not at Birdsall & Son, at any rate. As a matter of fact, if he had been a praying man, he would have begged the Mother of Sorrows to have mercy on him, no pun intended. But he was not entirely a man—not by half—much less one of the praying variety, so he left religion to the dog.

“Pray for me, Leonard,” he said before he pinged the counter bell.

“Pop, can you get that?” Mercy’s voice called from somewhere in the bowels of Birdsall & Son, loudly enough so that her father should be able to hear her but softly enough that she wouldn’t sound like a hoyden shouting across the building.

Hart waited.

And waited.

“I swear,” he muttered as he rang the bell again.

This time, Mercy threw caution to the wind and hollered, “Pop! The bell!” But silence met this request, and Hart remained standing at the counter, his impatience expanding by the second. He shook his head at the dog. “Salt fucking Sea, how does your owner manage to stay in business?”

Leonard’s nubbin started up again, and Hart bent down to pet the ever-loving snot out of the boxer mix.

“I’m so sorry,” Mercy said, winded, as she rushed from the back to take her place behind the counter. “Welcome to Birdsall & Son. How can I help you?”

Hart stood up—and up and up—towering over Mercy as her stomach (hopefully) sank down and down.

“Oh. It’s you,” she said, the words and the unenthusiastic tone that went with them dropping off her tongue like a lead weight. Hart resisted the urge to grind his molars into a fine powder.

“Most people start with hello.”

“Hello, Hart-ache,” she sighed.

“Hello, Merciless.” He gave her a thin, venomous smile as he took in her oddly disheveled appearance. Whatever else he might say about her, she was usually neat as a pin, her bright-colored dresses flattering her tall, buxom frame, and her equally bright lipstick meticulously applied to her full lips. Today, however, she wore overalls, and her olive skin was dewy with sweat, making her red horn-rimmed glasses slide down her nose. A couple of dark curls had come loose from the floral scarf that bound up her hair, as if she’d stuck her head out the window while driving full speed across a waterway.

“I guess you’re still alive, then,” she said flatly.

“I am. Try to contain your joy.”

Leonard, who could not contain his joy, jumped up to paw Hart’s stomach, and Hart couldn’t help but squeeze those sweet jowls in his hands. What a shame that such a great dog belonged to the worst of all undertaking office managers.

“Are you here to pet my dog, or do you actually have a body to drop off?”

A shot of cold humiliation zinged through Hart’s veins, but he’d never let her see it. He held up his hands as if Mercy were leveling a pistol crossbow at his head, and declared with mock innocence, “I stopped by for a cup of tea. Is this a bad time?”

Bereft of adoration, Leonard leaped up higher, mauling Hart’s ribs.

“Leonard, get down.” Mercy nabbed her dog by the collar to drag him upstairs to her apartment. Hart could hear him scratching at the door and whining piteously behind the wood. It was monstrous of Mercy to deprive both Hart and her dog of each other’s company. Typical.

“Now then, where were we?” she said when she returned, propping her fists on her hips, which made the bib of her overalls stretch over the swell of her breasts. The square of denim seemed to scream, Hey, look at these! Aren’t they fucking magnificent? It was so unfair of Mercy to have magnificent breasts.

“You’re dropping off a body, I assume?” she asked.

“Yep. No key.”

“Another one? This is our third indigent this week.”

“More bodies mean more money for you. I’d think you’d be jumping for joy.”

“I’m not going to dignify that with a response. I’ll meet you at the dock. You do know there’s a bell back there, right?”

“I prefer the formality of checking in at the front desk.”

“Sure you do.” She rolled her eyes, and Hart wished they’d roll right out of her unforgivably pretty face.

“Does no one else work here? Why can’t your father do it?”

Like a gift from the Bride of Fortune, one of Roy Birdsall’s legendary snores galloped through the lobby from behind the thin wall separating it from the office. Hart smirked at Mercy, whose face darkened in embarrassment.

“I’ll meet you at the dock,” she repeated through gritted teeth.

Hart’s smirk came with him as he put on his hat, sauntered out to his autoduck, and backed it up to the dock.

“Are you sure you’re up for this?” he asked Mercy as he swung open the door of his duck’s cargo hold, knowing full well that she would find the question unbearably condescending.

As if to prove that she didn’t need anyone’s help, least of all his, she snatched the dolly from its pegs on the wall, strode past him into the hold, and strapped the sailcloth-wrapped body to the rods with the practiced moves of an expert. Unfortunately, this particular corpse was extremely leaky, even through the thick canvas. Despite the fact that he had kept it on ice, the liquid rot wasn’t completely frozen over, and Mercy wound up smearing it all over her hands and arms and the front of her overalls. Relishing her horror as it registered on her face, Hart sidled up to her, his tongue poking into the corner of his cheek. “I don’t want to say I told you so, but—”

She wheeled the corpse past him, forcing him to step out of the autoduck to make room for her. “Hart-ache, if you don’t want my help, maybe you should finally find yourself a partner.”

The insinuation lit his Mercy Fuse, which was admittedly short. As if he would have any trouble finding a partner if he wanted one. Which he didn’t.

“I didn’t ask for your help,” he shot back. “And look who’s talking, by the way.”

She halted the dolly and pulled out the kickstand with the toe of her sneaker. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I don’t see anyone helping you either.” He fished inside his black vest for the paperwork she would need to complete in order to receive her government stipend for processing the body, and he held it out to her. He had long since learned to have his end all filled out ahead of time so that he didn’t have to spend a second longer in her presence than was necessary.

She wiped one hand on the clean fabric over her ass before snatching the papers out of his hand. Without the consent of his reason, Hart’s own hands itched with curiosity, wondering exactly how the round curves of her backside would feel in his grasp. His brain was trying to shove aside the unwanted lust when Mercy stepped into him and stood on her tiptoes. Most women couldn’t get anywhere near Hart’s head without the assistance of a ladder, but Mercy was tall enough to put her into kissing range when she stood on the tips of her red canvas shoes. Her big brown eyes blazed behind the lenses of her glasses, and the unexpected proximity of her whole body felt bizarrely intimate as she fired the next words into his face.

“Do you know what I think, Hart-ache?”

He swallowed his unease and kept his voice cool. “Do tell, Merciless.”

“You must be a pathetically friendless loser to be this much of a jerk.” On the word jerk, she poked him in the chest with the emphatic pointer finger of her filthy hand, dotting his vest with brown rot and making him stumble onto the edge of the dock. Then she pulled down the gate before he could utter another word, letting it slam shut between them with a resounding clang.

Hart stood teetering on the lip of the dock in stunned silence. Slowly, insidiously, as he regained his balance, her words seeped beneath his skin and slithered into his veins.

I will never come here again unless I absolutely have to, he promised himself for the hundredth time. Birdsall & Son was not the only official drop-off site for bodies recovered in Tanria without ID tags. From now on, he would take his keyless cadavers to Cunningham’s. But as he thought the words, he knew they constituted a lie. Every time he slayed an indigent drudge in Tanria, he brought the corpse to Birdsall & Son, Undertakers.

For a dog.

Because he was a pathetically friendless loser.

He already knew this about himself, but the fact that Mercy knew it, too, made his spine bunch up. He got into his autoduck and drove to the station, his hands white-knuckling the wheel as he berated himself for letting Mercy get to him.

Mercy, with her snotty Oh. It’s you. As if a dumpster rat had waltzed into her lobby instead of Hart.

Mercy, whose every word was a thumbtack spat in his face, pointy end first.

The first time he’d met her, four years ago, she had walked into the lobby, wearing a bright yellow dress, like a jolt of sunlight bursting through glowering clouds on a gloomy day. The large brown eyes behind her glasses had met his and widened, and he could see the word form in her mind as she took in the color of his irises, as pale and colorlessly gray as the morning sky on a cloudy day.

Demigod.

Now he found himself wondering which was worse: a pretty young woman seeing him as nothing more than the offspring of a divine parent, or Merciless Mercy loathing him for the man he was.
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Any hope he’d cherished of skulking back to his post in Sector W-38 unremarked vanished when he heard Chief Maguire’s voice call to him from the front door of the West Station, as if she had been standing at the blinds in her office, waiting to pounce.

“Marshal Ralston.”

His whole body wanted to sag at the sound of Alma’s voice, but he forced himself to keep his shoulders straight as he took his pack out of the passenger seat and shut the door with a metallic clunk. “Hey, Chief.”

“Where you been?”

“Eternity. I took out a drudge in Sector W-38, but it didn’t have a key. Decomp was so bad, I decided to bring him in early. Poor pitiful bastard.”

Alma scrutinized him over the steaming rim of her ever-present coffee mug, her aquamarine demigod eyes glinting in her wide brown face.

Hart’s lips thinned. “Are you implying that I’m a poor pitiful bastard?”

“It’s not so much an implication as a stone-cold statement of fact.”

“Hardly.”

“You have no social life. You work all the time. You don’t even have a place to hang your hat. You might put up in a hotel for a few nights, but then you come right back here.” She jerked her thumb toward the Mist, the cocoon of churning fog that formed the border of Tanria beyond the West Station. “This shithole is your home. How sad is that?”

Hart shrugged. “It’s not so bad.”

“Says you. I assume you took the body to Cunningham’s?”

“No.”

She raised an I take no bullshit from you eyebrow at him before leaning on the hood of his duck, and Hart frowned when she spilled a few drops of coffee onto the chipped blue paint. It was rusty enough as it was; she didn’t need to go making it worse.

“Look, Ralston, we rely on the undertakers. We need them to do their jobs so that we can do ours.”

Great. A lecture from his boss. Who used to be his partner and his friend. Who called him Ralston now.

“I know.”

“You are aware of the fact that Roy Birdsall almost died a few months ago, right?”

Hart shifted his weight, the soles of his boots grinding into the gravel of the parking lot. “No.”

“Well, he did. Heart attack or something. In theory, he’s running the office, but Mercy’s the one taking care of everything at Birdsall & Son—boatmaking, body prep, all of it.”

“So?” His tone was petulant, but the memory of a disheveled Mercy with corpse rot smeared over her front made a frond of guilt unfurl in his gut.

“So if you’re going to patronize Birdsall’s, cut Mercy some slack and play nice. If you can’t do that, go to Cunningham’s. All right?”

“Yep, fine. Can I go now?” He adjusted his hat on his head, a clear signal that he was preparing to exit the conversation and get on with his job, but Alma held up her free hand.

“Hold on. I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something.”

Hart grunted. He knew what was coming.

“Don’t give me that. You’ve gone through three partners in four years, and you’ve been working solo for months. It’s too dangerous to keep going it alone. For any of us.” She added that last bit as if this conversation were about marshals in general rather than him specifically, but Hart knew better.

“I don’t need a partner.”

She gave him a look of pure exasperation, and for a fraction of a second, Hart could see the old Alma, the friend who’d been there for him when his mentor, Bill, died. She dismissed him with a jerk of her head. “Go on. But this conversation isn’t finished.”

He’d walked a few paces toward the stables when Alma called after him, “Come over for dinner one of these days, will you? Diane misses you.”

This peace offering was almost certainly Diane’s doing, and he could tell that it was as hard for Alma to deliver her wife’s invitation as it was for Hart to hear it.

“Yep,” he answered and continued on his way to the stables, but they both knew he wouldn’t be standing on Alma and Diane’s doorstep anytime soon. Although he and Alma had long since made peace on the surface of things, the old grudge hung in the air, as if Bill’s ghost had taken up permanent residence in the space between them. Hart had no idea how to get past it, or if he wanted to, but it was painfully awkward to miss a friend when she was standing right behind him. It was worse to miss Diane. He almost never saw her anymore.

The stables were dark compared to the brutal sunlight of Bushong, and blessedly cooler, too. He went to the stalls to see which mounts were available. He knew it would be slim pickings at this time of day, but he was unprepared for how bad the pickings were: a gelding so young, Hart didn’t trust it not to bolt at the first whiff of a drudge; an older mare he’d taken in a few times and found too slow and plodding for his liking; and Saltlicker.

Saltlicker was one of those equimares that bolted for water every chance he got and maintained a constant, embittered opposition to anyone who dared to ride him. Some marshals liked him for his high-spiritedness; Hart loathed the beast, but of the three options, Saltlicker was, sadly, the best choice.

“Wonderful,” Hart griped at him.

Saltlicker snorted, shook out his kelp-like mane, and dipped lower in his trough, blowing sulky bubbles in the water, as if to say, The feeling’s mutual, dickhead.

All at once, an oppressive sadness overtook Hart. It was one thing to dislike an equimaris; it was another to have the equimaris hate him back. And honestly, who did genuinely like Hart these days? Mercy’s barbed insult, which had followed him all the way from Eternity, surfaced in his mind once more.

You must be a pathetically friendless loser to be this much of a jerk.

She had a point. Only a pathetically friendless loser would face his nemesis time and again to pet her dog for five minutes.

Maybe I should suck it up and get another dog, he thought, but the second he entertained the idea, he knew he could never replace Gracie. And that left him with nothing but the occasional visit to Leonard.

Hart knew that he needed to get to his post, but he wound up sitting against the stable wall, shrouded in shadows. As if it had a mind of its own—call it ancient muscle memory—his hand snaked into his pack and pulled out his old notebook and a pen.

When he had first joined the Tanrian Marshals after his mother died, he used to write letters to her and slide them into nimkilim boxes whenever he and his mentor, Bill, made their way to the station or to a town. Then, after Bill was killed, Hart wrote to him, too, mostly letters full of remorse. But he hadn’t written to either of them in years, because at the end of the day, it wasn’t like they could write back. And that was what he wanted, wasn’t it? For someone—anyone—to answer?

Poor pitiful bastard, the blank page splayed across his thighs seemed to say to him now. He clicked open the pen and wrote Dear, hesitated, and then added the word friend.

He had no idea how much time passed before he tore out the page, folded it into fourths, and got to his feet, relieving his aching knees. There was a similar relief in his aching chest, as if he’d managed to pour some of that loneliness from his heart onto the paper. Glancing about him to make sure he was unobserved as he crossed the stable yard, he walked to the station’s nimkilim box and slid the note inside, even though he was certain that a letter addressed to no one would never be delivered to anyone.
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