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PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   The origin of the Demons remains a mystery; even they don’t seem to know. But one day, over a millennium ago, they found their way from their world to ours. That began the Thousand Year War. 
 
   Unknown to the Demons, they actually created the race that would defeat them: the Reapers. The first of them were hybrids: half demon, half human, born of mortal women raped by Demons. They lived far longer than humans and could battle the Demons on their own terms. Demon rage fueled by a treacherous human heart is a lethal combination, and these half-breeds were a vicious and terrible race, destroying humans and Demons with equal ferocity. 
 
   Tormented and dominated by their Demon fathers, they tortured humans because they did not know right from wrong. They were brutal, unpredictable, and chaotic. Their cruelty was legendary, and humans learned to hate and fear the Reapers. Humanity fought back, and was all but decimated by the power and rage of these savage and terrifying beasts. Like their Demon fathers, they destroyed villages, enslaved the commoners, and raped the women, impregnating them and leaving them to die in childbirth. 
 
   But those women gave birth to something entirely different. These hybrid creatures were now only one quarter demon. Human mothers died in childbirth whether their rapists were Demons or Reapers, but these were the first Reapers plagued by guilt over the deaths of their human mothers. All over the world, something magical happened.
 
   Humans came to call it “The Awakening.” Reapers—the younger, more human ones—banded together in a great army, unified by their tremendous need to protect humanity from the unrelenting cruelty of demonkind. These new Reapers became the deadliest warriors our world has ever known. It was the human soul that gave these heroes their advantage in battle. And eventually, they won. The half-breed Reapers were destroyed, the Demons were driven back into the darkness, and an era of peace began.
 
   The watered down bloodline yielded surprising changes. These new Reapers were very strong but weakened with age, a trait not found in their half-blood ancestors. Their lives were shorter, and many of them were barren.
 
   Many years passed, and the Awakened Reapers served their human brothers as a warrior class, working tirelessly to repair the damage done by the chaotic half-breed Reapers. Relations were strained between the new Reapers and the surviving humans. Adonis, the leader of the Reapers, began courting the chief oracle of the humans, Diah, a beautiful and powerful Teller Witch. Relations improved, and the villages began to rebuild and vie for power while Reapers kept the peace. Then the unthinkable happened. 
 
    The Demon leader, Ganesh, kidnapped and raped Diah on her wedding night to Adonis. From this horrible union came Aella, another of the dreaded half-breeds, born with flaming red hair and the fury that goes with it. 
 
   Although human women died giving birth to Reapers, Diah survived, kept alive by a swallow of Ganesh’s magical blood. Ashamed, she let everyone believe she was dead, especially Adonis, whom she still loved. When Aella was just five in human years, Diah sold her daughter to Ganesh for a bottle of his own blood, which the Teller Witch used to increase her powers and stay alive. Aella was raised among the Demons but not as one of them. She was tormented as only Demons can torment a child, in ways best left to the imagination, and grew to young womanhood as a victim, nursing fantasies of revenge.
 
   In the great final battle of the Thousand Year War, Aella was rescued and brought back to Ilan, chief country of the humans. She lived among the Reapers but remained isolated, separate from them even in the castle they shared. As the only true half-breed in the castle and perhaps the world, her Demon nature terrified them, and her relative youth meant she lacked control and maturity.
 
   The Teller Witch, before her apparent demise, prophesied that a Reaper with flaming red hair would not only be born but would become the last of the Reapers with the strength of ten Demons and the heart and soul of a human. She would be the last hope of humankind. Was this Aella? No one knew. Many thought not. But the Reapers tolerated her presence, tried to teach her to control her Demon nature, and waited for a further sign that this was, indeed, her destiny.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   The arrow in my back had found its way through my ribs and into my lungs, so it was understandable when the boy nudged me with his foot and said, “Hey. Little girl? Little girl?”
 
   I should’ve been angry that I’d been discovered, but instead, I fixated on his words. Little girl? I thought in outrage. Sure, I wasn’t very tall, and I was sprawled flat on the forest floor between two protruding, table-sized rocks, so I guess it was a fair mistake to make. But I was definitely no child. I’m twelve, you ass.
 
   Then he asked, “Are you dead?”
 
   I wanted to say, That’s a stupid question because how can I answer if yes, but the arrow hurt so bad, and I’d lost so much blood that I only managed to raise my head and wheeze at him. His dog promptly licked me in the face then sniffed at my bloody clothes. I tried to twist away so the dog wouldn’t lap up my blood. That could be a disaster beyond reckoning!
 
   “Oh, boy,” he said, and his voice shook. Great, he’s squeamish. I could only see him from the knees down. He wore soft brown boots, the kind with flexible soles so you wouldn’t make noise while hunting. He dropped a bow and arrow beside these boots and said, “Wow, I’m really sorry. I didn’t know anyone was around. Oh, boy, am I in trouble.”
 
   My head was foggy, but I understood that he believed the arrow in my back was his. That was foolish, I thought. No one should mistake a Reaper arrow for anyone else’s. They had distinctive shafts and fletching, not to mention a peculiarly narrow, barbed head. Of course, he couldn’t see the head at the moment because it was buried in my flesh. But still.
 
   He knelt beside me and put a hand on my back, over the spot where another arrow had penetrated my skin mere hours earlier. That one, I could reach and remove, and by now the wound had healed. But the remaining one had struck me dead center, and despite my best efforts, it had finally worn me down. It wouldn’t kill me, of course. But it was damned inconvenient.
 
   “Okay, um, look…” he said. His voice was still nervous but not panicked. “If you can hear me, I’m going to take you back to my hunting blind. I have some first aid stuff there…herbs and bandages and things. I’m going to have to pick you up though.”
 
   I couldn’t warn him. I looked small, but my muscles were far denser than humans, which meant that I was heavier than I appeared. Much heavier. If I hadn’t been so hurt, I would’ve laughed out loud at his grunt when he cavalierly tried to lift me. He stepped back, changed his grip, and put me over his shoulder. I saw the two rocks, one tall and one squat. Then his dog filled my field of vision, regarding me with canine puzzlement. Usually, dogs immediately growled at me, recognizing me as a danger. I suppose at the moment, the dog was right; I was about as dangerous as one of the pheasants he retrieved for his master.
 
   “Won’t take long,” the boy said, his voice tight with effort. “Just hang on, and please don’t die.”
 
   It didn’t take long, but every damned bone-jarring step was agony. Reaper arrowheads were designed to work their way deeper if the injured party moved, and it did its job well until I could feel its point trying to push its way out just above my navel.
 
   Then we started climbing. His hunting blind was up a tree, reached by a crude ladder hammered into the trunk. Through the tunnel formed by my dangling hair, I saw the dog watching us as we worked our way up.
 
   Inside the little hideaway, the boy gently put me down on my side, and I finally glimpsed his face. He was older than me, or at least older than I appeared to be. Reapers age more slowly than humans. I guessed he was probably around fourteen or fifteen. He had dark hair that grew wild and unruly around a face that, for all its kindness, already hinted at potential strength. Something ached in my chest that had nothing whatsoever to do with the arrow nearly impaling me.
 
   He said, “Good, you’re still alive. I’m going to check your wound now, okay? So let’s just…”
 
   He turned me gently, almost delicately, on my stomach, and brushed my long red hair aside. Then I felt the presence of steel near my skin. Normally, it would have sent me into action, but I was too weak. And when he began to cut away my leather armor (really useful, Andraste, thanks a bunch) and the tunic beneath it, I panicked. He’ll see. He’ll know.
 
   I gathered every last bit of my Reaper strength and will and said, “Stop.” It came out as a whisper and a pretty pathetic one at that.
 
   “I promise, I won’t look at anything I’m not supposed to,” he said. “Now let’s just…” His voice trailed off. He sat very still.
 
   He knows! It became a scream in my head. He knows-he knows-he knows-he knows…
 
   “Well, I’ve never seen anything like that,” he said finally. “You’re a Reaper.”
 
   The hunting blind was silent. I couldn’t say anything from weakness, and he couldn’t from shock. But I knew what he must be feeling. Repulsion. Disgust.
 
   “I heard you had natural armor,” he said finally. “This was a one in a million shot, you know that? Right between the ribs, right in that tiny little place where there’s a gap in the bone. I couldn’t do it again on purpose if I tried.”
 
   I had to tell him. “You…didn’t do it,” I managed.
 
   “I didn’t? Oh, yeah, that’s not one of my arrows. Wow, how did I miss that?”
 
   I was ready for him to roll me off the platform and down onto the ground, where I’d wait in agony for one of the others to find me. Instead, I felt his small, warm fingertips around the place where the shaft pierced my skin. “Can you hear me?” he asked gently. His voice sounded deep, kind even.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “If I remember the stories right…a Reaper arrow can’t be pulled free. It’s designed to work its way deeper when you mess with it. Is that right?”
 
   I nodded again. I was very close to losing consciousness. I knew I couldn’t actually die—only a few things could kill a Reaper—but I could certainly be incapacitated by injury and blood loss. Even if I lost all of my blood, I would go into a kind of hibernation until the arrow was finally removed. Then my body would restore itself.
 
   “So…I’m going to push it all the way through, so I can grab the tip and pull it free.”
 
   He was right, that was exactly what he should do. It’s exactly what I should have done. Why didn’t I think of that? Maybe my teacher, Eldrid, was right: I was tough and strong but about as bright as an outhouse on a moonless night.
 
   He rolled me onto my side again, brushed my hair—my damned, unruly, untamable red hair—from my face. He pushed my tunic up from my waist, exposing my stomach. Then he put his lips close to my ear. “I’ll do it quickly. I’ll try not to make it hurt any more than it has to.” Then he kissed my cheek.
 
   He kissed my cheek.
 
   No man had ever done that before. I’d been touched, of course. The Demons who’d…well, “raised” isn’t right, but…whatever, they’d certainly touched me. But the Reapers who’d rescued me had not been inclined to coddle a Demon-haunted, Demon-trained girl who might or might not go into a psychopathic rage and destroy everything around her at any given moment. They’d given me a home and a purpose, but their affection was always at a distance. 
 
   This…this was not. This was immediate, and here, and now.
 
   It was such a new sensation that I felt almost none of the pain when the arrowhead broke the skin of my belly or the sensation of the shaft sliding through my internal organs. Then it was gone, and the maddening, itching tingles that signaled my body’s healing kicked in.
 
   The boy sat back and looked at the arrow. “Wow,” he said. “That’s quite the weapon.” Then he smiled at me. He smiled. After all he’d seen, after all he’d comprehended, he still smiled. “Listen, I have to go now or my family will go crazy. They hate it when I’m late. But I’ve been told that Reapers can heal themselves really quickly. Is that true?”
 
   “Yes,” I said although I wasn’t sure if the word was audible.
 
   “I’ll be back after dark to check on you as soon as I can sneak out. There’s food and water here, so help yourself to what you need. And feel free to borrow a fresh hunting tunic.” Then he bent down and did it again. He kissed my cheek again.
 
   I wouldn’t be here when he came back of course. Long before then, I’d be good as new, and I had to get away before this boy, this human, told anyone about me. Most humans regarded Reapers with a fair amount of distrust, and in my vulnerable state, I was no match for an angry mob. I managed to raise my head and look him in the eyes. I was fading fast, sliding into the sleep that would allow my body to knit itself back together, but I couldn’t go yet. I had to know one thing. “Name…?” I breathed.
 
   He smiled. At me. He said, “Oh, that’s right, we haven’t been introduced. My name’s…”
 
   And then I passed out.
 
   I snapped out of my favorite memory of that excruciatingly gorgeous smart, kind, young man as the wood beside my face exploded and drove razor-sharp splinters into my cheek.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   An enormous boot crashed through the log that hid me, narrowly missing my head. My Reaper instincts took over: I curled into a ball and rolled backward, out of my hiding place and into the open. Clearing the log, I flipped back onto my feet and took off. I needed some distance before I could turn and fight.
 
   Or so I intended. No sooner had I taken a step than two meaty fists grabbed my biceps from behind and lifted me high off the ground. Incredibly strong fingers encircled my upper arms and dug into my skin. The forest swirled around me as I fought. 
 
   The iron firmness of his grip did it. First, I saw the little flashes of light around the edges of my vision, then a reddish tint washed over everything, turning the world crimson. I knew the cause: My body was throwing itself into Demon mode, rushing blood and adrenalin to all my muscles and senses, making them stronger, faster, and more lethal. Even the veins in my eyes dilated, which explained the blood-tinted view. In moments, the rational parts of my brain would shut down, and I would go berserk to a degree even my captor might not be able to control or survive. I was no longer a Reaper but a Demon. And that meant someone had to die.
 
   But there was a tiny spark still unaffected, and in the voice of my mother, the Teller Witch, it said firmly, No! NO! A great surge of ice-cold calm turned the rush of blood back on itself. I froze, locked between my Demon and Reaper natures. 
 
   Then the rage faded. No one would ever know how close it had been or how strong I had to be to resist it. They would consider me weak, in fact, for letting it peek out at all.
 
   For a moment, my feet still kicked before I got conscious control of myself. Then I growled, deep and low. After all, at my core, I’m nothing but a wild creature even without the Demon blood in my veins. 
 
   I looked back over my shoulder and met my captor’s gaze. He assessed me with his usual cool amusement, completely sure of his superior size and strength. If he only knew how close he’d come.
 
   “Aella,” he rumbled, my name becoming as much a growl as my own animalistic noises. Then a deep guffaw erupted from his chest, and playfully, he dropped me to the ground. I spun to face him.
 
   “Aella,” he chided again, still in the throes of a roaring belly laugh. “You bring me endless amusement!”
 
   Andraste, or “Andre,” towered over me; he towered over almost everyone, human or Reaper. He had a massive body, all hard muscle and leathery sinew, and his arms were almost as big around as my waist. In battle, he was merciless, yet there was another side to him, a tenderness that surfaced whenever his mate Freya was in his presence. I, of course, never saw any of that same tenderness directed toward me. He was here to teach me to be a warrior, and tenderness was not useful in battle. 
 
   His laugh angered me, and his ridicule angered me more. His interruption of that fleeting, most precious memory of the boy who’d kissed my cheek reignited my rage and, without even thinking about it, my fist was already on its way toward its mark. 
 
   Of course, Andraste—older, wiser, stronger, and with faster reflexes—caught my fist just an inch away from his solar plexus. It would have been a painful but inconsequential blow: lethal to a human but to a Reaper only really annoying.
 
   The smile vanished from his face, replaced by a look I knew far too well. He was disappointed in me. Clutching my fist in a hand the size of my skull, he shook his head. 
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled and relaxed my arm. He dropped my fist. We faced each other in silence, the only sound coming from the forest around us.
 
   Then, still silent, he efficiently began picking the splinters from my face. He made no effort to be gentle, which would have been out of character anyway. I gritted my teeth against the pain. Why was it these tiny, insignificant injuries often hurt more than sword hacks or ax blows?
 
   He finished, wiped his bloody fingers on his cloak, then turned and walked away. I followed.
 
   He was mad at me, but by tomorrow, he’d be over it. Little disrupted Andraste’s mischievous and generally jovial nature for long. Still, it bothered me that I was the cause of his current foul mood. Deep down, I craved his approval just as I did my adopted father’s. I’d never admit it to either of them of course. And they’d never believe it.
 
   More to the point, I had to know how he’d found me. I’d used all the skills he’d trained into me to find a hiding place inside a hollow log far from any trail and yet he’d still discovered me. What had I done wrong? 
 
   Finally, I softly said, “Andre?” 
 
   He did not slow down, but an almost imperceptible nod gave me the courage to continue.
 
    “Was it my scent, my trail, or my thoughts that you were able to track?”
 
   Without looking back at me, he said, “All of them.”
 
   “All of them?” I yelled.
 
   Andraste stopped and faced me. There was a raw edge to his voice that I’d seldom heard before. “You are in training to guard the king. The king, Aella. The man, the human, who will rise to power upon his majority and rule all the humans in Ilan. You are the last Reaper who has a real task. The rest of us are simply marking time. Our wars are over, and we exist now only as symbols of the past.” He didn’t sound bitter, only sad and tired.
 
   He looked down from his great height and gave me a glare that might’ve dissolved a mortal where she stood. “You are supposed to be the youngest, fastest, and strongest of all the Reapers, the last of us born and thus the one who will outlive us all. And yet you did nothing to disguise your scent, nothing to throw me off the trail. You ran, and you hid. That’s how a child plays a game, Aella, not how a Reaper perfects her skills.”
 
   I sniffed my underarms. Was my odor that strong? I didn’t smell anything, but then Andre’s sense of smell was Demon-like in its strength and precision. Anyway, who wants to guard some entitled, whining man-brat who gets offended by a girl’s normal odors? I certainly didn’t apply for the job. Maybe my smell will chase him away, make him choose someone else to guard him.
 
   Andraste rolled his eyes. “It’s your hair, Aella.” He grabbed a strand and pulled it, hard. “It smells of musk and rain. When you run, the wind catches the scent and leaves a trail so clear a noseless child could sniff you out.”
 
   “My hair?” I pulled a lock of it to my nose. He was right. How embarrassing. 
 
   Fortunately, we emerged from the forest into the clearing around the Castle Raggenborg before he could criticize me further. As we strode across the lawn toward the drawbridge, around the old pit traps built during the Thousand Year War, the kitchen bells began to toll. 
 
   Oh, crap. Dinner time. I hate dinner. Dinner is the current bane of my existence. 
 
   “Nobody hates dinner, Aella,” Andre sighed as if he’d read my thoughts. “Now go clean up, or at least do what passes for ‘cleaning up’ for you. I’ll expect you reasonably on time.”
 
   I mumbled something that might’ve been yes sir but could’ve also been shug off. Either way, he ignored it and sauntered toward the Great Hall, where all the other Reapers would be gathering. Dinner was the only meal we ate together. Actually, dinner was the only meal we ate, and we probably didn’t even need to eat that. But it showed the humans that we were, superficially at least, just like them. 
 
   Missing dinner was considered extremely bad form, and for a warrior race, form is everything. Well, form and weaponry. But still, a Reaper’s word is her bond: If that wasn’t true and true every single time, then the humans would fear and hate us as much as they do the Demons. After all, Reapers, like Demons, are inhuman, practically invulnerable, and skilled in the arts of death. But you could tell a Demon on sight. Reapers, unless you saw us in action or with our armored spines exposed, looked just like humans. And nothing is more terrifying than a monster hiding in plain sight. 
 
   So, as utterly painful as it was, I would go to dinner because it was expected. But I would not like it. Nor would I pretend to like it. Which was fine because no one there would pretend to like me. 
 
    
 
   #
 
   I climbed the stairs toward my quarters, all ninety-nine of them. Why couldn’t it be an even hundred? I wondered for the billionth time. I’m told my Reaper grandfather built this castle a thousand years ago: my grandfather, Gilicus the Grim, his two brothers (all true half-bloods, like me), and my great-great-great-great-grandmother (humans age faster than Reapers, remember?), that era’s Teller Witch. It took them fourteen days. And technically, he wasn’t really my grandfather but my adopted father’s father, but how could I not claim ancestry from a reaper known as “the Grim?”
 
   Nothing in all of Ilan was as grand as Castle Raggenborg. It rose majestically into the sky as though the three brothers expected the Creator himself to pay a visit and didn’t want Him to make too much of a step down. At the north and south ends, regal towers looked out over the whole peninsula during times of war. Now, abandoned in peacetime, they provided ample nesting for thousands of the local birds.
 
   Many of the Reapers had quarters in the barracks, but because of my special situation—my Teller Witch blood, my status as king’s-bodyguard-in-training, and the general suspicion with which everyone regarded me—I had private quarters. They were so private that no one but me even used the stairwell that led to them.
 
   This part of the castle used to be a jail for captured Demons back when the Thousand Year War still raged. Demon prisoners were “read” by Reapers with telepathic powers or studied by trackers like Andre and then set loose to lead the Reapers to ambush sites and Demon hideouts. After the war ended, the cells held human prisoners: basically anyone who opposed the budding monarchy while the new king was in his infancy.
 
   I’d visited the now-abandoned cells on occasion out of boredom or homework for Eldrid’s history lessons. They were more sad than scary after all this time; the scratches and bloodstains spoke of fear, not battle rage. Whatever the Demons had done, the Reapers had more than matched them in savagery. But it had been necessary, I knew. And it was something the humans could never, ever have done.
 
   For the last twenty years or so, the Reapers had been assisting the humans in becoming a self-ruling society. Soon, we would be nothing but guards. The most cunning, lethal, and courageous guards imaginable, but still guards. And after that…only memories and legends.
 
   I glanced out one of the stairwell windows and saw from the position of the sun that I was going to be late. I ran the rest of the way, past the door to my quarters, and straight to the roof. I lowered myself through the bars of the sky light (one advantage to being smaller), swung my body out, and flipped once in midair. I landed feet-first, with a bounce, on my fuzzy bed.
 
   The pretty blonde girl standing over my clothes shrieked as I scared her.
 
   “Aella!” she scolded. “Don’t do that!”
 
   “Sorry,” I said and stepped down off the bed.
 
   Vikki, the human assigned to make me presentable for social occasions—and, I suspected, serve as an example of how a well-behaved young lady was supposed to act), said, “You’re going to be impossibly late for dinner, you know.”
 
   “I know,” I said, and I unceremoniously stripped off the now dirty and possibly smelly leather corset, careful not to let it get caught on my protruding ribs. There are no words to describe the feeling of relief after a snug corset removal. It’s like re-experiencing breath for the first time. My lungs could fully expand, and there was room for all my other organs once again. “Yaaaah!” I cried with satisfaction. My voice echoed off the stone around me.
 
   “You can certainly carry a tune,” Vikki said dryly, taking the corset with her thumb and one finger. She tossed it into the basket with my other dirty clothes. “I’ll step out while you…” And she was gone. Vikki knew the routine. With the exception of that incident in the woods so many years ago, no human has seen me disrobed, not even partially. And none ever will.
 
   As I undressed the rest of the way, I discovered she’d arranged a bowl of clean water, a sponge, and a bottle with an atomizer. Then I quickly washed my pits. “And put on a lot of perfume,” she called from behind the door that only she used. “Okay,” I called back, uncomfortable with even a mere conversation with a human in this state of undress.
 
   This was one of the stranger aspects of my future role as king’s bodyguard. In order to both fit in and understand the king’s daily life, I had a servant, just as he would. But I never thought of her that way. If anything, I felt like her servant. Always watched. Never alone. Apparently, during the war, Reapers had issues with the lower-caste humans, unable to truly comprehend their function. After all, a warrior race bred from rape by their greatest enemies couldn’t help but have a skewed world view. But the Reapers and the humans had been living together in reasonable peace for a long time now—well, most of us anyway—and we understood each other much better. Still, the Reapers in power were worried that old animosities might surface, so they gave me a lady in waiting.
 
   She would have washed me herself, as others of her kind did for their human masters. But I couldn’t bear it. After my years as a Demon plaything, any sort of touch was unbearable. So she stood quietly, outside the door, while I did it myself.
 
   I surveyed the mess that my quarters seemed to always be. There were my clothes strewn about my room. Some weapons lay on the floor; some hung on the walls. A dead flower drooped in a small, crystal vase, left there by Vikki on a previous visit. Little Gray, the mouse that occasionally visited me, had chewed through a parchment Eldrid gave me to memorize. I giggled as I thought of standing before him and reciting, “Nom-nom-nom, burp!”
 
   “And what is so funny?” Vikki demanded through the door as I wiped dirt from my face.
 
   “Nothing,” I said seriously.
 
   “You will one day be the guardian of our king,” she said, peeking through the crack. She knew how long it took me to wash and redress. “You can’t afford to be tardy then. Assassins and rivals will find openings if you’re not there. We have waited so long for our king, a full-blooded human king. Should anything happen to him, there would be riots in the streets, looting and mayhem the likes of which Ilan has never seen! The streets would turn red with blood, the sun would go black, Demons would rule again…” She was still talking, but I was lost in another thought even with the amused smile on my face. 
 
   Our king. Did she mean her and me or her and the other humans? I didn’t want to ask because I truly didn’t want to know. I liked Vikki and her company and appreciated the care she took of me when so many others around me seemed cautious and afraid. Vikki was probably afraid too, but she did a good job of hiding it. “You sound like Adonis,” I said finally, interrupting one of her infamous monologues.
 
   “Adonis is a great Reaper,” Vikki replied as she handed me a brush. “He understands what the world must become as he has guided us all to this juncture. I wish he could be a bigger part of it, but the world is for humans now.”
 
   That made me a little angry. “We exist in it too, you know.”
 
   “Oh, Aella, you know what I meant. Obviously, if…”
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed quickly but sullenly. “I know.”
 
   When my hair was, if not tamed, at least cowed, Vikki quickly spritzed me with the perfume then attempted to straighten out the wrinkles in my gown. I examined myself for any ripped seams or unsightly exposed flesh. The bones of my spine could often snag and tear the fragile formalwear I was expected to don.
 
   In the warm crimson of the evening light that streamed through the window, my skin and hair looked the same color. I was called the Red Reaper, and at this moment, the name fit me perfectly. But it also made me look like a normal, human girl, demure and delicate, capable of things like tending a baby, arranging flowers, or giving a delicate kiss to the man I loved.
 
   “There,” she said. “Beautiful.”
 
   “Presentable,” I corrected.
 
   Vikki didn’t look at me when she asked, “Do you think Andre will be there at dinner?”
 
   “I’m sure he will be.” All the girls, human or Reaper, liked Andre. He was handsome and an incorrigible flirt. He was quick to compliment a new hairstyle or fetching gown, and you could always find him in the castle by following the giggles. That he was firmly fasted to, and desperately in love with, the beautiful Reaper Freya did not affect him, her, or the human girls around him. They all seemed to delight in the game.
 
   Vikki twirled one strand of hair around her finger. “Can I ask you something?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I understand that Reaper men…that their…well, you know…has the same sort of…well, spikes as their spines. Is that true?”
 
   I turned to look at her. I suppose it should’ve been obvious that I was still a virgin, just as I imagined she was, but you could never be sure what humans thought of us. “Why do you think I would even know that?”
 
   “Well, I mean, you…you’re…oh, I just assumed you talked or learned about it from Eldrid.”
 
   “Eldrid!” I laughed. My teacher was old, prim, and so tightly-wound I couldn’t imagine her ever having a lustful thought in her life. I’d heard stories about her battle prowess during the Thousand Year War, but I had a hard time imagining the woman once being such a warrior. “We haven’t really covered much anatomy. Just history and philosophy. And mathematics,” I added with a scowl. I was really good at math, but I’d learned that saying so made people avoid me even more.
 
   “Oh, well,” she said, and turned away. She looked disappointed. She turned back to me. “It’s just, well, I wanted to know…” If I let her continue, I’d never make it to dinner.
 
   “Okay, I’ll tell you what I do know!” I sighed. “The spikes on our spine, ribs, and other protruding body parts—those are bone. It comes from our Demon fathers. Because they’ve been alive for so long, their bones have hardened and begun to protrude. It’s their tough skin that keeps the bones from protruding even more. This same tendency is passed down to Reapers.”
 
   “Along with the Demon skin?”
 
   “Yes, exactly. We have patches of Demon skin, usually covering the protruding bones. Not all Reapers have the same patches in the same place or the same amount of ‘spikes,’ as you call them. It all depends on how old the Reaper is and how much Demon blood they have.” Wow. I actually did learn something during the world’s most boring lecture. I mentally patted myself on the spikes. 
 
   Reaper men were exactly like human men in that particular department, I knew, but it was better for Vikki not to know that. Probably better for Andre that she didn’t know as well.
 
   Then I left my room the same the way I entered it: out through the sky light. Vikki called after me, “Don’t tangle your hair!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   The great hall, as its name implies, was enormous. At one point, during and right after the Thousand Year War, it teemed with so many Reaper warriors that the servants had to eat crammed in a separate antechamber that had once been a large cupboard. Now, though, our numbers were so few that we pretty much ate wherever we wanted, with whomever we wanted. As long as we got there before the dinner bell rang. 
 
   When I reached the door to the dining hall, I found Jensa on guard. She wore formal armor and held a short spear at her side. She made no move to step aside and allow me in.
 
   “Come on, Jensa,” I said.
 
   She said, “You’re late, Red.”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   The evening bell began to toll. Jensa smiled. “Now you are.”
 
   During the waning days of the war, Jensa had defended a hilltop position all alone against a dozen Demon warriors, preventing them from flanking Adonis and the main force. She was known as the Defender because of this, or Lady D more casually. She also hated me because she felt her rightful place was guarding the new king. Most days, I agreed with her; she certainly needed no additional training. But she wore her contempt for me on her sleeve, and that had begun to seriously grate on my nerves. I said, “Jensa, get out of my damn way.”
 
   Jensa smiled. Although she was considerably older than me, she not only looked about the same age but acted like a human five-year-old most of the time. “Make me.”
 
   “I would except I don’t want to mess up my dress. Does this make you feel powerful? You know, I have a wooden wedge that I use to block my door open when the weather’s nice. It does the same job as you do, but it’s better company.” With that, I turned on my heel and walked away.
 
   “You don’t deserve your life!” she called after me. “You don’t deserve it! You couldn’t even fight your way out of the Demon’s realm. You had to be rescued, remember?”
 
   I stopped and looked at her. It was no secret that I was still a child when the Demons took me. It was no secret what transpired while I was there. Demon torture is common knowledge amongst Reapers, even these, who weren’t raised by Demons like their half-breed parents. Jensa knew what pain, humiliation, and degradation I experienced at the hands of the Demons. And she mocked me. 
 
   “You’re cute when you’re angry,” she said.
 
   “Keep it up, and I’ll be downright gorgeous.” I finished turning on my heel and marched around a corner in the corridor until I reached a servant’s entrance hidden behind a tapestry. I slipped through and emerged into the dining hall with no one, including Jensa, the wiser.
 
   I took a moment to get the lay of the land. Andre, my recent tormentor, now sat at a table beside Freya. Keefe, another Reaper, was surrounded by a half-dozen human girls, all dressed in proper dinner attire. He was, as usual, in the middle of a joke.
 
   “…so she said, ‘Does anyone have any spare wood they’re not using?’ And he said, ‘Sorry, honey. I use my wood for pitching tents.’”
 
   Most of the girls laughed except one dark-eyed brunette, who said loudly, “I don’t get it.”
 
   Keefe sighed. “Really? Well, it’s like this. When a guy’s laying under a sheet, and his—”
 
   Before Keefe could finish, one of the other girls whispered something in the brunette’s ear. She instantly turned bright red and giggled.
 
   “Of course, where most men tent, I pavilion,” Keefe said with mock pride, and everyone laughed again.
 
   Keefe saw me across the room and nodded that I should join them. I shook my head. Instead, I drifted over to the serving line.
 
   I felt a soft hand on my arm and turned to see Freya beside me. “You look lovely tonight, Aella.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said. She certainly did with fresh flowers in her blond hair and a gown that left her shoulders bare. She had hardly any Demon skin and was proud of it. She was taller than me and so lithe it was hard to believe she’d actually killed more Demons than Andre during the war. I guess it’s true what they say: In battle, size really doesn’t matter. Sometimes, when I was feeling generous, I allowed that she considered me a younger sister, one who alternately aggravated her and required her protection. I knew I did the first, but I resented the implication that I needed the latter. It kept us from ever getting really close.
 
   “Andre told me about your training today,” she said. I always liked her husky voice. I wondered if it was always that way or became that way after a certain number of battle cries. “I wanted to say, I have some oil that might help. It blocks the scent in your hair. Makes the tangles easier to get out too.”
 
   I clenched my fists. Her know-it-all attitude drove me insane. I didn’t need help, especially cosmetic help. “That’s all right, Freya. I’ll work it out.”
 
   “I know you will, but this would be faster.” She smiled that beautiful, kind, patient smile, which made everything worse. I gritted my teeth.
 
   She started to say something else, thought better of it, and returned to her table. I let out my breath slowly, fighting to stay calm, wondering why the hell this pissed me off so much. Was I just incapable of accepting kindness at face value? Did I really believe there was always an ulterior motive?
 
    I took my place at the end of the line behind Corboy, a Reaper blinded in battle during the war. He wore a black, eyeless mask to mark his injury although we all knew he didn’t need his eyes to see; he was a tracker like Andre, sensitive to things most people, and most Reapers, couldn’t fathom. 
 
   I’d never seen beneath the mask and often speculated about the trailing ends of the scars that peeked out around it. Were his eyes gone? Were they still there but oozing and milky-white, the way old dogs’ eyes turned? Or were they simply normal-looking but non-functional? In any case, his gnarled hands never missed a tankard or a utensil. Well, not until the tankard had been emptied and refilled several times.
 
   Goran was serving the food tonight. At a rotund five hundred pounds and a towering six-foot-five, you’d think he was a Reaper himself. But his size belied his human gentleness and his supreme love of the culinary experience. He grinned when he saw me, and by the time I got to him, he had a plate ready.
 
   “Good evening, Aella,” he said and touched his spatula to his forehead in salute. “How goes the Red Reaper tonight?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Hold still,” he said and picked something from my hair. “Your hair is a twig magnet; did you know that?”
 
    By the stomping gods of Pailess, I was tired of hearing about my hair. “Someone has to do it, right?”
 
   He gave me his sly, scolding look then handed me my plate.
 
   “Sorry, Goran. It’s been a worse day than most.” The beautifully prepared food looked a little like a tropical flower. “What’s the fare tonight?”
 
   “This is new,” he said excitedly. “I won’t name it unless you like it. See, I hollowed out a goat’s egg and removed the yolk. Then I added curdled chicken milk and fish, all ground together with orange, cracked pepper and rose hips.” 
 
   I didn’t have the heart to tell him that goats don’t lay eggs and chickens don’t give milk. He probably just got them reversed, a frequent idiosyncrasy since he took a blow to the head several years ago saving two other servants from drowning. It’s cute, and no one ever corrects him. After all, we might starve without him. Well, if Reapers could starve. 
 
   I searched for a solitary corner to eat in peace. Most of the Reapers didn’t like me or trust me. After all, the prophecy of the Red Reaper said I was to be the last of our kind. Well, that is, if I was the Red Reaper the prophecies talked about. That was a point still under review.
 
   I kept my eyes down and headed to a secluded spot. I knew Adonis was here, and I tried to avoid him wherever possible. We don’t just fight. We war. And I usually lose. 
 
   I was close, so close, to getting away clean when a soft, commanding voice said, “Aella, sit with us.”
 
   I turned. Even at his mature age, Adonis was an imposing Reaper. His long, white hair cascaded around his shoulders. His piercing, blue eyes always observed, always found fault. His weathered face was like a map of every day of the Thousand Year War. He wore his title like a cape, and even in rags, no one would mistake him for anything other than a leader.
 
   At his table sat the Reaper elders, each one older than the next, all impossibly grumpy, and every one of them ready to turn on me should I display the slightest hint of giving in to my Demon nature and turning evil. Our contempt and distrust was mutual.
 
   I put down my plate between the oldest and grumpiest of the lot, Hildebrande and Eldrid. They gave me far more elbow room than a little girl like me needed. I shot Hildebrande a flirtatious smile and winked at Eldrid. She jumped, knocked over her tankard, and let out a shriek as the liquid threatened to spill on her formal clothes.
 
   Adonis glared, an expression that probably reached back through time and burned my grandmother in her grave.
 
   I feigned nonchalance. “Good evening, father.”
 
   #
 
   The sound of water crashing against rocks always soothes me. Tonight was no different. Even without the moon, which always seemed so bright in this particular part of the forest, I could still see every bush, every shrub, and all the way past the branches below me to the leaf-covered ground. I tuned out the wolves howling far in the distance and concentrated on that elusive memory. It was only six years ago, but it felt like lifetimes. Time moves more slowly for Reapers or at least Reaper teenagers. Certainly Reaper teenagers in the throes of unrequited love.
 
   I felt his lips on my cheek. The pressure, the softness, the muscles as they moved to plant the first mark of affection I’d ever felt from a human. The memory was so vivid, I swear I also felt the slight exhale as he drew away.
 
   Crunch. 
 
   A twig snapped. Even without looking away from the falling water, I knew Keefe approached. In moments, he had taken his usual place to my right. The branch sagged a little under our combined weight.
 
   “You tracked me?” I asked him. “Or did you just assume I’d be here?” 
 
   “No, I tracked you, but it was much more difficult this time. Andre has been teaching you well.” 
 
   “How do you even do that?” I asked him. I honestly didn’t know. I’d only been trained not to BE tracked, I didn’t know a thing about how a Reaper does his tracking.
 
   “It’s simple, really. I close my eyes and seek your chi.” Keefe told me, like that explained it. Off of my blank look, he continued. “Your chi is energy; it has space and a temperature—like the wind. It has a color too and a scent. Some Reapers are sensitive to the subtleties of those things.”
 
   “What color is my chi?” I asked him with complete childlike wonder. There were so many nuances to my own culture I didn’t even know.
 
   “Salt,” he told me with a face so serious I should have known he was joking. 
 
   “Salt! Wait, salt? My chi is the color of salt?” 
 
   That did it. He’d cracked himself up. This was the best part of Keefe’s jokes. They weren’t actually funny, but they made him laugh, which made everyone else laugh. 
 
   “There are no colors in the physical world that match the colors of chi, Aella. But seriously, the color yours is closest to…is red.”
 
   We sat in silence, which was something only I could do with Keefe. Around everyone else, he was a joker, even a clown. Only with me could he be otherwise. It helped that we were far outside the castle’s lands, deep in the forest that still hid many secrets. We’d both get in serious trouble if anyone found out, but Keefe had never ratted on me, and I certainly wouldn’t tell on him.
 
   “I’ve been thinking, Aella,” he said at last, tossing his shaggy hair out of his hazel eyes. “This is the region where you met him, isn’t it?” 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Try to tell me his name again.”
 
   I thought for a moment. Why is his name so hard to recall? His beautiful brown eyes, his voice like music, his head just an inch above mine…but his name escapes me. He’d said it just as I passed out. “Aaron…maybe?”
 
    Keefe eyed me suspiciously. “Last time, it was Harris, and last month, it was Eron.” 
 
   “I don’t know!” I said. My voice was shrill, and Keefe winced a little. “It’s Aaron…I think.” 
 
   “Then tell me the story again of how you met Aaron.” 
 
   I sighed a little as I’m sure I always do when I talk about Aaron. Keefe’s been helping me jog my memory of that night for years. “It was about four years ago—”
 
   “Four human years, or four Reaper years?”
 
   “What? I know that! Four human years, obviously!”
 
   “So you were twelve?”
 
   “Yes, I was twelve.” 
 
   “In human years?”
 
   “Yes! In human years!”
 
   “Because last time, you were thirteen.” 
 
   “Keefe, I was definitely twelve!” I stared him down, daring him to challenge my twelve-ness. 
 
   “Fine!” he laughed. “You were definitely twelve!” 
 
   So I told him the story. I told him about the arrows, about the two rocks. I told him about the boy with kind eyes and no name. About halfway through, I worried that perhaps instead of relating the actual events, I was just repeating other tellings, embellished by my imagination and wishful thinking. But no, damn it, it had happened. The kiss had happened. It must have because I could still feel it. 
 
   When I finished, we sat silently in the tree. Then Keefe jumped up. “I have an idea,” he announced. “Instead of looking for the boy, look for the rocks. They won’t have changed. They’ll still be right where they were.”
 
   “The rocks?”
 
   “Yes, the two rocks that you fell between. You describe them every time you tell the story. Go find them.”
 
   “But—”
 
   He covered my mouth with his hand. “No! Don’t think, just go. Go where it feels right.”
 
   I just looked at him. 
 
   “Now!” he commanded and gave me a shove right out of the tree.
 
   I don’t have a lot going for me, but I do have balance and sure footing. I hit the ground silently and used my momentum to roll, spring to my feet, and run with my eyes still closed. I knew these woods like my fingers knew my hand. My feet knew this ground. They remember. My body remembers. But would it remember that path from so long ago? 
 
   And then it happened. The sudden searing pain in my left shoulder. That I recognized at once: a Reaper arrow. The sharp agony spun me around, and I felt it again, this time in my back, a hair from my spine, between my shoulder blades—another arrow, lodged between my back ribs. Eyes still closed, I hit the ground, and everything went black. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   It was morning by the time I woke up. Apparently, Keefe had brought me to my room. I was still wearing last night’s clothes; Keefe and I weren’t on ‘undressing’ terms.
 
   A note was pinned to my tunic. Sorry. Thought the arrows might help jog your memory. Not my best idea. Keefe.
 
   On the floor beside my bed were the three arrows he’d fired into my back in an attempt to recreate that day. No, Keefe, not your best idea. But your heart’s in the right place.
 
   The position of the sun told me it was still early morning. I stretched until the newly-healed tissue lost its tension, washed up, and put on fresh training clothes. Then I trudged back to the great hall. 
 
   During the war, when Demons were creating us willy-nilly by raping every human woman they encountered. The hall teemed with wide-eyed little Reapers, all ready for new ideas and old stories. At least, that’s how I imagined it. In this current era of barren Reapers and the century-old code that forbids Reaper/human mating, it’s just me.
 
   No one made eye contact with me as I strode through the castle. Even the servants, long used to Reapers, gave me a wide berth when I was alone. At dinner, they felt secure with the other more “normal” Reapers there to protect them. But alone, they dreaded drawing my attention, especially the boys. As if.
 
   I passed the kitchen, the conference hall, and the door to the inner courtyard. As I went deeper into the castle, the corridors became windowless and lit only by lamps. At last, I reached the doors to the lecture hall, pushed them open, and entered. Today’s teacher looked up from the lectern.
 
   Oh, shit. Eldrid. 
 
   The look of disdain on her face somehow made her appear older. Eldrid actually is older than the first bad breath, so the thought of her looking more aged made me laugh.
 
   She looked up at me from the lectern. “Yes,” she said as if reading my thoughts, “your father thought it best if we bury the proverbial hatchet between us rather than in each other’s backs. I’m not sure I agree, but then, I’m a mere scholar. Sit down.”
 
   I looked at the rows of empty benches. “Do we have to do this here? I mean, it’s just the two of us.”
 
   “This is the classroom. It always has been. As long as there is even one Reaper child to be taught, this is where teaching occurs. And you are that one Reaper child.”
 
   “I’m not a child.”
 
   “You’re far from mature.” Even her voice sounded dusty.
 
   “Yeah, well, whatever, this is ridiculous. Let’s just go to the dining hall and sit across a table. We can have some tea—”
 
   “This is the classroom. Please take your seat.”
 
   “But that’s silly.”
 
   “Sit down!” she roared. I did as I was told more quickly than I like to admit. I could imagine that voice ordering attacks on the battlefield.
 
   When I was situated, Eldrid pretended to search through the papers on the lectern before settling on the one that was already atop the pile. Reapers could be theatrical at the drop of a dagger. “I assure you, Aella, I find this no more pleasant than you do, but it must be done. Your stature and future role require that you at least be exposed to this sort of knowledge even though I doubt much of it will penetrate that dense skull of yours.”
 
   “Insulting me doesn’t make me respect you,” I said.
 
   “If I craved your respect, then that would upset me,” she shot back.
 
   I crossed my arms and slid down in my seat, sulking. I had to be here; I did not have to like it.
 
   Eldrid sighed dramatically. “I cannot believe that you are to be the last of us. We are a noble race, sacrificing ourselves for the good of the world, for the good of humankind, and here sits our penultimate representative without even the courtesy to sit up straight.”
 
   “I can learn just as well sitting this way,” I said.
 
   “No doubt that’s abundantly true,” she said. The woman was never at a loss, I’ll give her that.
 
   “Can we just get on with this? I don’t want to be late for sword fighting practice.”
 
   “Very well. Today, we will talk about witchcraft.”
 
   That made me sit up straight. My mother, Diah, was the last Teller Witch, and as far as anyone knew, she’d died giving birth to me as all human women did birthing Reapers. Certainly Adonis thought so; he forbade anyone to mention her name. As her daughter, I had the natural inclination to magic, but I’d never been trained and certainly never attempted it myself. The craving for more powerful magic had been the reason my mother turned me over to the Demons; I wanted nothing to do with it.
 
   “Before we begin,” she added, “I must know: Are you using magic?”
 
   “Absolutely not.”
 
   “Are you certain?”
 
   “Do you think I’d do it accidentally? That I might sneeze out a spell by accident?”
 
   “So you’re not?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “Well, why not?” she roared again, making me jump. She was truly fearsome. “You’re not only the last Reaper, you’re the last of the line of Teller Witches. The prophecies end with you, and you seem to have no interest in continuing them.”
 
   I knew Diah still sat in her hut, very much alive in her own way, staring into her crystal ball and scrawling what she saw onto page after page of parchment. I wondered what she was like now, after years of isolation, but I didn’t wonder bad enough to seek her out. I didn’t trust myself to see her, and no one else knew she still lived. “You’re right about that,” I said.
 
   “What do you know of your mother’s lineage?” she said.
 
   My adopted father forbade anyone to mention my mother after I returned from Demon captivity. When I told my father she’d given me to the Demons after her supposed demise, he simply refused to believe me. My ability to describe the woman who was supposed to have died birthing me was chalked up to “magic.” Reapers revere magic. That is, Reapers who don’t have a vendetta against the witch that tossed them away for a measly potion. “Don’t…mention…my mother,” I said through my teeth. 
 
   Eldrid smiled. She loved getting me angry. “Then we’ll talk in more general terms. The line of Teller Witches is as old as recorded history. Into every human generation, one girl discovers her ability to commune with nature: She sings to the plants, the trees, and the wind. She charms the animals and her own kind, especially men.” Her voice took on a tone I didn’t quite recognize. Was that respect? I wonder if she knew my mother well. “She can heal both humans and Reapers although not Demons. But her main gift is her direct line of communication with the Creator of All Things. Through this, she receives the prophecies, the things that guide us into the future. As the scrolls say, ‘She Tells, for She is the Teller.’”
 
   She held up a scroll. “Tell me, Aella, have you seen this before?”
 
   Amidst the text in the old language, there was a large illustration of a woman. It was of an ancient Teller Witch, but in its lines, I saw my mother’s achingly beautiful face: the distinctive eyes, the full lips, the high forehead. I saw myself in it too, which infuriated me. I was there less prominently since I was only half human but there nonetheless.
 
   I remembered my mother singing to the plants. The memory, like everything else from my childhood before I was given to the Demons, was fuzzy yet vivid. They would sway—no, dance—to her musical voice. Her little cottage was the most enchanting place I’d ever seen. It was made from a living tree that seemed to grow itself around her, like a thoughtful lover’s embrace, just tight enough to protect her but giving her all the space she could ever need. Even now, if I concentrated hard enough, I could smell the delicious odors of flowers, cooking, and potions. The memories made my blood boil and my heart grow a little colder at the same time.
 
   And moving through it was my mother, Diah. In my memory, she was young, too young to be a mother it seemed, with the bloom and capriciousness of youth battling with her responsibilities. I imagined that she resented my presence in her life, a constant reminder that Ganesh, the leader of the Demons, had raped her on her wedding night while Eldrid and the others were lured away to battle other Demons. But in truth, all I remembered from her was kindness and love. Until the day she gave me to her rapist in exchange for a bottle of his magical blood.
 
   “Aella? Aella!” 
 
   I came back to the moment. “Um…yes?”
 
   “You’re not paying any attention.”
 
   “Sure, I am. You were talking about lineages.”
 
   “But you couldn’t begin to tell me what I said about them, could you?”
 
   I said nothing.
 
   She sighed. “I should just kill you now and be done with it. Adonis eventually would thank me.”
 
   It took a second for that to register. “I’m sorry, you…did you just threaten me?”
 
   “A Reaper—a half blood no less—raised by Demons to embrace her savage side, who also has the nascent powers of a Teller Witch? You’re the most dangerous being in the world, Aella. You’re vermin but vermin with the power of the sun and moon at your disposal. This—” she waved her hand to indicate the classroom, “—effort to civilize you, to make you presentable for when the king of the humans emerges from hiding, is pointless. You don’t train a mad dog, you put it down.”
 
   I sat up straight now. I knew that whatever else she was, Eldrid had once been a fierce warrior; she could still probably muster the skills if needed, and I certainly didn’t want to have to put my own against her. I’d trained for years, but I’d never been in a real fight. “Uh, Eldrid, I don’t know why you—”
 
   “Of course you don’t,” she said with something worse than anger or contempt: pity. “You truly are a child, Aella, which is why Adonis has his misplaced hope for you. He thinks there is still time to turn from your path. But…” She seemed suddenly every bit of her age. “Do you wonder why Teller Witches never came to be captives? With their power, it seems obvious that kings, Demon rulers, and even Reaper warlords should have taken them prisoner and turned the magic to their own ends. Why do you think that never happened?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “With an army of nature and beasts at her disposal, she would never starve, never thirst, never freeze to death or suffer the sun’s excessive heat, and never be surprised by an attack by man, Reaper, or Demon. Every animal, plant, and rock would rise up to defend her. That is the power you have inherited, Aella. And that, frankly, is terrifying.”
 
   I didn’t have any power, I knew. I’d certainly never had the urge to make out with trees or woo rocks. But before I could say so, Eldrid continued.
 
   “I’ve known other Reapers like you, you know. They were my cousins, my brothers and sisters, and even my own father. And they were my mortal enemies in the Thousand Year War. Raised by Demons, as much Demon as they were human, and thus unable to control that part of their nature. Those creatures were the most horrific Reapers the world has ever known, and in battle, they were legendary. I know firsthand the peril creatures like you cause, and for that reason, I helped ensure they were all put to death at the end of the war.”
 
   I stared at her. “You…you executed other Reapers?”
 
   She met my gaze steadily, defiantly, with the certainty of her own rightness. “I put down mad dogs. Just as, when Adonis sees the truth, I will gladly put down you.”
 
   There it was. Eldrid believed it was her duty to destroy me. I tried to take in all these revelations, to make sense of what this ancient warrior woman was telling me. I’d never heard this bit of history before and frankly couldn’t believe it. The Reapers I knew, including myself, held all non-Demon life sacred. I should’ve been awed, appalled, curious, outraged, any one of a dozen emotions. But instead, I fell back on my trusty friend, anger. I was pissed off. “Well, as long as my father has me under his protection, you can’t do jack to me, old woman. So there.”
 
   She smiled again. “That’s not true, Aella. I can take no action against you, but I can help you destroy yourself.”
 
   “How? By lecturing me until I cut my own head off just to shut you up?”
 
   “By telling you how I interpret the prophecy of the Red Reaper.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. That damned prophecy, written down by my mother in one of her trances before I was born, states that I am to be the last Reaper, the sole guardian of mankind. That part might be right: Reapers are unable to breed with each other, and with the Demons gone, no new ones were being made. But the rest…there’s no way I could be responsible for all that. Just…no way at all. But the other Reapers, including my father, believe it.
 
   But there’s another secret connected to that prophecy that no one else knows. Only me. And it’s simply this: I want it to be true. I want it more than anything. To have a noble purpose, something greater than myself, something that makes all this…suffering…worthwhile. To be the mother protector to all humankind. Like a king, except with even greater responsibility: the protector of kings. But I could never tell anyone, not even Keefe, about this.
 
   “The prophecy says that the Red Reaper will be born into the line of Teller Witches, as you were. She will have the strength of ten Demons, with the heart and soul of a human. She will be the last birthed Reaper with a sacred duty to the world of men. She will herald peace and end the terror of the Demons forever. She will be…” She bent over a scroll to make sure she got the words exactly right. “The keeper of the prophecies, a wielder of magic and steel.”
 
   “But I don’t use magic,” I said.
 
   “That’s because you’re not the Red Reaper.” She let that sink in before continuing. “I’ve studied this prophecy. I know what the others say it means, but I think they’re wrong. You are crucial, but you are not the subject of this prophecy. You will be the mother of the Red Reaper.”
 
   I know I stared. I’m pretty sure my mouth dropped open. I didn’t say anything though; I couldn’t think of anything to say.
 
   “Your purpose is to be nothing more than a vessel,” she continued. “You will, at some future point, be taken by a man—Reaper or human, the prophecies don’t say. But a seed will be planted in you and will grow to fruition. It will be properly miraculous since Reapers don’t often breed. That will be the Red Reaper. And it wouldn’t surprise me at all if it was a male child.”
 
   “B-but the prophecy says the Reaper will be female—”
 
   “Have you ever seen an original prophecy, Aella, the way your mother wrote them down? Her handwriting while in trance was atrocious. Those who copied it wrote it down as ‘female,’ but the original manuscript is far from clear. But no matter; the important bit is that it doesn’t apply to you. You’re a mere brood mare in this process, Aella. Nothing more. Your job is to fall on your back at the appropriate time.”
 
   Her smile was the most vicious thing I’d ever seen.
 
   I know I must’ve stood up, turned, and run for the hall. I had to have opened the door, pushed it aside, and made my way past anyone else in the corridors. But none of that registered to me. I kept hearing her words over and over, echoing, mocking, and destroying what little hope and belief in myself I still had.
 
   You will be the mother of the Red Reaper. Your job is to fall on your back at the appropriate time.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   I huddled in the corner of my room under a pile of my own dirty laundry. Vikki no doubt intended to return for it while I was out, but I’d locked every door between me and the castle proper. I wanted to be alone.
 
   And I was, mostly. My mouse friend, Little Gray, watched me, but I couldn’t tell if he was concerned. Maybe he just knew my schedule by now and wondered why I was here instead of off doing whatever I did all day.
 
   I couldn’t get Eldrid’s taunting words out of my head nor her smug attitude and absolute certainty of my ultimate failure. What if I wasn’t destined to be anything? What if all of this work, all of this training, all of this pain, was for nothing? I was only meant to be someone’s mother? What do I know of motherhood? I had only one example: pop out a kid, pretend to be dead, trade them in for what I really wanted a few years later…
 
   Or worse, what if I did it—train and track and swear my soul for the humans just like it says in the prophecies—and no one cared? 
 
   I knew humans would hate me. They’d hate me no matter what I did. If I walked away, they’d hate me. If I gave myself to them, they’d hate me. Some would hate me for how I serve them. That’s been true of all the Reapers. We’ve always been feared and despised by the humans, even those of us who’ve never harmed a soul. So why go through all of this if they’re going to hate me no matter what I do? Why dedicate my life to them at all?
 
   Because it’s the right thing to do, said a voice in my head.
 
   I knew that of course. But I was no martyr. A masochist, maybe, but martyr? Not so much. If I was supposed to live forever, how can I do it alone, serving the ones who hate me?
 
   “So, Little Gray, I need your advice,” I said to the rodent. He rose on his little hind legs and looked at me as seriously as if I were made of cheese. “If you were in my place, what would you do?”
 
   He didn’t say anything. Typical. Maybe Eldrid was right. That mouse would have answered my mother in complete sentences. 
 
    I could run away, forsake this whole life, and disguise myself so no one would know I was a Reaper at all. I could pass for human if I cover up my demon skin. That was one of the first tricks I ever learned. But where would I go? What would I do? Become a tavern wench and serve drunk old men? 
 
   For that, I might as well just stay. I’d still be serving men who hate me, who see me as an object and a tool of their whims like my Demon father. If I’m to serve, I’d rather do it on my feet than on my back.
 
    If I’d inherited my mother’s magical talent, I could learn the arts and charms, like she did. I could talk to the trees from my painted wagon. But the humans despised her too and drove her into exile. And yet she serves them still, living hidden away, alone, transcribing prophecies until her fingers bleed from exertion. And for what? So the humans can know what is to come before it comes? Where’s the fun in that? 
 
   Also, learning magic would be like starting over entirely. And I hate magic. Give me a sword and something to cut any day. 
 
   “Maybe you and me, Gray, we should just run off together. Find ourselves some real work. You’re smart, and I’m tough; we’d make quite a team, right?”
 
   The mouse dropped to all fours and sniffed along the edge of the wall for bits of discarded food. He had his priorities in order.
 
   Maybe my real destiny was to mother the real Red Reaper. I mean, the prophecy was written down by a witch whose handwriting looked like someone had attached a quill pen to the foot of a panicky squirrel. So what if I was destined to mother the Red Reaper, and it turned out to be a red-haired, fire-souled son? I suppose a male Red Reaper would be better liked, more accepted by the humans who seem to favor men in all things even though it was a woman who brought them to life. You know, maybe I’m not so sure I’m fond of these humans. They seem silly, violent, and self-absorbed. And very, very weak.
 
    Hell, maybe I should stop fighting so hard and just join a brothel. Yes, that would be serving on my back. But I’d be safe. I’d be displayed as the freak that I am. I wouldn’t have to hide it. I’ve heard some men have a taste for the bizarre. That’s me, all right, with my Demon skin, flaming red hair, and thick limbs. Mistress of the Bizarre.
 
    Would they despise themselves afterwards for coming to me? What would it be like to lay with a man? I’d never done so, not with a human, which of course is strictly forbidden, or a Reaper, who are all way too old for me anyway. Truth be told, I wasn’t even sure how. I suppose that’s the sort of thing a mother discusses with her daughter. But my mother was too busy pretending to be dead and talking to the birds and the bees to make time to chat with me about the birds and the bees. 
 
   I had a chilling yet curiously welcome thought. What if I am to die a virgin?
 
   I suppose it should’ve been terrifying, but it was romantic to me. Many warriors choose celibacy as a way of securing and focusing their chi exactly where they want it. They don’t waste precious life force on mundane matters of the flesh.
 
   They’re also incredibly lonely people. And there’s a difference between loneliness and being alone. The second didn’t scare me.
 
   The first, though? It terrified me.
 
   And it terrified me because of that kiss. That kind, gentle, practically chaste kiss from a brown-eyed boy who saw me for what I was and didn’t run away.
 
   “You know what?” I said to the mouse. “I’ve had it with this place. It’s time for a change of scenery. You can take over my room now, mouse; I won’t need it anymore.”
 
   I stood, straight and proud. I looked up at the clouds visible through the skylight above me. “By the marriage gods of Hassazag, I swear I will find you, Aaron. I will return your kiss. And then you—if you wish—may return my heart.” Or you may keep it and give me yours in return. Because if the Reapers didn’t want me, if the world of men needed me merely as a brood mare, they could all damn well go to hell.
 
   “Be nice to Vikki; she could’ve poisoned your cheese months ago and hasn’t,” I told Gray.
 
   I leaped for the skylight.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   I ran through the woods, past the safety zone, easily avoiding all the patrols and guards. It’s not like they were expecting anything anyway: Except for bandits and the occasional disgruntled rabble, there were no incursions or battles to be had. And they certainly weren’t expecting anyone to sneak away from the castle.
 
   Finally, I reached the Forever Forest proper. It didn’t get that name because it was small or easily traversed. No, it was gigantic. In fact, on the maps, it ended only at the sea, and even there, no one was quite sure of the shore’s outline. Great swaths of territory were simply blank because no one knew for certain who or what lived there.
 
   Since the end of the war, some humans had gone back into it, cleared spots, and erected settlements. But there was no established trade route among them, and unless they came to the castle for the public festivals on the solstices and equinoxes, we didn’t know they existed. So Aaron could literally be anywhere.
 
   But I knew he was in here somewhere because he’d been hunting. You didn’t hunt on the open plains, where the deer could see you, or across the cultivated fields unless you sought only rabbits or other small game. The forest was where the big things roamed, and Aaron’s hunting blind told me he was no rabbit-chaser.
 
   I ran without conscious destination, letting fate and the terrain take me where it would, just as Keefe had suggested. It was exhilarating, and before long, I’d lost all track of direction or distance. I flowed with the terrain, avoiding every obstacle like a breeze or water running downhill. 
 
   At last, I stopped and leaned against a tree. I’d pushed myself, so I was out of breath, and blood pounded in my head. I’d gone farther than I’d ever gone before, but I wasn’t worried about being lost. Hell’s donkeys, it might even be better for everyone if I was lost. I’d become a myth, the Red Reaper who ran into the woods one day and vanished into the mists of time. Later generations could get their kids to behave by telling them I’d come out of the woods and eat them if they didn’t.
 
   But I could track my own scent back to the castle whenever I wanted. My hair made certain of that. That was irony for you.
 
   Then my surroundings got my attention. The clearing was about thirty feet across with a covering of leaves and a pair of rocks that—
 
   By the flame-pissing gods of Mount Gehale. I’d found it.
 
   Those two rocks were unmistakable. This was it—the clearing where I’d fallen, where Aaron had found me. My heart thudded so hard, I thought that even my supernaturally armored ribs would fail to keep it inside me. This was it.
 
   Okay, Aella, don’t freak out. It was a long time ago. You can’t be sure.
 
   But I was sure. Trees might change, plants alter with time, but unless someone came along with a crew of a hundred men, those two rocks would be the same. And they were. One taller, one shorter, both the size of dinner tables. Just as I remembered. Which meant—
 
   He might be nearby.
 
   “Oh, boy,” I said aloud and felt myself grow light-headed. Now, my difficulty in breathing had nothing to do with my exertion. He’d be…oh, around twenty now. Taller but no doubt recognizable. Those eyes wouldn’t change.
 
   Then I had the jolting realization that he might also be married with children—human children that were soft all over without the dangerous spikes Reaper babies sported along their spines. He wouldn’t need special gloves to hold his human children the way he would with ours. And human children wouldn’t accidentally shatter the furniture with their rambunctiousness or bite chunks out of each other in spite.
 
   I wanted to slap myself. What was I thinking? I had bigger worries, much bigger worries, than the romantic fate of some peasant who’d once been nice to me.
 
   Then why did it feel like the biggest thing in the world? 
 
   But before I could start having that argument in my head, a woman’s scream rang through the trees.
 
   I dropped into a crouch, reflexes taking over. Discern direction, my training said. To the west. Determine distance. About a hundred yards although the thick trees and undergrowth made that a loose estimate. Investigate and evaluate danger.
 
   The scream was human—it would be, out here, where neither Reapers nor Demons traveled. And really, Reapers didn’t scream. We roared, we bellowed, we grunted and snorted, but we didn’t scream. I had screamed during my time with my Demon father, under his tender care, but as everyone was quick to point out, I was different. Perhaps that was what made me clench up inside not with fear but with righteous anger. That scream was not of pain but of terror. I knew that sound all too well.
 
   I slid through the undergrowth, barely disturbing the plants through which I passed. I thought again about my hair, the scent trail it left behind me, but this time, I wasn’t the one being followed and tracked. No, I was the one on the hunt.
 
   The air still vibrated from the cry, and as I got closer to the source, I picked up odors on the wind. I was nowhere near as good as Andre, but I was no slouch. The smells were mostly human: sweat, well-worn clothes, even the faint trace of flowers. But there was another tang on the wind, something I’d never before encountered. No animal left a scent like that or any human or any Demon or Reaper. What the hell was that?
 
   I emerged from the forest at the top of a wide, shallow gully. I came down the side of the hill, slithering along like a snake, and crouched behind some bushes. My small size made it unlikely anyone would spot me unless they happened to look right at me, and I got an unobstructed view of the gully before me.
 
   Directly across, in the opposite hillside, was the opening to a cave. It wasn’t much wider than a palace door, but the edges were shored up with mortar and rocks, and a language I didn’t know proclaimed something along the top. Clearly, it was man-made but not recently if the weathering on these stones was any indication. Older than the Thousand Year War at least, so probably not a Demon shelter.
 
   Stuck in the ground before it was an X-shaped wooden stand, the two cross pieces at least ten feet tall. This wood was also old though not as old as the door, and corroded metal bolts held the two pieces together where they joined. More ominously, shackles hung from the tops of the X.
 
   My fists clenched. My Demon father had used shackles on me to hold me down for “training.” No one would ever shackle me again. 
 
   As I watched, two men dragged a teenage girl out of the woods. She was formally dressed in a long gown and wore both a necklace and wreath of flowers. She was not happy to be dragged, and the fear I’d heard in her earlier scream had now changed to fury.
 
   “You pinheaded, dung-licking, crotch-rotted bastards!” she cried at the men, fighting like a gorecat. “Let me go!”
 
   “By heaven, Amelia, shut up!” one of the men said. He was older, with gray hair and a beard, and reminded me of my own adopted father. He slapped her hard. I disliked him immediately. “Insulting us won’t help anything!”
 
   While she was still dazed by the blow, they pushed her up against the crossed wood. The other man, who was younger and also dressed in something formal-looking, lifted one of her arms and snapped a shackle around it.
 
   “No!” the girl screamed when she heard the metal click into place. She began to struggle anew. “No! Get this off me!”
 
   It took both of them to get her other arm up and shackled, and they endured plenty of kicks for their efforts. They stepped out of range, both out of breath. She continued lashing out at them. 
 
   The younger man said, “Look, Amelia, I’m really sorry about this, but you’ve always known this might happen.”
 
   She stopped and glared at him. Her face was bright red from the effort to escape. “You’re supposed to be my friend, Cal. We grew up together. I was the first girl you kissed.”
 
   “I’m not happy about this, Amelia, believe me. But we have to appease Lurida Lumo.” He shrugged as if they were arguing about the color of the sky.
 
   “There is no Lurida Lumo, you idiot!” Amelia said. “There might be a bear, or a mountain lion, or even a left-over Demon, but there’s no god who lives in that cave and eats sacrifices!”
 
   “Amelia, you’re embarrassing yourself,” the older man said. “I’ve been on a dozen of these sacrificial treks, and I’ve never seen a single girl act like this. Being frightened is normal, but you’re behaving as if this were the end of your life.”
 
   “It will be, you moron! Something will eat me, but it won’t be a damned god! Come on, Litwin, you have to know better than this. You can read and write! You’ve studied!”
 
   “You will be transubstantiated into spirit, to be one with Lurida Lumo,” the old man Litwin said with the same annoying solemnity as Eldrid teaching one of her homilies. “It is a great honor and a most solemn calling.”
 
   The younger man, Cal, took out a bag of something, poured it into a hole in the ground just inside the cave entrance, then lit it on fire with a flint. Purple smoke billowed out, and the wind sucked it almost at once into the cave itself. To him, it was probably an offering to their god. It was also a signal to whatever lived there that dinner was now served.
 
   Cal closed his eyes and clasped his hands. When he spoke, it was clear he’d memorized the words because he gave them no inflection or meaning. “Lurida Lumo, I humbly bring to you this year’s sacrifice, the virgin Amelia. She is beautiful, as you require, and pure, as is proper for your offering. May she prove pleasing to your eye and spirit and cause you to grant us another year of prosperity.”
 
   “Some stupid animal can’t grant you anything!” Amelia screamed. “Please, don’t do this to me, Cal. I’ll marry you if that’s what it takes!”
 
   That got Cal’s attention, but before he could respond, Litwin said, “Lurida Lumo might appear as a mere animal. Because he is a denizen of the spirit world, and only visits our realm when it pleases him, he may choose the form he prefers.”
 
   “Do you ever use that brain in your head for thinking, or is it just there to keep your skull from deflating?” Amelia snapped. That made me smile. She was tough and smart.
 
   “Blasphemy is not the best way to spend your last moments,” Litwin said. “But because I appreciate your sacrifice, I will tell your parents you met your end with dignity.”
 
   “I’ve got news for you, you jackass. I’m not meeting anything with dignity. I’m going down kicking and screaming!”
 
   He sighed and motioned to his companion. Cal stopped before Amelia, out of range of her kicks, and looked at her sadly. “I’m really sorry, Amelia. If Kelinda hadn’t died, she’d be here, but they had to make a choice quickly before the time for sacrifices passed.”
 
   “They picked me because I was the first girl they saw,” she said, starting to cry. “How is that fair? How is that right?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Amelia, it’s just…” He shrugged. “The way of Lurida Lumo.”
 
   The two men walked off the way they’d come, disappearing down a trail into the woods. Amelia screamed after them, her rage quickly turning to pleading and begging, but neither looked back. “I’m not a virgin!” Amelia cried out.
 
   “Yes she is,” Cal told Litwin, who looked concerned.
 
   “How do you know that?” Litwin asked.
 
   “She left me for Connell.” 
 
   Litwin nodded. “Ah. Of course.” 
 
   Whatever that was supposed to mean. 
 
   When they were gone, the girl began to struggle with the chains and manacles holding her in place. She rocked the whole wooden cross with her efforts, but it seemed to be in vain. She was no nearer being free, and the cross was in no danger of giving way.
 
   I waited until the two men were out of range of my own hearing and scent. I wasn’t afraid of them, but I didn’t want to kill them unnecessarily. Humans, even stupid ones, were considered precious to Reapers although I could never be sure if it was something innate in our nature or just force of habit. None of the other Reapers, even Eldrid, seemed to know either. And like the old man and his belief in his cave god, none ever want to think it through.
 
   I slipped down the hill, across the little stream that ran down the center of the gully, and came up behind the girl. I said quietly, “Don’t be afraid. I’m here to help.”
 
   “If you want to help, get me off this stupid thing!” she said, twisting around to look at me. She rolled her eyes. “Oh, hell, you’re just another girl.”
 
   I drew my sword and, with two sharp blows, severed the chains holding her. She fell forward to her knees then slowly looked up at me.
 
   “I’m not ‘just’ anything,” I said and did a little flourish with the sword before I put it back in its scabbard. “And the words I think you’re looking for are, ‘thank you.’”
 
   “You cut those chains with that?” she said in disbelief.
 
   I shrugged nonchalantly. I didn’t get to impress people very often. “Yes,” I said casually, as if I did this sort of thing every day.
 
   She looked at the chain fragments hanging from the manacles on her wrists. “But…those were solid iron. What is that sword made out of?”
 
   I didn’t really want to get into Reaper metallurgy mainly because I always fell asleep when Eldrid started talking about it. So I said, “Double solid iron.”
 
   She nodded as if that explained it. Whew.
 
   I offered her my hand. She weighed practically nothing as I pulled her to her feet. “Wow,” she said. “You’re strong.”
 
   “I work outside a lot,” I said. If she didn’t immediately recognize me as a Reaper, it could mean she didn’t know about us. The Thousand Year War had been over for twenty years, and there was a whole generation of young humans to whom it was only a story. Maybe to them, Reapers were no more real than the boogeyman or this ridiculous Lurida Lumo.
 
   “Thank you,” she said and smiled. “My name’s Amelia.”
 
   “I heard.”
 
   “Yeah, our brilliant village priest, Litwin. He hasn’t had an original thought since he learned to wipe his own butt. He really believes there’s a god that lives in this cave who will smite our village if they don’t leave him a sacrifice every five years.” She shook her head. “Right now, there’s a damn celebration going on back in Cartwangle. I wonder if my parents are dancing and drinking too.”
 
   “Can you go back?” I asked. “Or do I need to take you somewhere else where you’ll be safe?”
 
   “Like anything could stop me from going back,” she said. “I can’t wait to walk into the village and bust up their stupid party. Wait until they hear that the only thing that lives in that cave is—”
 
   In mid-sentence, her eyes opened wide, and she stared over my shoulder at the cave entrance. Even before I reacted to that, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up, and I felt tingles along my armor-plated spine. I knew danger was behind me. 
 
   I drew my sword again as I turned, feet spread in a fighting stance, but what I saw froze me in mid-motion not from fear but surprise.
 
   “—a spider the size of a hay cart,” Amelia finished, accurately describing what emerged from the dark entrance into the afternoon sun.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Normally, bugs didn’t freak me out. I mean, I lived alone at the top of an ancient castle tower. Some nights, I felt like the bugs were just letting me bunk there while I looked for my own place. And I’d seen plenty of spiders but none larger than the palm of my hand. This one was bigger than my bed.
 
   I glanced back at Amelia. She snatched up a tree branch from the ground and brandished it like a club. “Just stay back,” I said. “I’ll handle this.”
 
   “You’re going to fight that with just a sword?”
 
   “Says the girl holding a stick.”
 
   “Well, I don’t have a really big shoe handy, do I?”
 
   Luckily, my hands didn’t shake, but my heart certainly did. I’d trained ever since I was rescued from the Demons to fight. I knew I could defend myself if I had to, but to defend another, and a human at that? Theoretically, that was the point of my existence since all that training was to eventually be the king’s bodyguard, but for the first time, I realized how difficult it might be. How do you protect something so soft, so weak, and yet so courageously foolish as to want to stand at your side, holding nothing but a stick?
 
   The spider seemed hesitant to emerge into the sunlight. Just like a Demon, and I can fight them. Then I remembered that, in history class, I’d learned that the Demons kept the various societies of men locked in ignorance by encouraging them to worship animals as gods. There was Dagon the fish-god for the coast, Dahj the ram-god for those who dwelled in the mountains, and even Pai Lin the bear, the idiot god of the people of the far northwest. I was taught that often, actual animals stood in for these deities in their ceremonies. I suppose it was just a short leap from that to worshipping a specific creature that just happened to live nearby: a monumental bug, perhaps, like the one before me now.
 
   The spider clung to the cave wall, its front pair of legs curled around the edge of the entrance, then dropped silently to the ground. It was as tall as my waist. I could see the individual hairs on its first pair of legs as they edged closer.
 
   It was mostly black with yellow patterns on its body. I got a clear look at the massive fangs. I smelled something acrid and stinging and saw thick fluid drip from the tip of one fang. When it hit the ground, it sizzled.
 
   “Maybe it’s only poisonous to gravel,” Amelia suggested.
 
   I tried to use my training. Assess the threat. Well, it was a big honking spider with venom that burned rock. So I’d say the threat was high. Examine the terrain. Flat open ground between me and the bug with only the X-shaped prisoner stand for cover. The gully wall behind us prevented any strategic retreat.
 
   “Any ideas?” Amelia asked. “Because running is looking mighty good to me.”
 
   “I don’t think we can outrun it,” I said, my voice already turning into a battle growl. “So let’s keep that as plan ‘B.’”
 
   “And what’s plan ‘A,’ then?”
 
    Determine strategy. If I attacked, I’d be at a disadvantage, so it was best to wait and let it make the first move. I’d have to hope that once the spider committed itself, it would leave an opening.
 
   Well, I was wrong about that.
 
   Spiders, I knew from observation, attacked in one of two ways: ambush from either a web or some other hiding place or a leaping charge. I should’ve realized at once that this one had to be an attack predator because its victim was left outside, not forced into the cave itself. If I’d realized that, I would’ve been ready for the leap. As it was, I was still sorting through the lessons Andre and Eldrid had drilled into me when the spider, weary of waiting for his dinner, jumped.
 
   My reflexes kicked in, and I jumped too. Right between it and Amelia.
 
   Amelia screamed.
 
   If you’ve never felt a spider’s legs wrap around your entire upper body, you can’t imagine how disgusting it is. The creature’s strength was enormous, and it pinned my arms with very little effort. My sword was caught against my chest, the point almost in my face. The spider’s rank odor filled my nose and made my eyes water. It was a miracle it didn’t knock me down, but I’d spread my feet in a battle stance, and that was probably all that saved me.
 
   Through my watering eyes, I saw Amelia swing her stick awkwardly, but with all her strength, at the beast. “Get off her! You hear me? Get off her now!” It had no effect.
 
   The thick black hairs pierced my exposed skin like porcupine quills. It wasn’t very deep but immediately caused a maddening itch. The abdomen was soft, pulpy, and disgusting as it pulsed against my knees. But the worst was the pain from the two enormous fangs as they sank into the meat of my shoulder. I’d been hurt a lot when I lived with the Demons but never like this.
 
   I screamed, this time in pain and real fear. It felt as if the liquid iron used to make swords was being pumped into my skin. I bit down on my sword’s tip, not caring that it cut my mouth. I couldn’t move, couldn’t see, couldn’t think. It began to efficiently wrap my feet in webbing.
 
   I pivoted, tore my boots free before the web hardened, and ran as hard as I could into the sacrificial crosspiece, slamming it between me and the wood. The legs gave a little although the fangs remained deep in my flesh. I drew back and slammed again, and this time, I was ready. I got my left arm free, grabbed the nearest leg close to where it connected with the body, and bent it backward. There was a loud crack as the exoskeleton snapped.
 
   The spasm of pain that went through the spider allowed me to get my right hand free as well, and I punched it hard right in its cluster of eyes. That made it release me and fall away. My sword fell as well, but I caught it with my foot, kicked it back into the air, and grabbed it by the hilt. I tore at the remaining webbing that threatened to tangle my limbs.
 
   Amelia was suddenly at my side, trying to grab me as if I was about to collapse. “Come on, let’s get out of here—”
 
   “Stand back!” I said, surprised by how thin my own voice sounded. Was I really hurt that badly? “I’m fine!”
 
   “Watch it!” she screamed and pushed me aside just as the spider, injured but not cowed, scuttled toward us. I fell to the ground, yelled at the pain as my shoulder struck the hard dirt, and watched Amelia run to hide behind the crossed wood. The spider was faster, though, and I got to my feet just as it shot webbing out and pinned her face-first to the wood.
 
   “Help!” Amelia said, struggling. It was the first time she sounded really panicked. 
 
   The spider crawled up her back and positioned its fangs over the back of her head.
 
   And then…
 
   I stood over the spider’s remains. Five of its legs were torn off, the enormous abdomen had been smashed so that its green-yellow pulp soaked everything, and the fangs trembled as they impotently squeezed out their last drops of venom. The three remaining legs curled up to the body.
 
   I let my sword drop to the ground. My vision was bright red around the edges.
 
   “Holy shit,” Amelia gasped as she extricated herself from the webbing. “I mean…no, I’ll stick with, ‘holy shit.’”
 
   I knew what had happened. A human had been threatened, and my Reaper nature had taken over. Not even this supposed god could withstand that.
 
   I turned toward Amelia. At the sight of her still holding the stick defensively, the fury tried to return. Kill her. She’s a threat. Wipe your face with her blood. Drink her last breath… This was my Demon nature, the thing Adonis, Eldrid, and even Andre were afraid of. 
 
   I imagined her shredded by my sword, decapitated, disemboweled, all the horrible things I knew a Demon could do to an impossibly fragile human body. I could almost taste her blood, smell her entrails, see the glassy film over her dead eyes. It would take so little effort and feel so good…
 
   I choked it down and asked, “Are you all right?” My voice still had the low, Demonic growl of battle, and it made Amelia jump.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said.
 
   “Good,” I rumbled.
 
   “That was…how did you…where did you learn to do that?”
 
   I smiled. From the look on Amelia’s face, I could tell that only made things worse. “It caught me in a bad mood.”
 
   “Remind me to bring you flowers every day then.” Her voice changed. “Wow, you’re really hurt.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, but my voice sounded weird. Not Demon weird but thick and gummy. I put my hand to my face and felt a batch of the spider’s quill-hair protruding from my cheek. There was also a flap of skin where I’d bitten my sword. “It looks worse than it is.”
 
   She tore a strip from her gown. “Here, let me at least bind up that cut.”
 
   She meant the huge slash across my thigh. It was so deep, I could see the muscles where they’d been split. Blood pulsed out with each heartbeat, but the healing itch had already started. There was no way out of explaining it now, so I started to say, “Don’t worry; I’m a Reaper. I heal very quickly.”
 
   I only got as far as “I’m.” The venom, which I’d forgotten about, finally took hold. A searing jolt went through my brain, and I fell to the ground. The last thing I saw was Amelia’s concerned face over me. She’s worried about me. A human, concerned about a Reaper. Just like the boy who…
 
   And then I was out.
 
   #
 
   In a Reaper’s healing trance, our brains don’t entirely shut down. Rather, they go off into a dreamtime uniquely our own. Humans dream of abstract and wondrous things, I’m told. Reapers dream of lessons still unlearned.
 
   I looked up at my mother. I was tiny then, and I adored her the way only a child adores a parent. I would probably have adored her even if we weren’t related though. She had the kind of beautiful, open, kind face that made people adore her. She had red hair, darker than mine, and a high forehead that spoke of intelligence. Her mouth was full and always in motion, even when she wasn’t speaking. She’d shift from smile to frown to ironic crinkle to goofy taunt without pause. It made watching her face the most entertaining thing a child could do.
 
   Her hand, wrapped around my own, was strong. Even with the burns and stains from her potions, it felt like the touch of kindness itself. She would caress my cheek or brush my own bright red hair back from my face or tickle me until I almost peed. I knew that her hands were the touch of unconditional love.
 
   On this day, I held onto her hand as we strode through the woods. I knew the forest around our cottage well, but I’d never been here before. Still, if Mom was with me, I had no fear at all.
 
   And then we came into a clearing, where a man waited for us.
 
   At least, I thought he was a man at the time. He had bright white hair, a bleached-bone-white face, and little ridges above his eyes where people didn’t. He dressed all in black and held a bottle of some red liquid. I had the instinctive fear and mistrust that only a child can feel and clutched my mother’s hand with both of mine.
 
   “Don’t be scared,” my mother said. “Aella, I want you to meet your father.” At five years old, I didn’t even know what a father was. 
 
   Ganesh smiled. It was not a true smile but a mimicry of one. A non-human being trying to pass as something human. He failed at it.
 
   And I snapped awake.
 
   #
 
   Amelia looked down at me, concerned. “Wow. You’re alive.”
 
   “Yes,” I croaked. It felt like branding irons pressed against my shoulder, and the pain radiated down to my toes. I couldn’t unclench my jaw, it hurt so much. “But…ow.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “No, ‘ow,’ as in, ‘ow, this hurts like a squirrel.’”
 
   “Does a squirrel hurt?”
 
   “If it’s thrown at you hard enough.”
 
   She slid an arm under me and tried to lift me to my feet. The results were rather comical. “Can you walk?”
 
   “I think so.” With her help, I got up, wobbly but mobile.
 
   “Come on, we’ll get you to my village.”
 
   “Do you have a healer?”
 
   “I have a mom. That’s even better. And she owes me big time for letting them try to feed me to a giant spider.”
 
   I was able to walk thanks to the kind of resolve that’s second nature to a Reaper. When necessary, we can fixate on one activity almost until we’re hacked to pieces, like an army ant. I still had to lean on Amelia for support though.
 
   The trail we followed was wide and often used if the bare soil was any indication. It followed the contours of the land the way old paths did. The trees on either side were thick and heavily tangled, forests that were saplings when the world itself was young.
 
   We passed an upright stone slab with carvings on it. Around its base were fresh flowers and a collection of little trinkets. I wobbled to a stop and asked, “What’s this?”
 
   “One of the Pillars of Lurida Lumo,” Amelia said. “This is the pilgrim trail from our village to the cave, and these mark events in the story of Rowena, the first sacrifice.”
 
   “What’s the point of that?”
 
   “To make us remember why we do this. Us being the girls sent to die.”
 
   I remembered some of the overheard conversation. “You weren’t supposed to be the sacrifice.”
 
   “No. Kelinda was; she was excited about it if you can believe that. Weirdo. Unfortunately, a horse kicked her to death yesterday evening, and this morning, the Elders grabbed me out of my bed without even a word of explanation. And my parents did nothing. They just stood there.”
 
   “Sacrifices are…barbarous,” I said. My vision began to blur.
 
   “I won’t argue,” she agreed. Then she grunted as my knees began to wobble and I got a whole lot heavier. 
 
    “You know what else?” I said.
 
   “No, what?”
 
   “I don’t think I can walk any farther.” And, as good as my word, I was out cold before my knees hit the ground, followed by the rest of me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   I awoke on a low bed. It was much bigger than mine and meant, I realized, for two people. Above me stretched bare, wooden rafters and beyond that a thatched roof. Sunlight came from the side, through a window hung with a simple cloth curtain. I smelled flowers and simmering vegetables.
 
   I didn’t move. No one else was in the room, but it didn’t mean there wasn’t a guard nearby. If I was a prisoner, I needed to let them think I was still unconscious. When you are in the enemy’s power, always play weaker than you are.
 
   I heard voices not from the room, but definitely close. It took a bit of concentration to sort them out, but I quickly discerned a man and a woman if not exactly arguing were at least disagreeing.
 
   “…was I supposed to do, kill her myself?” the woman said.
 
   “No, of course not, but she was spoken for! Linwit said she was chosen to take Kelinda’s place.”
 
   “Linwit has three perfectly acceptable daughters of his own. He didn’t need ours.”
 
   “That’s not the point. You let her go confront the elders on her own.”
 
   “Yes, I did. Because I have to look after the girl that saved her, and I knew that even if you were here, you wouldn’t do it.”
 
   “I’m not a coward, Sela.”
 
   “Yes, you are. When it counts, you are. Like this morning, when you held me back from stopping them from taking her.”
 
   “I was obeying the elders. And Damato was here.”
 
   “So you are afraid of Damato.”
 
   “I’m not afraid!”
 
   “Call it what you will. I saw a man giving up his eldest child to placate a bunch of dried-up old men.”
 
   “You’re a harsh woman, Sela.”
 
   “Yes, I am. I have to be since I’m fasted to you. Now, if you want to make yourself useful, go and at least listen to your daughter, and make sure they don’t try to drag her off again. Do you think you can do that?”
 
   The man muttered something I didn’t catch. Then I heard heavy footsteps followed by a door slamming.
 
   I moved my arms and legs enough to confirm I wasn’t bound to the bed. Then I took a quick mental inventory of my injuries. Leg, healed. Face, healed. Venom damage…not completely healed but enough to spare the energy for consciousness, which is why I was awake. By this time tomorrow, it would be like nothing had happened.
 
   Now, I heard movement outside the room: a woman’s voice humming as she busied herself doing…something. Further away was the murmur of community, a sound I heard every night as I lay alone in my tower. But these weren’t the noises of people going about castle business. The rhythms were slower, and I heard things you’d never hear in a castle: people laughing, children running, happy dogs barking. The bustle in the castle was all business all the time.
 
   Okay, apply logic. I’m in a village. Probably Amelia’s. This is probably Amelia’s house. 
 
   I sat up. The spider hairs, pushed from my body by the healing process, lay on the bed around me. Blood from my thigh and shoulder had soaked into the blankets along with the sweat from my recuperation. I blinked, yawned, and then examined the rest of the room. It was simple, rustic, and clean with only a chair and a small table beside the bed for furniture. My sword was propped in the corner, gleaming where it wasn’t coated with dried spider blood. My clothes—
 
   I’m naked.
 
   For the love of all that’s holy, what the hell is it with these humans always trying to take my clothes off? I clutched the sheet, and a rush of shame filled me. The thought of it. The vulnerability. I imagined the disgust as human eyes roamed over my disfigured flesh and protruding bones—the parts Reapers are meant to keep covered. If they’d undressed me, they knew what I was even if they’d never seen one before. No matter how isolated this little village might be, everyone knew about the Reapers and what they looked like. And worse, what they were capable of.
 
   As if Amelia wouldn’t tell them the first chance she got. She had gone to talk to the elders, after all.
 
   On the lone chair lay a neatly-folded girl’s dress. Unless I wanted to parade around for all to see, I’d have to wear that. I hated dresses and not just because they made me think of those god-awful dinners at the castle. They were impractical for fighting. They tangled in your legs and gave your opponent way too many things to grab onto. But when you have no choice, you take what’s in front of you.
 
   I stood, waited for the brief dizziness to pass, then walked over to the dress. As I was about to put it on, an older woman entered. I held it in front of myself.
 
   “No need for modesty, dearie,” she said, wary but kind. She tried to peer around the dress. I held the dress that much tighter. “I undressed you and bathed your wounds although they look almost healed up now.” 
 
   “They are,” I said. “Thank you.”
 
   “I’m Sela.”
 
   “Are you Amelia’s mother?”
 
   “I am. I thank you for bringing our daughter back to us alive. And for killing Lurida Lumo.” She began straightening the bed. “Well, these blankets will have to be soaked to get all this blood out.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Be careful with those big hairs. They’ll stick you.”
 
   “Not your fault, dearie.”
 
   As she stripped the bed, I started to pull on the dress, but my bitten shoulder was still sore, and when I tried to raise that arm, I felt the dregs of the poison burning deep in the muscles.
 
   I must’ve gasped aloud because Sela appeared behind me. “Here, dearie, let me help. You don’t want to tear it on your, ahm…pointy bits.”
 
   I felt my face burn red, but I faced away from her so she couldn’t see it. She guided the dress over my head and down my back, pulling it away from my spines. 
 
   When it fell into position, I luxuriated in the soft cloth. Reaper clothes were practical, not luxurious, and the gowns I wore to dinner were thin and claustrophobically clingy. This, though…I’d been wrong. A girl could move in this. Maybe not fight, maybe not run, but it made the day-to-day toil of a normal life seem bearable.
 
   Sela turned me to face her. “You look lovely. Well, except for your hair.”
 
   I ran a hand through it. Or rather, I tried. It was tangled and matted from sweat and fighting, and nothing short of a long wash or a shearing would detangle it. “Yeah, no one much likes my hair.”
 
   “Amelia’s hair tangles something fierce too. I’ve got some special lotion that makes it easier to brush. If you’d allow me, I’d be glad to use it on you.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. I’d been taught that humans weren’t often kind to Reapers without an ulterior motive. The exceptions, like Aaron and Amelia, were rare. Maybe it was just people whose names begin with A. “Why are you being so nice to me?”
 
   Sela gave me a look that I imagined she’d given Amelia many times in her life. “Let’s see. You saved my daughter from an awful fate and freed our village from a terrible curse. Seems the least I can do is get some tangles out of your mane.”
 
   I smiled. “Well, since you put it that way…”
 
   “Mommy?” a new voice said.
 
   In the doorway stood two children: a little boy—though it was hard to tell with the long, blond hair that most peasants sport—and a taller girl. The girl was older, with brown curls not unlike Amelia’s, and the blond little boy tightly held her hand while half-hiding behind her full but dirty skirts. She watched me carefully as she said, “The other kids made fun of Hatho. They said he was a baby.”
 
   “He is a baby,” Sela said, not missing a beat with the housework. 
 
   “No, I’m a big boy,” Hatho said defiantly although he was still hiding.
 
   Sela put her hands on her hips. “Horva, did you beat up the other kids again?”
 
   “Only that mean old Borsaw. He deserved it.”
 
   “He’s fifteen years old!”
 
   Horva grinned. She had lost two teeth recently. “He cries like he’s Hatho’s age.”
 
   Sela shook her head. “My girls will be the death of me, Aella. You wait and see. Well, Horva, make yourself useful and get the brush and the hair oil.”
 
   Something in my chest felt funny, but it had nothing to do with the injuries. I’d always heard stories of families like this where no matter what the children did, the parents still loved them unconditionally. My admittedly hazy memory of my time with Diah was like that. But now…if I’d done what Horva did, Adonis would’ve had me shoveling manure for a week. Or ordered me whipped. Or publicly shamed me in front of Eldrid, Hildebrande, and the others on the Reaper Council. He would not have simply shaken his head and smiled with the half-pride Sela showed in her offspring.
 
   Sela pulled the chair into the middle of the room, where the light from the window fell on it, and then brought in a small bottle and a big brush. I sat, and she tilted back my head and poured the oil into my hair. As she worked it in deep, she hummed a tune I almost recognized but couldn’t quite place. Whatever it was, it relaxed me almost as much as the scalp massage.
 
   I felt eyes on me and saw Horva watching from the door. I smiled and said, “Hello. I’m Aella.”
 
   “You’re a monster, aren’t you?”
 
   “Horva!” Sela snapped. “Aella is our guest, and you will be polite!”
 
   “But she’s got sharp parts like a monster. I saw them. Don’t you?”
 
   She wasn’t afraid or accusing. She just saw me as different, not better or worse. “I’m not a monster,” I said. “I’m a Reaper. Do you know what that is?”
 
   The girl shook her head.
 
   “I fight monsters. Some of the scariest monsters in the world. And because I have to do that, I have to be tougher than regular humans.”
 
   “So that’s why you have spikies? So they can’t swallow you?”
 
   “That’s one reason, yes.”
 
   “Can you make them clack together?”
 
   I laughed. “No, I can’t. But that would be something, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Can I be a Reaper someday?” Horva asked softly. 
 
   “Horva, I’m already at the end of my tether with you. Go pull some extra roots for dinner tonight since we have a guest. And don’t tear your dress!”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” she said, and when Sela looked away, Horva stuck out her tongue. She gave me a conspiratorial little smile then ran off.
 
   “I apologize for all that,” Sela said. “She really knows better, I swear. She just says whatever pops into her mind.”
 
   “I’m the same way,” I said.
 
   Then Sela resumed brushing, and the humming became singing. I went rigid in the chair. It wasn’t from the brushing; the oil made the passage of the bristles as smooth as if through water. But this was a song my own mother sang to me before she sold me for a bottle of Demon blood. She once told me it was written about me and that people far and wide sang it to their daughters to prepare them for a day when the women would stand equal beside the men. 
 
   I felt my eyes grow wet and scrunched my lids shut. I cleared my throat, an old trick to stop tears that I’d learned during my time with the Demons. But I kept my eyes closed just in case. 
 
   She sang:
 
    
 
   The brave girl stood beside the men,
 
   Hey lally lally oh,
 
   And drew her sword with them again,
 
   Hey lally lally oh,
 
   She fought with skill, she fought with grace,
 
   Hey, lally lally oh,
 
   And fought the Demons face to face,
 
   Hey, lally lally oh,
 
   And when the men had all been slain,
 
   Hey, lally lally, oh,
 
   Only she remained, to fight again,
 
   Hey, lally lally oh my oh…
 
    
 
   She stopped brushing, fluffed my now-untangled hair, and said, “There you are, dearie. My goodness, you’re a lovely little thing.”
 
   I opened my eyes and turned to her. She was still smiling, still regarding me with a kindness I didn’t really know how to accept.
 
   She saw my discomfort and began putting things away as she spoke. “I remember the end of the war with the Demons, you know. I was a teenager then, just becoming a woman. Exactly what the Demons were looking for. I knew if they found me, I’d either die at their hands or a year later when I gave birth to one of you. At any rate, my father and all the other men in the village decided the only way to protect us from the Demons was to bury us alive. We were put into graves with slender reeds to provide air, and we had to lie still for days at a time. It was awful but not as awful as what happened above.
 
   “The Demons came through and killed all the men they could catch, including my father. They tortured them to find out where we were, but they held firm. My father…I can only imagine how strong he had to be.
 
   “Then came the Reapers. They dug us up, made sure we were safe, then went on after the Demons. My grandmother was terrified of them. Many legends tell of Reapers doing horrible things, even worse than the Demons. But these Reapers were all good. I was told to be afraid of them too because they weren’t human. They had it in them to be as bad as their enemy. They might decide they wanted human women as well. And then we’d be in just as much danger.”
 
   “You’re right, Sela, but only the half-blood Reapers of the first generation were evil. Many of them did take human mates, both male and female, and those Reapers were more human than demon. It was those Reapers that rescued your grandmother and those Reapers that have sworn to protect all humans. We’re all—every one of us—the result of rape. There’s no worse heritage to have, and we’d never propagate it.”
 
   “I don’t know that word, ‘propagate.’”
 
   I smiled. “It just means we’d never do it.”
 
   “I’m glad to know that. Tell me: Can you…people…have your own children?”
 
   I thought back to Eldrid’s certainty that I was not the Red Reaper but merely the chosen one’s brood mare. “We can. It’s rare, but it has happened.”
 
   “Then you don’t need humans to mate with to make more of your kind.”
 
   “No. We’re here to protect you, Sela. We know the world is for you, not us. We’re content with that.”
 
   “I don’t see how you can be.”
 
   “Some days, I don’t either. But you know why I can be now? Because I know that you, that humans, care for each other in ways Reapers don’t. And maybe we never could. You deserve the world because of that.”
 
   “We also hurt each other in many awful ways.”
 
   “I know. But nobody said the world would ever be perfect. That’s why we have a very strict code to live by.” I smiled as I thought back to the endless teachings of the code, the main one being that Reapers could no longer mate with humans. 
 
   Which reminded me. “Sela, this may seem an odd question, but do you happen to know a boy with beau—I mean, brown eyes, dark hair and—”
 
   Then a man entered the room, and everything changed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   The man was tall, bulky, and had the swagger of a bully. He wore fancier clothes than Sela, and his hair was freshly cut. That marked him as an important person or at least a big fish in this small pond. A bright red sash decorated his chest.
 
   Always play weaker than you are. I stepped back, hunched my shoulders, and demurely looked up. I resisted the urge to bat my lashes; that would’ve been overkill. A female warrior’s greatest asset is surprise. 
 
   In his hand, he carried one jointed section of giant spider leg. “Where is she?” he demanded of Sela.
 
   “Amelia? She went to find you.” Sela stood, defending her turf. 
 
   “Not Amelia, this great warrior she told us about, the one who supposedly killed Lurida Lumo.”
 
   “I don’t know who you mean,” Sela said, hands on her hips. “She told me nothing. She just showed up here covered in all manner of disgusting slime, saying Lurida Lumo was dead. We insisted she go find the council first thing.”
 
   “Well, she did. And there’s an uproar. She’s being held for further questioning, but I want to find this supposedly great battle master. I mean, I could accept it if she’d said a man like Damato did it, but what woman could possibly defeat a god?”
 
   I seethed but kept silent.
 
   Sela moved slightly in front of me. “That’s the second time today you’ve burst into my house without knocking, Sixle. First, you took my daughter. Then, you act as if I’m a criminal. If it happens again, I might mistake you for a bandit and treat you the way you deserve to be treated.”
 
   “That’s not the issue. Where is this warrior?”
 
   Sela’s eyes narrowed. “I remember when we were children, Sixle. You knew nothing about women then, and I see you haven’t learned anything in all the years since no matter how many fancy council belts you get. A man might be taller and stronger, but height and brute force aren’t the only weapons in the universe, are they? Now get out of my house. The gods have given Amelia back to us, and I intend to keep her.”
 
   “Not until…” Finally, he noticed me. “Who are you again? What’s your name?”
 
   “Aella,” I said, and curtseyed. I got it exactly right. Adonis would be so proud.
 
   “This isn’t one of your children,” he said, both certain and puzzled.
 
   “No,” I said, weary of the charade. “I’m the woman who couldn’t possibly defeat a god.” Calling myself a “woman” felt weird in my throat. But it was close enough.
 
   It took a moment for that to sink in. When it did, he chuckled, “You expect me to believe that?”
 
   “Your belief doesn’t change the truth one way or the other.”
 
   “You’re a child.”
 
   “No, I’m just not very tall.”
 
   He shook his head, still amused. “I don’t know what sort of game you and Amelia are playing here, but it’s not funny. And it’s over. Whatever this is,” he said as he shook the spider leg, “it’s clearly not Lurida Lumo because he’s a damn god and can’t be killed.”
 
   Now, I stepped in front of Sela. Behind Sixle, I saw Horva watching from the back door. All the hatred I felt for the authority figures in my life, from distant Adonis to smug Eldrid to hateful old Vilikal the boot maker, swelled in me as I faced this petty little village despot. “I don’t care what you think,” I said carefully. “I don’t need your belief or approval. I know what I did. I would appreciate it if you’d stop threatening these people in their own house.”
 
   He put his free hand on my shoulder and smiled patronizingly. “Listen, sweetheart, I know you’re not from here, or I’d know you. So you probably don’t understand how things work in Cartwangle. But your little playmate has been chosen to serve a larger purpose than you can comprehend. Her death, while it’s unfortunate to the people who know her, keeps our village blessed with strong crops and strong people.” Then he lightly pinched and patted my cheek. “When you’re older, you’ll understand.”
 
   I saw Horva slide further back until only one eye peeked around the doorframe. She was embarrassed for me, for herself, for her family.
 
   I looked up at Sela. “I’m very sorry for the mess I’m about to make. I will help clean it up.”
 
   “Do you what you must, dearie,” Sela said and stepped back.
 
   I grabbed Sixle by his pompous sash and swept his feet out from under him with one kick. I spun and drove him back into the wall so hard I worried I might shove him right through it. I wanted him to understand my strength, to see how he’d underestimated me because of my size and my gender. I wanted to see the exact look on his face that now gaped down at me.
 
   I pulled him down until we were nose to nose. 
 
   “I am Aella,” I said calmly. “I am a Reaper, and I am really tired of hearing you talk down to this nice lady. Tell her you’re sorry.”
 
   His mouth worked a few times before the words came out. “I’m sorry, Sela.”
 
   “Good. Now tell me you’re sorry.”
 
   “I apologize,” he said.
 
   “Horva? Come here a minute.”
 
   I felt the little girl move into the room and stop beside me.
 
   “Now tell Horva you’re sorry and that you’ll never treat her the way you’ve treated me or her mother.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Horva. I’ll never treat you this way.” Then he resumed staring at me. “You’re really a Reaper? From Raggenborg Castle?”
 
   “I am. We like to make spot checks through the area to make sure you humans aren’t doing anything stupid like sending your daughters to feed a giant spider.” I don’t know where that idea came from, but I liked the sound of it, and decided I would recommend it when I got back to the castle. Well, once Adonis was through yelling at me.
 
   “I had no idea,” Sixle said. “I haven’t seen one of your kind since I was a boy, right after the war. I thought you’d all died off.”
 
   “Like everything else today, you’d be wrong about that.” I released him. “I killed your spider god. I brought Amelia back to the village. I will stay here for a few days and evaluate what else you gentlemen might have convinced yourselves was a good idea before I report back to Raggenborg.” Crap, why did I say that? I sounded just like Adonis myself.
 
   “Oh, of course,” he said quickly. He straightened his clothes and walked rapidly to the door, pivoting as he moved so he didn’t turn his back to me. “I’ll make sure everyone knows. Thank you.”
 
   “Send Amelia home when you get back,” I added.
 
   “Of course. Anything you say.”
 
   “And don’t forget your piece of god.”
 
   He grabbed the dropped spider leg and practically ran out the front door. When he was gone, Sela said, “You didn’t make as big a mess as I hoped.”
 
   “I know,” I said. “I’ll do better next time.”
 
   “Was any of that true?”
 
   I smiled wryly. “Well, I am a Reaper.”
 
   “Why did you say it then? It seems to needlessly complicate things.”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe because I didn’t like his attitude.”
 
   “I never liked it either. You know, he was the first man I was betrothed to when were much younger. But the more I got to know him, the less I liked him. I broke it off and fasted myself to Heod.” She shook her head. “Some days, I’m not sure it was an improvement. But at least Heod is honest with me.”
 
   “Honesty is important,” I agreed.
 
   “Can you teach me to be that tough?” Horva asked. Her eyes gleamed with excitement. How old was she? Maybe twelve? The same human age I was when I met Aaron. 
 
   “Not if you can’t keep track of your little brother like I asked,” Sela said. “You have one job, and you can’t do that. Why would Aella want to teach you anything?”
 
   Horva looked at her scuffed shoes. “I’m sorry, Mom.”
 
   “Now go find your brother and get him out of whatever trouble he’s in.”
 
   “The last time I did that was when I beat up Borsaw, and you said I shouldn’t do that anymore!”
 
   Sela glared at her. “Go!”
 
   Horva rushed out the back door.
 
   Sela turned her attention back to me. “Are others of…your kind…likely to come looking for you?” For the first time, she sounded genuinely worried, genuinely afraid of me. These humans don’t make any sense. First she says she wanted me to make a bigger mess, and now she seems afraid that I will.
 
   “I don’t think so,” I assured her. And that was true: Andre and Keefe could track me at will and therefore wouldn’t bother. Adonis was too busy preparing for the coronation of the new King, which was still five years off, to stop to wonder about me. Goran might notice, but then he’d forget due to that head injury. “I won’t talk to Horva if you don’t want me to, you know.”
 
   “No, dearie, that’s fine. It’s not like she wouldn’t hear this sort of thing anyway. You’re so much like Amelia, it’s like suddenly having twins. Are you hungry?”
 
   She was still afraid, and all I’d done was slam a guy into the wall. Was that really why Amelia wasn’t here? I mean, she’d seen me in full-on Reaper mode, and the gods knew that could be terrifying to Demons, let alone humans. Should I just gracefully depart, leaving only my name as local folklore, the legend of the Red Reaper? I’d never gotten the answer to my question about Aaron either. But now seemed like the wrong time to ask.
 
   So I smiled and said, “Thank you, Sela. Something to eat would be nice.”
 
   #
 
   She fed me stew, flavorless after Goran’s lavish meals, but certainly not repulsive. I reminded myself that sharing it with me meant the rest of the family might have to make do with less. That was something those of us in the castle never worried about.
 
   Horva and Hatho watched me eat. I guess they thought I might have retractable fangs or a snake’s tongue. I wondered just what these villagers really thought about the Reapers. We really did need to get out of the castle more to show the humans that we weren’t crazed killers like the Demons. 
 
   I ate enough to be polite and was about to beg off for seconds when voices rose outside. A large group of people approached. My hand went for my sword, propped beside me at the table, but I caught myself before I picked it up.
 
   The door burst open, and a man entered, pushing Amelia ahead of him. Behind them, a crowd of villagers all watched and murmured among themselves.
 
   The man released Amelia, turned to the crowd and bellowed, “The show’s over! Go gossip amongst yourselves!” He slammed the door then turned to face the room. “I am not a happy man.”
 
   “Of course not, dear,” Sela said as if she heard this every day. “Are you hungry?”
 
   “No, I’m not hungry!” He ran his boots over the scraper then kicked them off into the corner. “I started the day mourning my daughter, then she shows back up with some cockamamie story about how a Reaper had killed Lurida Lumo. Then Sixle comes scampering back, saying that same Reaper was in my own damn house!” He glared at me then.
 
   Amelia, still dressed in her blood-and-gore-splattered sacrificial gown, said, “Aella, this is my father, Heod.”
 
   I did not stand. “Hello.”
 
   “I knew you were trouble when Amelia brought you in,” Heod said. “I let myself feel sorry for you because you were hurt, but I knew.”
 
   “You leave her alone,” Amelia snapped. “She’s my friend. She’s not part of this stupid village. If anyone started the trouble, it was you adults and your idiotic game of blind faith.”
 
   “Worship is not a game,” her father snarled.
 
   “Is that why you let them take me this morning?” Amelia demanded.
 
   “No! Of course not. It broke my heart. You’re my child. But damn it, we can’t ignore the will of the gods!”
 
   “Your god,” I pointed out, “was just a big bug.”
 
   “I think you have done enough damage,” Heod snapped at me.
 
   “Daddy, you will not speak that way to my friend,” Amelia said.
 
   He sat heavily in the chair directly opposite me. “You’re right,” he sighed. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to blame for you for whatever the hell this mess is. You saved my daughter, and I should be more gracious to you. Still…you’ve left our family in a real pickle.”
 
   “I’d rather be in a pickle than a casket,” Amelia said. 
 
   “We’ll get by, dear,” Sela said as she put a bowl in front of him. “We always do.”
 
   He turned to look at Amelia the way Adonis looked at me when I did something stupid. Except Amelia wasn’t being stupid. “Well, don’t just stand there, Amelia, sit down. Your mother’s made dinner. We can at least pretend we’re a normal family.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think so. Go change clothes first,” Sela said. “Whatever that is all over you, I don’t want it getting on my dinner table.”
 
   Amelia went into the one other room, one I assumed was for the children. We all sat in silence until she returned a few moments later in a dress very similar to the one I wore. She sat down between Sela and me and slumped sullenly. I was quite certain she still had spider bits in her tangled hair. For some reason, that made me respect her more. 
 
   “Say the blessing, dear,” Sela said.
 
   I wondered if they’d still pray to Lurida Lumo, but that wasn’t the case. We all put our hands flat on the table, and Heod, eyes closed, said, “Ahamatdeen, Great Creator of All Things, we offer thanks for this food, for the home, and for these people. Ahamatdeen.”
 
   “Ahamatdeen,” we all said in unison. Then we began to eat.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   After dinner, I helped clean the dishes in the wash bin outside. Hatho, the least conspicuous member of the family, got water from the village well. We caught people peering around the house to catch a glimpse of us—whether Amelia or me, I couldn’t say—but no one bothered us, and Heod ran them off as soon as he saw them.
 
   “You’d think they’d never seen a damn red-haired girl before,” he muttered as he stomped back after one such encounter. He winked at me, and I smiled politely. 
 
   Washing dishes was new to me. Amelia seemed to put all her strength into the scrubbing, and I broke two plates following her example before I realized I didn’t need to attack with quite so much vehemence. And I got a real sense of satisfaction from seeing the stack of clean plates I created.
 
   Once the dishes were done, we retired inside where we sat around the small hearth. Heod strummed an instrument I hadn’t seen before while Sela sang several slow, melancholy songs that did their job and made all of us very sleepy. Hatho went to bed first, giving hugs and kisses to everyone, including me. I’d never been hugged by a little boy before, and his kiss on my cheek couldn’t help but remind me of Aaron. Tomorrow, I would search this village for him. After all, the rocks were nearby, so perhaps he was as well. My heart beat faster at the thought.
 
   Horva joined Hatho soon after. Finally, when I began to yawn from the warmth, music, and rough events of the day, Amelia led me to the children’s room, where the two younger kids were already asleep. She insisted I share her bed and put a sleeping Horva in bed with Hatho.
 
   As we lay there, I realized I couldn’t possibly go to sleep here. I felt too exposed, too vulnerable, after years of sleeping in my secure tower. Why, Demons could come through the window, through the door, even through these fragile wooden walls. Someone had to stay awake and protect people.
 
   “Aella?” Amelia whispered.
 
   “I’m awake,” I assured her.
 
   She rolled onto her side, propped her head on her hand, and said, “Do you have a boyfriend?”
 
   “No,” I said at once. I didn’t know her nearly well enough to get into the whole Aaron situation although if I found him here, I suppose I’d have to. Or maybe she might know him? Of course she would; in villages like these, everyone knew everyone. 
 
   “I do,” she continued. “His name’s Connell. You notice anything unusual about him?” 
 
   Now that was a riddle if I ever heard one. “How could I when I haven’t met him?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I mean. Why hasn’t he come to see me? Everyone and their chickens must know what’s happened by now.”
 
   “Maybe his parents won’t let him.”
 
   “I suppose. His father has never seemed to like me for some reason.” She lay back, her shoulder touching mine. I forced myself to stay very still. Physical contact was still very difficult for me. I preferred not to have any outside of training. Somehow, getting knocked around was far more comfortable than an accidental brush. “If this had happened to him, though, nothing could’ve kept me away.”
 
   “Everyone’s different.” Why was I defending this boy I’d never met? 
 
   “He’s never actually said he loves me. He’s kissed me—he’s a great kisser—but he never told me he loved me.”
 
   “Is that important?” I really wanted to know for when I finally found Aaron. Who declares their love first, the boy or the girl? What were the rules?
 
   “Yes, to me. I love him. I want to marry him. He hasn’t… He doesn’t bring up the subject.”
 
   “So why don’t you ask him?”
 
   She rolled away. “Because I’m afraid the answer might be ‘no.’”
 
   I knew that fear. It lurked under all the memories of Aaron: the worry that I’d read everything wrong, that he’d kissed me out of pity or contempt or some other human emotion I didn’t have the experience to identify. “Is it better to not know then?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “Be quiet,” Hatho said sleepily from the other bed. Horva muttered something as well.
 
   I thought about it. “Amelia…is getting married and having kids the most important thing for a girl?”
 
   “I don’t know, Aella. I wonder about that too. It’s all my mom did. It’s all my friends want to do. But…I mean, there’s got to be more, right?”
 
   “There is. Your village is only a tiny part of the world.”
 
   “What will you be when you grow up?”
 
   I thought about it. In human years, I was already “grown up,” but for a Reaper… “I’ll be a warrior.” I decided to leave out the part about being the next Teller Witch. Probably because it would never happen.
 
   “Who will you fight?”
 
   “Hopefully no one ever. The best warriors don’t have to fight. They stop fights by simply being the best warriors.” It was something Andraste had tried to drill into me, to explain why I had to train like the Demon wars were still happening. For the first time, I got a sense of what he meant.
 
   “I don’t know what I’ll be if I’m not like Mom. That’s scary.”
 
   The thought of being like her mom scared me too, especially after my last conversation with Eldrid. “What do you want to be?”
 
   “I tell you what I’ll be,” Hatho said more loudly. “I’ll be tired, because you won’t let me sleep.”
 
   “Children,” Sela warned from the other room. Amelia and I giggled.
 
   The three siblings eventually fell asleep, but I of course did not. I wondered if Vikki was concerned that I hadn’t yet returned. She’d be the first to notice. Then Keefe. No, I knew both of them would assume I was off pouting somewhere. Keefe would return to our tree by the waterfall, and when he didn’t find me, he’d use his super tracking abilities to deduce I wasn’t dead then he’d go home. He might think I was still mad over the whole arrow in the back thing. That made me sad. I never wanted to hurt Keefe. Maybe he could tell by my salty chi that I wasn’t angry. Who knows how all that really works? What I did know is that I couldn’t go back that night. Not yet. Not until I’d looked around for Aaron.
 
   I should’ve just asked Amelia about it. She might know. But I didn’t want to wake her.
 
   I watched the moon slowly move across the window as the night progressed and indulged myself in my favorite memory. 
 
   #
 
   The next morning, we all had breakfast together. Heod stomped off to work in his field behind the house along with Horva and Hatho. “You stay here,” he said to Amelia. “Entertain your friend. And stay out of trouble.” 
 
   I knew what he really meant: they wanted to keep Amelia and me out of sight until the storm passed. But that wasn’t going to happen. As soon as he was gone, I said to her, “Amelia, why don’t you show me around your village?”
 
   “Oh, dearie, let’s not do that,” Sela said casually. “I need help with the baking.”
 
   “But I’m supposed to inspect the place,” I said. “I really can’t just stay in the kitchen all day.” The thought of it actually made me cry a little inside. How do these women do it? 
 
   Amelia wiped her face with her napkin and said, “Okay, let’s go. I can’t wait to see their faces anyway.”
 
   We emerged onto a hard-packed dirt street. Around us were other houses, but ahead rose larger buildings…well, by comparison at any rate. People were out doing domestic chores just like I’d seen the humans do at the castle. Gradually, they all turned to look at us.
 
   “What’s this village’s name?” I asked.
 
   “Cartwangle.”
 
   I giggled then cut it off when I saw she was serious.
 
   She sighed. “I know. Sounds like something a boy would call his manhood, doesn’t it?”
 
   “You should be dead,” a woman muttered as she passed us on the street. 
 
   Without looking, Amelia said, “Yeah, well, you should be pretty.” We both giggled again.
 
   People gave us a wide berth as we reached the center of the village. Women drew water from the large community well while a bunch of teenage boys hung out at the door of what I assumed was a tavern. I searched their faces for kind, brown eyes. I found none. We kept walking. 
 
   This was my first glimpse of the place. I’d been unconscious when Amelia brought me to her family’s home. It wasn’t that different from the little human settlements all around the castle, not even in the way they stared at us as we passed. I was used to that. Amelia, clearly, was not.
 
   “You’d think these people had never seen girls before,” she muttered, echoing her father.
 
   “Probably not too many that came back from the dead,” I said, inconspicuously searching the crowd for an elderly hunting dog or some other sign of him. 
 
   “Well, there’s that.”
 
   I noticed a small altar beneath a little shelter across from the well. It was a public shrine to Lurida Lumo. The interesting thing was, he wasn’t depicted as the spider we knew him to be. Instead, the image represented him as a glowing human form with his right hand raised in either salute, friendship, or on its way to a firm parental slap. 
 
   A crowd hovered near this shrine, mostly older people crying or muttering among themselves. It was the first time I really thought about what killing their god meant to these people. Reapers believed in a single, all-powerful god, but s/he was a pretty distant figure who started the universe and then essentially stepped back to see what would happen. It certainly wasn’t a deity we could implore on our behalf. Its wishes came to us from the Teller Witch, and since she was presumed dead, we’d had no updates from the celestial realm in quite a while. If the prophecies were true, that Teller Witches received their first prophecies at puberty. Then in my case, the Creator was late. Maybe s/he was on vacation.
 
   The women at the shrine saw us, pointed, and whispered. Some made little hand gestures. One kissed her fingertips and touched the face of Lurida Lumo on the shrine.
 
   “Don’t make eye contact,” Amelia seethed. “Just keep walking.”
 
   They fell silent as we passed, and I expected them to throw rocks or vegetables at us. But they did nothing.
 
   “Well,” Amelia said as we stopped, “this is Cartwangle. Every last bit of it.”
 
   “It’s nice,” I said. 
 
   “No, it’s not. There’s not a person here who wouldn’t like to see me as spider food right now.” She looked down and scuffed her toe in the dirt. “Will you come with me to see Connell?”
 
   What if Connell was actually Aaron? I could have misremembered his name. What if they were the same boy? I looked at Amelia, lovely, with her human-colored brunette tresses and blue eyes. Of course. A boy like Aaron would want a girl like Amelia, not me. “Wouldn’t you rather do it alone?”
 
   “I’d rather not do it at all. But I’d like you there.”
 
   I didn’t really want to be along for this particular scene, but I could think of no graceful way to bow out without hurting her feelings. Was this what guarding a human king would be like? Following them around while they did things I had no desire to witness? Or worse. 
 
   Before I could answer, Amelia grabbed my arm. “Uh-oh.”
 
   A man strode toward us. And I mean strode, the same way Andre or Adonis did when they were in high dudgeon. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and had a narrow beard that outlined his chin. People naturally got out of his path. His long, black hair bounced importantly. And he was different from the other villagers in one very significant way: He was the only one I saw who wore a sword.
 
   Amelia looked around as if for a way out, but we were trapped in the middle of the courtyard. With nowhere to run, I turned and faced him, my expression carefully neutral.
 
   He stopped in front of us. He kept his gaze on me as he said, “Amelia, who’s your friend?” His eyes were so dark they were almost black. I was fascinated. 
 
   “Aella,” I said, keeping my gaze steady. 
 
   “I’m Damato.” He didn’t offer to shake hands.
 
   “I’ve heard your name.” 
 
   “I understand you’re a Reaper.”
 
   “That’s right.” This guy got right to the point. I liked that.
 
   “Can you prove that?”
 
   “Not without a Demon to slay.”
 
   “You could show me your spines.”
 
   “You could buy me dinner before you ask me to undress.” I could have shown him my Reaper clan tattoo, which would identify me as the daughter of the leader of the Reapers, but if he didn’t think to ask for that, he wouldn’t understand it anyway. 
 
   He smiled. He was younger than I first thought, handsome in a leathery sort of way, and had sense enough to leave room to draw his weapon between us. But this wasn’t a make-friends conversation. He was feeling me out as a threat. He said, “I don’t undress children, and you look like a child to me.”
 
   “I can’t help that.”
 
   “I don’t like children who misbehave. They grow into adults who cause real trouble.” 
 
   “The list of things I don’t like gets longer every day. You learn to live with it.” I stared right at him. I think he took my point.
 
   I was entirely ready, hands loose and feet spread to stay on balance. If he went for his sword, I’d rip out his throat before he cleared his scabbard. If he went for me, he’d draw back bloody stumps. Or at least, that’s what I told myself. He was a human, so I easily outmatched him in brute strength. But he also had the unmistakable demeanor of someone who was handy in a fight, wouldn’t panic, and perhaps knew about Reapers and wasn’t afraid of them. He’d have to make the first move.
 
   “I’ll be watching you, little girl. You won’t wipe your ass while you’re here without me knowing it. And if you cause any more trouble, you’ll find I’m a handful myself. In the meantime, I’ve sent my messenger to Raggenborg, and I’ll find out if you’re telling me the truth. And if they didn’t send a Reaper…”
 
   With his unfinished threat hanging in the air, he turned and walked away. Well, he strode. I wondered if he ever sauntered. Or skipped. I decided I didn’t like him. Very crude. 
 
   “Holy shit,” Amelia said when he was out of sight. “My heart’s thundering.”
 
   “Who was that?”
 
   “Damato was a bandit that we hired to be…I guess our protector. From the other bandits. He takes his job very seriously.”
 
   “That’s what we’re supposed to do. The Reapers, I mean. Protect you.”
 
   “You’re the first Reaper we’ve seen since the war, Aella. Your people either forgot about us or never came looking to see who was out here. Well…until now.”
 
   She had me there. I’d have to press Adonis on this when I got back. Why weren’t we out here looking for these isolated communities and offering them protection? If nothing else, it would give all those idle Reapers something to do. It would give me something to do. I looked after Damato. “Is he any good?”
 
   “We’ve only been raided once since we hired him. He stuck them on wooden spikes outside of town as a warning.”
 
   “He impaled them?” I said with a gasp. “Alive?”
 
   “They say. I was a little girl at the time.”
 
   Reapers hold human life in high regard. It has always baffled us that humans don’t share that value. There were fewer more painful, drawn-out ways to die than having your own weight drive a wooden shaft through your body. If Damato organized that, he wasn’t kidding. I still wasn’t worried about taking him in a fair fight, but as Andre pointed out over and over, real fights were seldom fair.
 
   And if he sent word to Raggenborg, my little vacation would soon be over. Adonis would send Keefe if I was lucky—Andraste if I wasn’t—to fetch me back. I’d be in big trouble when I returned too. But I couldn’t abandon Amelia yet. I needed to make sure her people wouldn’t also impale her for having the nerve not to die.
 
   But first, I had to meet her boyfriend.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   We reached a house on the other side of town a little bigger than Amelia’s but constructed along similar lines. All the houses were built from the same materials and had the same sort of look to them.
 
   She knocked firmly on the door. A moment later, a woman opened it. She was about Sela’s age, blonde, with the same air of tired domesticity. She said flatly, “Hello, Amelia.”
 
   “Malmo,” Amelia said. “This is my friend, Aella.”
 
   “Ma’am,” I said with a slight curtsey. Twice in one day. And I thought I’d never use those etiquette lessons.
 
   “Is Connell around? I’d like to speak to him.”
 
   Malmo looked at us both. I was usually pretty good at reading human expressions, but this woman kept everything off her face. At last, she said, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Amelia.”
 
   Amelia’s voice shook. “I really need to see him, Malmo.”
 
   “I understand that, but I have to think about my family. What you and your friend did…”
 
   “Is it better to feed people to a big spider than to kill it and let people live?” I said. This provincialism was starting to get on my nerves.
 
   “I don’t think you understand,” the woman said, sad and patient. “What if you’re wrong? What if Lurida Lumo takes his vengeance on us for your actions?”
 
   “Bugs don’t seek vengeance.”
 
   She shook her head wearily. “I’m sorry, Amelia. I can’t let you see him. It was doomed from the start anyway, honey. He’s…well…he’s wrong for you.”
 
   Amelia’s lip trembled and her eyes filled with tears. “Please, Malmo. I love him.”
 
   I was embarrassed for her sake and turned away. I spotted Damato leaning casually against a post in apparent conversation with a blacksmith preparing to shoe a horse. He glanced up at me, nodded, then looked away. He knew I knew he was watching.
 
   “Amelia, you’ve never understood Connell. He’s…well…he doesn’t like…” She gave up and shook her head. “He’s out back with his flowers, Amelia. I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you.”
 
   We went around the side of the house. Two little kids, much like Horva and Hatho, hung out a window and stared at us. I guess there wasn’t much else to do here except breed. I smiled at them, which made them duck back inside.
 
   The back of this house was an overgrown garden of flower beds and bushes, and digging in it was a very handsome teenage boy. My heart jumped when I thought for a moment this might be Aaron. By the spleen-venting gods of Dowdry, was I the third side of a triangle with him and my new friend? But no, he was too young. Aaron would be older, more mature, and I had a hard time picturing him working in a garden. He’d been a hunter after all.
 
   And when this boy looked up, I immediately knew Amelia was overlooking the most obvious thing in the world.
 
   “Amelia!” he cried as he jumped to his feet. He wiped dirt on his hands, came over to us, and kissed her on both cheeks. Not the way a boyfriend would. Connell was one of those boys whose affection for girls was entirely sisterly.
 
   And Amelia didn’t know.
 
   She tried to kiss him back on the lips, but he turned away at the last second, a move he’d clearly used many times before. He was certainly a good-looking boy with big eyes, high cheekbones, and an unruly mop of hair that just begged a girl’s fingers to attempt to straighten it. I wondered if even he understood why he didn’t like girls.
 
   “I’m so happy to see you!” he nearly sung. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard they’d taken you in Kelinda’s place. And then when they said you were back…well, I was delighted. You look no worse for the ordeal.” He fluffed at her dress, and she reached for his hand. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay,” she agreed, clasping his hand in both of hers. “Connell, this is Aella, my friend. She saved my life.”
 
   “Amelia did her part too,” I said. Connell abandoned Amelia’s hand for mine and kissed it the way Keefe did sometimes.
 
   “Why didn’t you come see me, Connell?” Amelia asked, getting right to the point. “Last night or this morning?”
 
   “What? Well, gosh, Amelia. I just heard that you were back. I haven’t had a chance.”
 
   “You’ve had a chance to weed your garden.”
 
   He looked at her as if she were a petulant child. “Now, Amelia, don’t get all huffy. I was planning to come see you later today. And look! Don’t the zelanos look beautiful? They just bloomed today, almost as if they were welcoming you.” He pretend-batted his eyes at her. “So don’t be mad, okay?” His voice was the most unique I’d ever heard. It was both deep and sing-songy. And it cracked in the most interesting places. 
 
   “Do you love me, Connell?”
 
   She certainly got right to the point. I liked that about her. But before Connell could answer, I heard a loud, snickering laugh from behind us.
 
   Three other boys, two about Amelia’s age and one younger, stood at the corner of the house. I did a quick evaluation, but none of them were Aaron either, which was good because I disliked them immediately.
 
   “Look,” the tallest one said, “three girly girls in the flower garden.” The other two laughed.
 
   “Shut up, Gaither,” Amelia said. “Don’t you have something to do?”
 
   “Oh, no, I love watching girly girls,” he said to more snickers and elbow nudges.
 
   There were Reapers like Connell: men who preferred to be fasted to other men and women to women. No one thought less of them, and certainly no one, human or Reaper, would tease them because of it. What kind of people were these? “Maybe the girls don’t want to be watched by boys like you,” I said.
 
   Gaither’s attention turned to me. “Well, if it isn’t the great god-killer. You know, I don’t think we’ve heard the real truth about this stuff. I don’t think a little girly girl like you could kill a kitten let alone Lurida Lumo.”
 
   “Here, kitty, kitty,” I said to him, eyes locked. Who talks about killing kittens? This boy needs to be stopped.
 
   Connell stepped protectively in front of me. “Now, now, let’s not get too ugly here. Gaither can’t afford it.” He smiled innocently.
 
   Gaither’s friends turned to him and said, “Oooooooh.”
 
   “You shut up,” Gaither said belligerently, but his cheeks were red. “Remember, I can kick your ass whenever I want, and you can’t do a thing about it. Neither can your folks. This is my village, and you just mince around in it until I get tired of seeing your face.”
 
   “His father’s an elder,” Amelia said. “He thinks it makes him immortal.”
 
   “Nothing’s immortal around here,” I said to her but with my gaze still on him.
 
   “Somebody needs to marry you off and show you what a real girl’s supposed to be like,” Gaither said.
 
   “Does he mean me or you?” I asked Amelia, still watching Gaither. He did not like my steady gaze.
 
   “Probably all three of us,” Connell smiled sadly. He was used to this sort of abuse. That pissed me off a little. 
 
   “I pity the lady fasted to the guy who can’t tell the difference between a girl and boy. That’s going to make the wedding night awkward.” 
 
   His toadies snickered again. Gaither started to say something then abruptly turned and led the others back around the house. 
 
   “Will he be waiting for us?” I hoped. I needed a fight to blow off some steam. I wished I’d brought my sword if only because it would scare them off more permanently, but my bare fists would work just fine.
 
   “No, he’ll just run and tell daddy,” Connell mocked.
 
   “That could be trouble,” Amelia said.
 
   “No, he’ll whip Gaither for being a coward. Just like my daddy whips me for being—” He abruptly looked down then away.
 
   Amelia started to say something else, but she was too overwhelmed to get any words out. She touched his hair gently then grabbed my hand and said, “Come on, Aella, there’re other people for you to meet. Goodbye, Connell. Don’t bother coming by tonight.”
 
   #
 
   When we were back in the center of town, I finally just had to know. “Amelia, can I ask you something? Do you know a boy named Aaron or something like that? I might not have heard it correctly. He’d be about seventeen or eighteen now.”
 
   She thought it over. “No, I’m sorry, I don’t.”
 
   “Brown eyes, tall?” I pressed.
 
   “I can’t think of anyone like that.” 
 
   Well, there was that. One less worry to weigh on me. I was disappointed of course, but before I could dwell on it, I spotted Damato again, leaving an offering at the shrine to Lurida Lumo. He glanced up, nodded again, then resumed his prayer.
 
   I wanted to get off the street, out of the open. “You said you wanted me to meet someone else,” I reminded her.
 
   “Yes, come on.” Again, people got out of our way and made little superstitious gestures in our direction. We left the town center and traveled down a well-worn foot path into the forest that surrounded the town. We reached a little hut, worn by time and lack of maintenance, wedged between two huge trees.
 
   Amelia knocked on the door. “Yazel? You in there?”
 
   “Where else would I be?” a woman’s voice said. “Stop knocking down the door and come in.”
 
   Amelia smiled at me. “She’s a lot of bluster. Don’t take it personally.”
 
   “I heard that!” the voice from inside said.
 
   As soon as we crossed the threshold, I knew this was a witch’s hut. But it was nothing like my memory of Diah’s. Hers had been all light and green, filled with sweet smells and beautiful, organic things. This one was packed with old books, scrolls, tablets, and anything else that might hold secrets. Vials and bottles lined the remaining shelves, and one table was cluttered with the devices used in making potions and charms.
 
    This Yazel was what my mother disparagingly called a Book Witch, someone with no native abilities, who made a determined effort to learn as much magic as possible. She felt these women—and they were almost always women—were dangerous loose crossbows in the magical world doing as much damage as they did good.
 
   And my first look at Yazel did not convince me otherwise. She was old, gray-haired, tall, and thin like some sort of insect. When she stood, it was like a mantis preparing to strike. Yet Amelia ran up and hugged her without hesitation, and those great stick-arms curled around my friend with gentleness. She jingled as charms, baubles, and trinkets clinked together. 
 
   “Yazel, this is Aella,” Amelia said. “Aella, this is Yazel. She’s our wise woman.”
 
   Yazel stepped closer. Her eyes shone behind strands of her unruly gray hair as she looked at me with that same evaluating gaze everyone seemed to give me at first meeting. Was I that freakish looking? Then she reached out a hand, with fingers like a bundle of twigs, and touched my cheek. I tried not to flinch.
 
   “One of the Reapers,” she said softly. “Been many a year since I’ve seen one of you, and never one so young. I thought your kind couldn’t have children.”
 
   “I’m older than I look,” I said. This woman definitely gave me the creeps.
 
   “May I see your hand?”
 
   I extended my palm. She ran one ragged fingernail along the lines. “Has anyone read your lifelines before?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, they should. You have secrets.”
 
   I tried to pull my hand away, but her grip on my wrist was stronger than I expected.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, little Reaper. In nature’s infinite book of secrets, I can read but very little. Still…”
 
   I looked at Amelia. She nodded that it was okay. In this isolated place, Yazel must command a lot of respect, and I didn’t want to be rude, so I said nothing. I also didn’t snap the old stick-woman across my knee, both of which I considered big triumphs of self-control.
 
   “You have a great destiny in your future. You will be the last…of your kind?” She looked at me in wonder. “But before then…very soon, in fact…you will face the darkness you yourself have created.”
 
   I tried not to look skeptical. These were the kind of vague prophecies for sale at any mummer’s show or traveling conjurer’s fair.
 
   Then she got way more specific. “In the blue light of the darkness, you will see the face of your doom. His angels will be demons, and the thread that binds him will either free you or spell your end.”
 
   Now I grabbed her wrist. “You said demons. Is that with a big ‘D’ or a little ‘d?’”
 
   For a moment, she didn’t answer, and I realized that she’d been in a trance. She blinked back to the moment and replied, “I don’t know. Did I say demons?”
 
   “You did. And that’s not a word a Reaper likes tossed around lightly.”
 
   “The Demons were all destroyed, weren’t they?” Amelia said.
 
   We let the humans believe that. We’d driven the Demons away, but no one knew where or if it was permanent. I said, “Yes, the Demons are gone,” and waited to see if Yazel would contradict me. She did not.
 
   Instead, she picked up a bottle of something and took a long swig then wiped her mouth with her hand. She managed a very false casual smile and said, “I understand you killed Lurida Lumo.”
 
   “It seemed like the thing to do at the time,” I said.
 
   “You wouldn’t believe what Aella can—” Amelia began, but Yazel cut her off as if she hadn’t spoken.
 
   “I’ve tried to tell these people that there are no gods, but idiots like that Linwick keep them cowed by convincing them there are.”
 
   “You don’t believe in gods?” I asked.
 
   “Based on what I know, the universe is like a badly-wound toy, running in fits and starts. If a god did the original winding, he certainly hasn’t come back to make sure it’s running smoothly.”
 
   I smiled. That was exactly how I saw things. 
 
   She offered me the bottle. “Want a drink, little Reaper?”
 
   Amelia seemed disturbed and a little annoyed that her friend had taken such a shine to me. I wanted to talk to Yazel some more, but my first loyalty had to be to Amelia. “No, thanks,” I said and offered her my hand. “It was a pleasure meeting you though. I hope to have a chance to speak with you again before I leave.”
 
   #
 
   As we walked back to Cartwangle, Amelia said, “That was weirder than I expected.”
 
   “She was interesting.”
 
   “You weren’t freaked out? I brought Connell out here once, and he was. She whispered something to him, and he turned white as a ghost.”
 
   I imagined that Yazel had seen the same things in Connell that I did. I hoped her whispered statement had been simple encouragement to be who he was and not pretend to be what his parents, Amelia, or the damn village thought he should be. I thought about opening up to her, telling her that my own mother was the Teller Witch. And then I thought better of it. “I’ve seen more weird stuff than Connell has, I’m pretty sure.”
 
   In a small voice she asked, “Did you like him?”
 
   “Very much so,” I said, truthfully
 
   “Do you think he loves me?”
 
   Oh, boy. I said carefully, “Amelia, I think he loves you as much as he possibly can.”
 
   She nodded. If she understood my ulterior meaning, she didn’t let on.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   I couldn’t sleep again that night. I was worried—mainly about the messenger Damato said he’d sent to Raggenborg. If Adonis had to send someone to fetch me, then I’d be in more trouble than I ever had been before. However, if I returned home on my own, I might be able to minimize the damage. But I couldn’t leave Amelia yet, not without being more certain she’d be safe. And after meeting the other citizens of Cartwangle, I was far from sure about that. At least that’s what I told myself. In truth, I couldn’t leave without at least a real search for Aaron. It was times like these I wish I’d been gifted as a tracker like Andre or Keefe. 
 
   I slipped out of the little cottage and into the night. The street was deserted and most of the other houses dark. Yet before I’d gone three steps, another figure loomed out of the shadows.
 
   “Guilty conscience?” Damato said. He stopped far enough away that I wouldn’t think he was trying to get into sword range.
 
   “Is that a question or a confession?” I countered. And then I thought better of it. Maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on this guy. He was just doing his job. “Reapers don’t sleep.”
 
   “I’d heard that. I’ve also heard you don’t have souls.”
 
   “You show me yours, I’ll show you mine.” Am I flirting now? Wasn’t I coming out to search for Aaron? What is wrong with me? I tried not to notice his dark, hypnotic eyes. 
 
   He cocked his head. “How old are you, anyway?”
 
   “In human years or Reaper years?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “I’m ninety-five years old in human terms. About sixteen for a Reaper.” Ninety-five sounds very old. I wonder if I remind him of his grandmother now. Then I wondered why I was telling him this. 
 
   He said nothing for a moment, and I suddenly realized why. He was evaluating me not as a threat but as a woman. He was attracted to me. How did that happen so fast? A moment ago, I thought…actually, I don’t know what I thought. When did this happen? How and when did I go from potential threat to potential mate?
 
   “That’s interesting,” he said at last. Finally, something we agreed upon.
 
   I felt a familiar old chill run up my spine. Demons had looked at me that same way from the day I arrived until I was rescued. Luckily, my voice didn’t tremble when I said, “Are you planning to spy on me the entire time I’m here?”
 
   “I’m not spying. If I was spying, I wouldn’t be talking to you. But you’re a god-killing Reaper, and I think that’s something worth keeping an eye on. These people—” He gestured at the sleeping village around us. “They depend on me to protect them from people like me. You’re more like me than you are them, so you’re part of my job.” He paused. “Did you ever know a Reaper named Andraste? Big, muscled-up guy with dark hair?”
 
   I was glad he couldn’t see my face clearly in the dark. “I might. What about him?”
 
   “I had a…difference of opinion with him once. Many years ago, when I was a young punk bandit. He did this.” He opened his tunic and showed me a scar that went from his collar bone down to his navel. I gasped. I couldn’t imagine many Reapers surviving a wound like that. This man must be strong indeed. It made me wonder what sort of soul he had to endure such a thing and still stand before me with no prejudice. 
 
   Both he and the scar were gorgeous. He kept a warrior’s physique. I could drink water out of those chiseled abs. “Laid me wide open,” he continued. “I never knew I was so many different colors on the inside.” 
 
   Mmmm. He said “laid me.” Then he lowered his tunic, and my brain began working again. I repositioned my jaw into a more becoming place, hoping he didn’t notice my appreciation of his incredible body. 
 
   “You must’ve deserved it.” Ha! Great recovery! 
 
   “Oh, I did. But then he carried me to the old healer that lives outside the village. Yazel? I think you met her. He made sure I’d survive before he left.” He paused. “Now what kind of person cuts you open then stuffs your insides back and stitches you up?” 
 
   I knew. Andre was the most fair-minded person I’d ever known. And he must have given some of his own magical blood to Damato to aide in the healing process. 
 
   I looked at Damato with a new understanding. “Maybe he saw something in you that he didn’t expect.”
 
   “Like my liver?” he said with a chuckle. How incredible to have a sense of humor over something that traumatic. Is that an accent I was noticing? Damato must be from a faraway place indeed with his dark hair, dark eyes, and olive skin. “Anyway, the point to all that is, I don’t automatically hate Reapers the way some people do. I don’t understand you, but I don’t hate you. Or fear you, which you should remember. You can kill me probably. But maybe not before I kill you.” His words were threatening but his tone strangely calming. My body began to react. I felt the rise in pressure, signaling more blood. I was ready for action. But at the same time, this felt very, very different. What is this, exactly? 
 
   “I don’t understand why you’re telling me this,” I said truthfully. What I understood even less was my reaction to the things he was saying. 
 
   He stepped closer and put a hand against my cheek. “You’re beautiful, Aella. And terrifying. For a man like me, those are two very…exciting qualities in a woman.”
 
   I should’ve pushed his hand away and maybe broken his arm, but I was too surprised by my own response to do so. Up until now—and except for Aaron—I’d classed all humans (and all Reapers, for that matter) as either “enemy” or “not enemy.” My view of the world didn’t allow for the emotions this human was expressing. And as he pulled me toward him with surprising gentleness, I found myself going along with it. I should’ve been reliving all those times I was grabbed and used, but because he was gentle, I was too damned surprised to resist. And then I noticed: He wasn’t pulling me; I was moving closer to him. What was this? Something was happening to me, a kind of rising excitement I’d previously only felt in battle practice or when I risked getting in trouble. But somehow, this felt very, very different.
 
   My lips touched his. He’d waited for me to come to him, seducing me like a wild animal. Patient. Brilliant. This man had experience with girls like me. 
 
   He kissed me. Gently, tenderly. Like Aaron. I was betraying the memory of the boy whose kiss had sustained me all these years, wasn’t I? But then I felt my arms going around his neck, the way I’d seen Freya do with Andre, and it didn’t feel like a betrayal. It felt…right. Didn’t it?
 
   When our lips parted, I realized his arms were around me as well. I hadn’t even noticed. That was terrible strategy if nothing else. I stepped back, awkward but not embarrassed. So that was my very first real kiss. We appraised each other anew. 
 
   “Did you like it?” he asked.
 
   “I…didn’t mind.” If he’d known me better, he would have understood how earth-shaking that revelation was, but he didn’t know me. Instead, he looked…disappointed. This unexpected vulnerability tugged at my chest, and I wondered what secrets those soulful dark eyes held.
 
   Impulsively, I kissed him again. He was a little surprised, but he certainly recovered nicely. His soft lips parted for me, letting me in. This time, it was more than our lips touching. I felt a connection with him at his core. 
 
   When we separated again, he just stared at me in wonder. His gentleness aroused something in me. Was I too rough? I am a Reaper of mythic strength doing something I’ve never done before. And with a human! That was expressly forbidden in the Reaper code. Adonis would be so disappointed in me. 
 
   I said nothing. I couldn’t meet his gaze.
 
    “It was probably a mistake. Bad judgment. I shouldn’t have been so forward. I thought you might…” He trailed off, stepped back and sighed. “My apologies.”
 
   “No apologies necessary.” I must have done something wrong. I was too rough with him. I’m a terrible Reaper. I don’t deserve him or Aaron. And yet, I really want another kiss. What if this was the last kiss I ever experience? Before I could pursue that thought—or kiss him again—he said, “There’s something else you need to know.”
 
   “You’re married?” I knew it. 
 
   He laughed at that. “No. There’s been some change at the cave of Lurida Lumo.”
 
   Instantly, all thoughts of more kisses left. “What do you mean?”
 
   “If you’ll trust me, I’ll show you. It’s easier than describing it.”
 
   “I’ll need my sword. It’s inside.”
 
   He drew his, and I tensed despite myself. Then he handed it to me, hilt first. “Use mine. It’s faster, and I’d rather be behind an armed Reaper than in front of an unarmed one.” 
 
   A man handing over his sword? In these times, that meant far more than a kiss. A kiss meant he was attracted to me. The sword meant he respected me. 
 
   The weapon was well-balanced, clean, and gleamed in the moonlight. I swung it a couple of times, and when it didn’t fall apart in my freakishly strong grip, I nodded. “All right. Show me.” 
 
   #
 
   We went down the trail toward the cave. I had no trouble seeing, and Damato apparently knew the way so well he didn’t need a light. We passed the row of little shrines. After seeing the main shrine in town, I was now very curious about what these smaller ones depicted and what they told about Lurida Lumo. But Damato moved too quickly for that.
 
   When we were about to descend into the gully, he held up his hand to stop.
 
   “Be especially quiet from here,” he whispered. “I don’t know what we might find.”
 
   “I killed the spider,” I said.
 
   “I know you did. But did you ever think there might be more than one?”
 
   I hadn’t, which made me want to slap myself. I should’ve known that just from the corners of my own bedroom. If one spider liked it, you can be sure another would be nearby. But surely, a whole herd of giant spiders couldn’t live in that cave without being noticed. I mean, they’d have to come out to eat, wouldn’t they? What else might live in the cave for them to feed on? And if something else did live there, why would they ever come out at all?
 
   I was more silent than he was, which made him glance back repeatedly to ensure I was still there. That made me smile. After forty years as a slave to the demons, Quiet was my middle name.
 
   When we reached the bottom of the gully, I saw a faint, blue glow emanating from the cave.
 
   “There,” he said, and pointed. “What do you make of that?”
 
   “I’ve seen moss glow,” I said.
 
   “That’s not moss,” he said. It’s coming from down inside the cave.”
 
   “It could still be moss.”
 
   “Keep watching.”
 
   I did. For a long time, I saw nothing. Then, a shadow moved through the light. It wasn’t close enough to the mouth that I could see the form casting it, but it was definitely there and alive. And it didn’t look like a spider. Nor moss. It looked like a person, a big person, crossing through the light.
 
   “Let’s go see,” I said, and started forward, but he grabbed my arm.
 
   “I admire your courage, little Reaper, but I’m not sure your plan is a good idea.”
 
   “Call me ‘little Reaper’ again, and I’ll show you something else you won’t think is a good idea.”
 
   He smiled. “Point taken. But there’s something else I want you to see.” 
 
   We moved cautiously closer to the cave. The shadow did not reappear in the blue light. Damato pointed to the dusty ground.
 
   I saw prints from my own boots, made when I’d rescued Amelia. There were scuff marks from the battle and little round prints where the spider had stepped. But atop these were bare human prints, each toe visible. These were enormous, easily twice the size of mine. Whoever or whatever left them had emerged from the cave, looked around, then returned.
 
   I turned to Damato. “What do you think this means?”
 
   “It means one of two things. Somebody lives in the cave and came out. Or the god Lurida Lumo emerged to see why he hadn’t gotten his sacrifice.”
 
   I was silent for a moment. “Should we tell anyone?”
 
   “If we do, they’ll grab Amelia and bring her back, and I’m not sure you’d be able to rescue her again.”
 
   “Yes, I could,” I said with certainty.
 
   “Even if I stood in your way?”
 
   “You’d do that?”
 
   “I work for them. Not you. And it’s hard to argue with the idea that you’re a danger.”
 
   “You kissed me.”
 
   “I’ve also given my word to protect this village. Even if it means going up against the most beautiful woman, human or Reaper, that I’ve ever seen.”
 
   I looked at him in the blue half-light, his face serious, and impulsively kissed him again. I admired his courage, his honesty, and his willingness to live up to his obligations in the face of almost certain death. After all, no human could take on a Reaper. Not really. And this time, it didn’t remind me of Aaron’s kiss at all.
 
   When our lips parted, he said, “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?”
 
   “You can tell that from a kiss?”
 
   “I can tell it from your surprise at a kiss, yes. Am I right?”
 
   How do I answer that? In one sense, yes, I was. In another, no one held captive by Demons for as long as I was could remain innocent. “You…I might be.”
 
   He kissed the tip of my nose. “I thought so.”
 
   I put my hand on his chest. Beneath his leather and muscles, I felt his heart. “Damato, I…I don’t really know what to say. Or do. I’ve never…I’ve only ever kissed one other boy…man, I mean.”
 
   “Then I’m special,” he said softly.
 
   “You are,” I agreed. I don’t know who started the kiss this time, but we both attacked it with our warriors’ fury. He put his hands all over me, places no one had ever touched me with kindness before, and through the thin, borrowed dress, I felt things that I couldn’t have imagined five minutes before. 
 
   Then, to my absolute horror, he said, “Ow!” 
 
   What had I done now? I’d hurt him? If so, I couldn’t tell where. “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing, I just forgot about your spikes.” He put his finger in his mouth and sucked the blood from the puncture. “Entirely my fault. Hope I didn't get blood on your dress.”
 
   “Are you all right?” I said. My heart was trying to choke me.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, and kissed me again.
 
   We stopped when we were both breathless, but Damato spoke first, and what he said surprised me. “I don’t think it would be honorable of me to pursue this right now, but I hope—if and when the situation with Amelia is cleared up—that we can pick up this thread again. It might lead to some…wonderful places.”
 
   That was so confusing I had to ignore it. Better to focus on the task at hand when things get screwy. If I want to be the protector of the world, I should probably focus more on that. “This doesn’t solve our problem though. What’s in that cave? And how do we protect Amelia from it and from her people?”
 
   “Let me talk to Yazel. I know she seems a little loony, but she’s really very smart and a pretty good politician. I’ll come see you tomorrow after I talk to her, all right?” 
 
   I thought about this. If Damato collected the information, I was free to protect Amelia’s life and limb. A sound strategy. “All right.”
 
   I wanted to kiss him again, but I refrained. And the longing was even more delicious. What was this?
 
   #
 
   We were silent all the way back to the village, where I returned his sword and he gave me a jaunty salute as he strode away into the night. I slipped back into the house and was about to go back to bed when Hatho said softly, “Where have you been?”
 
   He stood in the main room near the hearth, his little night dress white against the shadows. He looked impossibly small, almost like a toy child. Was I ever that little? I said softly, “I went for a walk, and now I’m going back to bed. You should too.”
 
   “I had a bad dream,” he said, head down.
 
   “I have those sometimes,” I admitted.
 
   “Do you think Lurida Lumo will come back for Amelia?”
 
   “Not after I got done with him,” I assured him.
 
   He thought about that then walked over and took my hand. The contact shocked me. I’d never felt such a tiny, fragile thing before, and I realized that humans were always fragile, never more so than when they were babies. I looked at him for a long moment. Don’t hurt him! I told myself. I was afraid to close my hand around his for fear I would break it off. First-generation Reapers like me were notorious for ripping human's limb from limb at the behest of our demon fathers. What if—? No. No. I forced myself to stop. I would not let negative thoughts scare me away from this most precious experience. 
 
   I looked down and noticed the green flecks in the big blue eyes that stared back at me. What a sweet, innocent child. He didn’t see me as a monster. Not right now, at least. I led him back into the bedroom and tucked him in, the way I remembered Diah doing for me. I wanted to kiss him on the cheek, but fear stopped me. Again, I didn’t want to hurt him. So I crawled into bed and stretched out beside Amelia, who didn’t wake. And again, I stared at the ceiling until dawn, thinking about Damato’s hands and Aaron’s lips and the confusing sensations both these very different human males aroused in me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   The next morning, they came for us.
 
   Just after breakfast a firm, no-nonsense knock rattled the door. Heod opened it to find Damato standing there, his hands clasped formally behind him. “The village council demands the presence of your daughter Amelia and her friend Aella,” he said. “They also order you and the rest of your family to stay home.” There was no trace of the gentle man I’d kissed just hours before. 
 
   “They can demand and order all they want,” Heod said. “The last time they demanded, she nearly died.” He looked over at Sela, who nodded her approval of his defiance.
 
   Damato sighed. “Heod, I understand your attitude, but this is for real. I have orders to bring them by whatever means necessary.” He looked past Heod at me. “That means if you resist, someone is likely to die: me, you, or some of your family. The only way to avoid that is to let me take them.”
 
   “What will happen to them?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know.”
 
   “If they try to sacrifice her again, I’ll hold you responsible.”
 
   “Understood.” He stepped back. “Aella, Amelia…please come with me.”
 
   I met Amelia’s eyes and nodded. I trusted Damato, and if that failed, I’d protect her even if it meant slaughtering half this village.
 
   As we stepped through the door, men suddenly grabbed me. Before I could react, which says more about me than about my attackers, heavy metal shackles were snapped around my wrists and neck. I snarled and pulled away, but these weren’t normal bonds. These were Demon manacles—old and rusted but still solid. I could not possibly break free of them. Even still, I gave it a go. There’s something about metal around my throat that brings out the animal in me. And I sounded like one right about now. 
 
   I glared at Damato, trying to regain control. Bound this way, I’d hurt myself more than I would anyone else. Through clenched teeth, I said, “Get these off me!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Aella,” he said. “I can’t risk you being on the loose while the council decides what to do about Amelia.” The two men who'd ambushed me scurried to hide behind Damato, their faces white with fear. I wondered how he'd convinced them to do this.
 
   And then one of them laughed.
 
   Despite my best efforts, I lost it for real this time. I lunged at him, teeth bared like an animal. Damato stepped nimbly in front of him and swept my feet out from under me, sending me face-first into the hard-packed dirt. The two henchmen jumped in and locked shackles around my ankles. I was thoroughly contained now, and I spat dirt as I got to my knees, nothing but hate in my eyes for the man who kissed me last night and betrayed me at dawn.
 
   “Try anything again, and I’ll have to gag you,” Damato said. He held a metal face-clamp, the kind used to silence Demons. I wondered where the hell he had gotten these things, but I also knew I didn’t want to wear it. I nodded, struggled to my feet, and tried not to look at Amelia’s terrified face. I couldn’t protect her now. I am the world’s worst warrior. 
 
   #
 
   The Cartwangle council met in a big hut that looked older than all the other buildings. It had been repaired over the years but never updated or remodeled. I imagined it to be the same hut first built on this spot back when the humans thought the area might be safe enough from Demons to settle down.
 
   There was a short chain that hung from the collar around my neck, but no one had the nerve to try to hold it. That was good; I don’t think I could’ve tolerated being led around by a leash. As it was, Damato stood behind me, one hand lightly on my shoulder. I would have bitten it off if the metal collar hadn’t been so thick. I couldn’t take very big steps because of the shackles, so we moved slowly. I was angry and humiliated. Again.
 
   Amelia wasn’t tied or bound, but four villagers surrounded her, two of them holding her arms. She looked terrified. I grew more and more angry, which seemed impossible. It was one thing to be tortured by Demons. One expects such behavior from them. Betrayal is a thousand times worse than that. 
 
   Inside the hut, the walls were flat, wooden panels painted with elaborate, stylized depictions of the village’s history. Several showed battle scenes from the Thousand Year War with Demons and Reapers fighting over the corpses of humans. I wanted to study them, to see what they said about Lurida Lumo, but I had much more pressing issues. Like the council of elders.
 
   There they were: six dusty men seated behind a table, wearing ridiculous robes. No women—typical for humans. They felt that women lacked the intelligence or fortitude to rule. Morons. They wore the weight of the world on their saggy, lined faces, and one sported an enormous hat, like a crown crossed with an aleskin.
 
   “Thank you, Damato, for carrying out your orders,” Aleskin-hat said. I recognized him then as Sixle, the elder I’d slammed against the wall. This was not shaping up to be a good day. “The girl Reaper has proven herself to be a danger.”
 
   “Don’t thank me,” Damato said. “Just get this over with.”
 
   Sixle stood and looked at me. “You, intruder, have done more damage in the two days you’ve been here than the Demons did during the entire Thousand Year War. You have challenged our faith and our sovereignty. Were it within my power, I would sacrifice you to Lurida Lumo, but he will accept only human virgins.”
 
   I should’ve pushed you right through that wall, I wanted to say but held my tongue.
 
    “Therefore, we will deal with you in a more appropriate manner when we are done with your friend,” he continued. “Amelia, step forward and face the council.”
 
   The two men holding her pushed her into the open space before the table.
 
   “Amelia, you were chosen to be the sacrifice to Lurida Lumo.”
 
   “No, Kelinda was chosen!” Amelia snapped. “It’s not my fault she died too soon! And I shouldn’t have to pay the price for that!”
 
   “You were chosen as well, just with less…ceremony. And I will thank you to not use that offensive tone.”
 
   “Well, if my tone is offensive, maybe that means I’m offended! You people have been sending us off to die for how many generations now? Always girls; never boys. Did you ever think about that? Why can’t Lurida Lumo accept a virgin boy?”
 
   “Lurida Lumo’s wishes are well known to us,” the priest Litwin said patiently.
 
   “Then just kill me and get it over with,” Amelia said, “because I’ll kill myself before I let you send me to be eaten by a monster again.”
 
   “That, alas, cannot happen,” Sixle said. “Thanks to your friend.”
 
   I recalled the tracks Damato and I saw last night. If he told the council about them, Amelia was doomed. I might be as well. But the traitor remained silent.
 
   “Wait a minute. Hold on,” a familiar voice warned. Yazel, leaning on a ridiculously thin cane, stomped her way through the crowd. She glanced at Amelia then faced the men. “What nonsense are you old wrinkled peckers up to now?”
 
   “Damato,” Sixle said, “please escort Yazel outside. She’s made it clear many times that she’s not part of this village, so this does not concern her.”
 
   “Is that right?” the old woman said and pointed at Damato with the cane. “You keep your hands to yourself, boy, if that’s at all possible. What I’ve got to say won’t take long.” Did she know about last night? No. Not possible. 
 
   She turned to the council. “I’m no Teller Witch, but I can see more than any of you. And what I see is not good, no, not good at all. Not for you, me, or the village. If you keep on the path you’ve chosen, then we’re all doomed. Doomed, I tell you. Lurida Lumo may still be alive, but what you’ve all thought was Lurida Lumo is completely wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong! And when he seeks his vengeance, as he will, oh, will he! You won’t be able to stand up to him. No sir. Not a one of you able bodied or not so able bodied men.” She fairly spat out the word men. “The only one who might be able to is her.” 
 
   This time, the cane pointed at me. 
 
   “Instead of chaining her up, you should be treating her like a queen. A queen!” Yazel continued. “Because she may be your last hope. You mark my words, hear me? Mark them!”
 
   And with that, the old woman turned and stomped out of the council hut.
 
   There was a moment of silence, then Sixle cleared his throat and said, “Amelia, you will go back to your home and remain there until we have reached a decision. Do not try to leave Cartwangle. If you do, your family will bear whatever punishment we decide for you.”
 
   “You bastards,” Amelia said, her eyes brimming.
 
   “Remember your place, girl!” another elder roared. He was a big man, simultaneously scruffy, bejeweled, and mean-looking.
 
   “Why, S’Grun?” Amelia said to this new speaker. “Everyone knows how you beat Connell, but nobody has the courage to call you on it. Well, I do. You’re a monster and a hypocrite, and you deserve whatever bad things happen to you.” Then she turned and stomped out, pushing past the men in the door without even a glance at me.
 
   “Go with her,” Sixle said.
 
   “I know the way!” Amelia yelled back over her shoulder.
 
   “Hmph,” S'Grun muttered. “Stupid whore.”
 
   So this was Connell’s father. There were more layers to this little village than I thought. Did S’Grun hate Amelia because she loved Connell or because it simply made plain what he so desperately wanted to deny: that his son preferred the love of other boys? Seems to me if the man had any sense at all, he’d want to keep Amelia around as a diversion if nothing else. 
 
   Still, S’Grun didn’t bat an eye. He raised one hand and gestured. “Bring this alleged Reaper before us now.”
 
   “Are you telling me my job, S’Grun?” Sixle asked.
 
   S’Grun clearly wanted to make an issue of this power struggle, but he just as clearly knew it wasn’t the time. “I beg your pardon,” he choked out. “If you feel it is the right thing to do, can we please talk to this girl who claims she’s a Reaper?”
 
   Damato gently nudged my shoulder. I may have nudged back. And then I shuffled into the same spot Amelia had occupied.
 
   “This is no Reaper,” S’Grun said. “This is some child. Look at her!” 
 
   Boy, was I tired of hearing that. 
 
   “You have my assurance,” Damato said. “She’s a Reaper.”
 
   “And I have observed her strength firsthand,” Sixle said.
 
   “Well, there’s one way to tell,” S’Grun said smugly. “Strip her. Expose her spine. And whatever else she might be hiding under that dress.”
 
   My eyes grew wide at this. I couldn’t help clenching my fists and straining against my chains. Memories of humiliation and worse at the hands of the Demons roared back to vivid life. My eyes searched the room to see who would dare. I would rip that human apart with my teeth if I had to. Who? Damato? So be it! I could not imagine a greater torture than being forced to stand nude before a crowd for inspection. I’d rather be stabbed repeatedly with Reaper steel than go through that again. 
 
   “I’m not doing that,” Damato said. “If you don’t trust my word, then I shouldn’t be working for you. And if you just want to see a naked girl in chains, S’Grun, I’m sure a man of your incredible power can arrange that without my help.” 
 
   S’Grun glared at Damato. “You will show us the proper respect, young man.”
 
   “I am,” he shot back.
 
   “You have sent word to Raggenborg about her presence here?” Sixle said, trying to regain control.
 
   Damato nodded. “I expect an answer sometime tomorrow. Likely, they’ll send other Reapers to retrieve her.”
 
   “Then we won’t worry about her disposition. Return her to Heod’s home.”
 
   S’Grun continued to glare at me. I returned the favor, relishing in the only revenge I could take. 
 
   Damato gently tugged on my arm, and S’Grun said, “Why don’t we just kill her? Raggenborg Castle should belong to us, not those damned Reapers. They say they’re preparing it for the new king, but how do we know that? Demon bastards, all of them, and we’re supposed to trust them?”
 
   “That,” Sixle said, “problem is five years away, S’Grun, and if you can’t stop ranting about it, we might have to find someone else to fill your seat. Assuming I can find a big enough ass.”
 
   S’Grun jumped to his feet. “Are you threatening me, Sixle? Do you know what I’ll do to you? I’ll shove that stupid hat right up your bony old—”
 
   Sixle was unbowed. “I am not your son, S’Grun. I will not cower from your abuse. Now sit down and shut up, or I’ll have Damato drag you out of here by your scrotum. Am I clear?”
 
   S’Grun clenched his meaty hands, and for a moment, I thought he was going to make an issue of it. Then he sat back down heavily, glaring at the table top before him. 
 
   “Come on,” Damato said softly and nudged me toward the door.
 
   He walked behind me in total silence. I didn’t speak either because what could I really say other than the string of profanities that welled up from my stomach, attacked my heart, and somehow got stuck in my throat and lodged there? I felt terrible for breaking my word to Amelia and for getting her into this mess in the first place. I was humiliated, impotent, and worse, I’d let myself trust a man unworthy of it. A dozen villagers followed at a respectful, or frightened, distance. Public humiliation: is there any better kind? 
 
   At the door, Damato unlocked my shackles and removed the collar. I resisted the urge to rip him limb from limb while screaming like a banshee. Barely. He said, “I’m very sorry about this. I have a lot of competing loyalties here.”
 
   I stood stock still. “Touch me again, and you will lose both your hands.” Even though my tone was soft, my resolve was steel.
 
   “I understand. Will you give me your word to sit quietly and wait for your people to come get you?”
 
   “I give you my word that if you ever try to restrain me again, I will finish what Andraste started.” My eyes dared him to retort.
 
   “I see. Well, then we may end up at cross purposes before this is over.”
 
   “You’ve already made sure of that. Pity. I’m your last hope, remember?”
 
   “Perhaps. Yazel is a brilliant healer, but I’d trust her prophecies more if she had her shoes on the right feet. And you remember: I knew the kind of shackles to hold you. I might know more about Reaper vulnerabilities than you think.” Clearly, that was true. 
 
   He turned and walked away down the street. The crowd that had followed us parted to let him through. I fought the urge to leap after him and gut him with my bare hands. 
 
   Heod appeared at the door. “Get in here before they stare so hard their damn eyeballs fall out,” he said, grabbed my arm, and yanked me inside.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   I’ve been confined before. In my tower room, by weather, Adonis’ edicts, in Eldrid’s damned class, and in exercises by Andre testing my ability to be still and silent (not my strong points). But now, confined in this tiny house, I grew angrier and angrier at this village for its insane devotion to its god, at Damato for his betrayal, and at myself for caring. This is why the best warriors remain celibate. You can’t be betrayed when you have no one to care about. And just like that, I resolved to forget Aaron. If this was how human men behaved, I wanted no part of them. 
 
   I tried to channel this energy into cleaning my sword. It was still covered in dried spider blood, which wouldn’t hurt it, but no one likes a sticky sword that draws flies. Sela gave me a basin and a cloth, and I scrubbed my frustration into it. I cut my fingers repeatedly, but they healed fairly quickly, and I didn’t get blood on my borrowed dress. If the pink-stained water worried them, they didn’t say anything about it.
 
   Through all this, Heod gave voice to all our frustration as he paced his house. “Who the devil do these people think they are? Sixle hasn’t ever lost a child to Lurida Lumo, and S’Grun hasn’t contributed a damned thing to this village in his worthless life. He just bellows and gets people upset. Why do we listen to them again?”
 
   “Because they’re our elders,” Sela said patiently.
 
   “Why aren’t you an elder, Daddy?” Horva asked.
 
   “Because I’ve got too much damn sense,” Heod muttered.
 
   I borrowed a whetstone from Heod and began needlessly sharpening my sword. The harsh scraping sound made me smile. I knew the edge hadn’t been dulled by slicing through the spider’s soft innards, but it was something to do, and it gave me a chance to think over my options.
 
   There were really only two—well, three if you count waiting for whichever Reaper they sent to show up and fetch me home. One, I could stay and make sure nothing happened to Amelia for as long as I could, or two, I could leave and return home on my own. The latter would be the smarter option since, if I was lucky, I could pass the whole thing off as just confusion and mistaken identity. How could I have been in some village when I was just out practicing my tracking? But I knew I wouldn’t do that. Amelia and her family deserved better.
 
   And then there was Damato. His kiss still tingled if I paused to think about it, which I would not. Ever. Ever again. He was neither frightened of me nor intimidated by me. He was probably the first. No, second. Aaron. But Damato called me beautiful. Certainly, he was the first in that department, yet he’d also betrayed whatever trust I’d started to feel for him when he shackled me in Demon bonds. Nowhere near the first on the betrayal score board yet still in the lead. Number one with a crossbow bolt.
 
   He couldn’t know what that meant to me of course. How could he understand that when that metal touched my skin, it brought back memories I never, ever wanted to recall: being held helpless and immobile by identical chains while things were done with me and to me that no girl—human, Reaper, or Demon—should ever experience? Everyone loses their innocence, I understood, but not everyone has it torn away in blood, screams, and cruel laughter. Was I making excuses for him? Was this my brain trying to forgive the unforgivable? This is no Reaper device. This must be that frail human heart my mother so generously “gifted” me with: this epic ability to feel the pain of betrayal more keenly than the point of any sword. If I could, I would rip out this fragile heart and never feel anything again.
 
   But that kiss. It was knowing and deliberate, not the tentative peck on the cheek of a boy. It was a man’s kiss. And he saw me not as a girl but as a woman. He didn’t shy away from the ridges on my back or ribs. He even cut his hand on my back while he was caressing me. And, for a moment, I forgot how angry I was. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Amelia said as she sat across the table from me.
 
   “Sharpening,” I said, grateful to get out of my very conflicting thoughts.
 
   “It looks pretty sharp already.” All the better to gut him with, my dear.
 
   “It is. The only things that can dull a Reaper’s blade are a Demon’s bones.”
 
   She smiled. “You’re going crazy cooped up here too, aren’t you?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   She was silent for a few moments, watching the whetstone scream down the blade. Then she asked, “How long have you had that sword?”
 
   “My father gave it to me when I came to live with him.”
 
   “Your father? I thought all Reapers were…” She trailed off, leaving unspoken, fathered by Demons.
 
   “He’s my adopted father. He married my mother before she…died.” I didn’t want to have to explain all this, so I tried to look sad.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Amelia said. 
 
   Again, she was silent. I finished with the whetstone and held the blade up so the light would catch it. I noticed Hatho staring from across the room and gave him a wink. It was time to let all this go and focus on the task at hand. My job as the protector of all humankind probably required some social skills. Practice, here I come. 
 
   Then Amelia said, “May I hold it?” 
 
   Oh dear. A Reaper and her sword are not easily parted. I swallowed my reservations. “Have you ever held a sword before?” 
 
   “No, but it looks easy.” 
 
   I was curious to see how this frail human would fare with a Reaper blade. I reversed it and extended it to her hilt first, the blade resting across my forearm. “It’s heavier than it looks,” I warned.
 
   She took it and grunted at the weight but didn’t drop it as I expected. Reaper swords weighed more than human ones since we were so much stronger. Our weapons were meant to slay Demons; humans only used their weapons on each other. But Amelia managed to hold it. She extended her arm and slowly turned her wrist, sending a reflected bar of light across the ceiling. “It feels…serious.”
 
   “It’s very serious,” I assured her. This particular blade had personally slain many Demons and was centuries old.
 
   “And you stab people with it?”
 
   “I stab Demons.”
 
   “But there are no more Demons.”
 
   She had me there. “Reapers hold human life in the highest regard. We don’t kill humans, not even the bad ones. I am trained to pierce seventy-five non-vital points, but I’ve never actually used my training on a human. I suppose I will one day…” When I’m forced to guard the king, who was hopefully nothing like S’Grun, Sixle, or those other grumpy bags of dust.
 
   “What about other Reapers? Have you ever stabbed them?”
 
   “Yes, but only in practice.”
 
   She lowered it until the blade rested on the table. “I wish I could be a warrior and learn how to use one of these,” she said heavily.
 
   “Girls can’t be warriors,” Horva said.
 
   I looked at her. “I’m a girl, Horva.”
 
   “Yeah, but you’re not a human girl,” Amelia said.
 
   “And you’re not one either if those are your manners to our guest,” Sela warned.
 
   I turned back to Amelia. “Stand up.”
 
   She did. I positioned her arm then showed her how to spread her feet for balance and rock her weight back to change her center of gravity. When she was ready, I handed her the sword. “It should feel like an extension of your body, not like something you’re holding.”
 
   She flexed her wrist slightly. I could see the muscles in her forearm struggling with the weight, but she was a strong girl.
 
   “Put that down,” Heod said gruffly.
 
   I took the sword from Amelia and said, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
 
   But Heod had returned from the bedroom with something wrapped in a cloth. He put it on the table and, when the corners were drawn back, exposed an old human sword, tarnished but straight. He didn’t lift it or even touch it.
 
   “My grandfather’s sword,” he said. “I’ve had it for all my life ever since my father gave it to me.”
 
   “Then it’s mine,” Hatho said, his eyes lighting up.
 
   “The back of my hand is yours if you touch it,” Heod snapped. “This is no toy. It’s a weapon that’s killed people before. It’s meant for human beings to wield.” He looked at me. “Can you show Amelia how to use it?”
 
   “I can show her some basics,” I said. “The rest only comes with practice.”
 
   “Show her then. She may need to know before all this is over. And I’ll make damn sure she practices.”
 
   “Not in the house,” Sela said. “I don’t want more scratches on my furniture.”
 
   “Go out in the backyard,” Heod said. “Nobody should see you there.”
 
   “What if Damato’s watching?” Sela said.
 
   “He got his one surprise,” I said. “He’s taking his life in his hands if he tries for another.”
 
   #
 
   Outside, we were sheltered from the rest of the village by the garden’s corn and the great expanse of the field that Heod worked every day. The sun was bright but not blinding, and we had room to practice footwork. I wondered what I should focus on since Amelia didn’t have the months (or years) that I had to learn this stuff. I decided the best thing was to teach her how to kill quickly and efficiently. If there was time, I’d show her self-defense.
 
   She stood with her father’s sword held limply in her hand. “It’s too heavy,” she said.
 
   “No, you’re just afraid of it. And you should be; this is a weapon for taking lives, and it shouldn’t be used lightly. But you should also understand its part of your body when you use it correctly.” 
 
   I extended my own sword and arm. There is a special and wonderful bond between a warrior and her sword. The weight of the grip as it rests in my hand, the way it extends my reach. The way it changes me when I hold it. The sword controls me as I control it. I remembered back to my first few training sessions. The sword seemed impossibly heavy in my untrained hand.
 
   “Use both hands,” I told her. She did so, placing one hand over the other, like mine. “Look how I’m standing: shoulders square, knees slightly bent, my feet spread so I won’t tip over like a teapot. Now sit back into your legs, keeping your chest high and back straight, like a princess. See if you can do that.”
 
   “I am a warrior princess!” she exclaimed in full humor as she promptly toppled over.
 
   But she got up, trying again, moving her limbs into approximations of the right position. “How does that feel?” I asked.
 
   “Better,” she said, surprised. “It’s not so heavy. But I don’t know, Aella. This is…”
 
   “If you don’t want to do it, we won’t. You won’t learn anything if I have to make you.”
 
   “No, it’s not that, it’s…I mean, how do you live with yourself knowing you killed someone?”
 
   Since I had never killed anyone, I didn’t have an answer for her. I sounded exactly like Adonis when I said, “You remember that they wanted to kill you and wouldn’t lose any sleep over it if they had.”
 
   “But…what if it’s someone from the village? Someone I know?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what, Amelia. If someone is attacking a nice girl like you, their intentions are bad. The end. Treat any attacker as a potential killer. Incapacitate them. That’s your only goal.”
 
   “But, what if they won’t—they don’t—stop? What if I can’t stop them?”
 
   “Then you do what you must. Kill or be killed. You must never use what I teach you to start a fight. Only end it.” 
 
   That felt awkward. I’m not teacher. I’m not even much of a student. And I’ve had my ass handed to me by everyone in this town except the spider. 
 
   She nodded solemnly. The certainties of this poor girl’s life had been completely torn down over the last few days. 
 
   “All right,” I said. “The first thing I want you to do is really look at your sword.”
 
   She held it up into the sunlight.
 
   “Look at the edges,” I continued. “See how sharp they are? See how sharp the point is? You can do two lethal things with a sword: stab or slice. You use the point to stab and the edges to slice. Watch.”
 
   I demonstrated the core moves then had her try. I started her with the basics-basics. Slices to each leg, each arm, and the throat. Thrusts to each leg, each arm, and the face. I numbered them for her. Slices one and two were right and left legs. Slices three and four were right and left arms. Five was the head. We practiced side by side, me counting off the moves, sliding around on the backyard grass until we’d worn two parallel flat places. “When you slice, don’t slice at your opponent but through him,” I said.
 
   “Like Mom’s fresh bread?” 
 
   “Exactly. Now some practical hints. First: if you think there’s even the slightest chance you might need it, draw your sword. Pulling it out of the scabbard takes room and time, and you might not have those if you wait until the last minute. Got it?”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “Next, the most important thing is to stay balanced like we’ve been practicing. Keep your feet spread apart—no, more than that…keep them right under your shoulders—and try to move without crossing them. Like this,” I demonstrated a quick step across the yard toward her, which made her jump. “Now, you try. No, hold your sword out. Keep that tip pointed at me no matter what.” It was not graceful. “Again.”
 
   The next time was better. But before we could continue, we heard snickering laughter.
 
   Just as when we’d gone to visit Connell, a bunch of boys stood at the corner of the house. Once again, Gaither, son of the village’s head elder, was in the lead. He held a bow in one hand and wore a full quiver. Some of the other half-dozen boys carried bows as well.
 
   “Look, it’s a girl trying to be a boy,” Gaither said. “Just like Connell trying to be a girl. Maybe you two are a perfect couple…of morons,” he added, and they all laughed.
 
   Amelia blushed and tossed her sword to the ground. She turned away to hide her embarrassment.
 
   I did not have the time or the patience for this today. I said, “You think a girl can’t be good with a sword?”
 
   “She can be good at cleaning it,” Gaither said to more amusement.
 
   Good gods, I wanted to punch that smug face until it was a red mush with eyes in it. Suddenly, all of my other worries paled next to putting this boy in his place. “Then you wouldn’t mind a little contest, would you?”
 
   “A contest with a girl?” he said, arms crossed. “There’s only one contest I want to get into with a girl.”
 
   I wondered if he even knew what that meant or if he’d just heard it from older boys. I said, “It’s up to you. If you don’t think you’re man enough—” I shrugged as if it didn’t matter.
 
   “I didn’t say no,” he said quickly. He was predictable all right. “You want to sword fight with me?”
 
   “Dude, she’s a Reaper,” one of his friends said urgently.
 
   “Oh, look at her, she’s not a Reaper,” Gaither said. “She’s just some girl.”
 
   “Right, I’m just some girl,” I agreed. “So here’s the deal. You shoot an arrow at that tree. If I don’t cut it in half before it hits the wood, I’ll gladly agree with you that girls can’t be warriors. But if I do cut it in half…you have to tell your friends that girls are just as good as boys.”
 
   Of course, I was setting the dumb bastard up. Cutting the arrow should be easy with Reaper reflexes; I’d done it often enough with Keefe to know what I was getting into. But my point was to show Amelia that he was dead wrong about girls in general, me in particular and, by extension, her.
 
   “Cut it in half?” he repeated, and laughed. “In mid-air? You can’t do that. I bet you can’t even shoot an arrow.”
 
   I smiled. I’d been told my smile was scarier than some Reapers’ war faces, but this time, I aimed for demure and apparently got it. “Come on, then. What harm can it do?”
 
   “Okay, sure. Why not?”
 
   “Really, this isn’t a good idea,” his friend said as he grabbed his arm. “Damato said she was a Reaper. He’d know.”
 
   “Then why didn’t she show them her spine at the council? My dad said it was because Damato was just showing off to impress them.” He looked at me. “It’s no big deal just beating a regular girl.”
 
   “I’m serious. Let’s just go hunting like we planned,” his friend urged. “It’s bad luck hanging around Amelia.”
 
   “If you want to scurry off, go ahead. Maybe Connell needs help with his flowers.” He pulled away and stepped into the open so that he had about a thirty-foot shot at the tree trunk I’d indicated. I stood beside it, my sword raised over my head.
 
   “Ready when you are,” I said cheerfully.
 
   He drew the bow tight. 
 
   “Stop it!” Amelia said. She rushed over and pushed the bow aside. “You will not shoot an arrow at her!”
 
   “It was her idea!” Gaither said petulantly. “And I’m shooting at the tree.”
 
   “What is wrong with you?” Amelia cried. “What if you miss?”
 
   He raised the bow again. “Look, will you stop screeching? I need to concentrate.” To me, he said, “This is all kinds of stupid. You can’t slice an arrow out of the air, not at this range.”
 
   I just smiled and, this time, did bat my eyes.
 
   He fired. I didn’t even think. The blade swung down and struck the arrow mid-shaft a foot from the target. Newly-sharpened, driven by Reaper strength, it did exactly what I expected, and the two halves of the arrow spun end over end in opposite directions. The tip of the sword dug into the ground. I gave my new friend a saucy wink. 
 
   Amelia clapped and jumped up and down.
 
   Gaither stared at me. “That’s a trick,” he said. “You had that arrow already in your hand or something.”
 
   I picked up the arrow pieces and handed them to him. “Is it your arrow or not, genius?”
 
   “Gaither,” he corrected me, and looked over the arrow. There was no denying it was his.
 
   “Now you have to say girls can be warriors too,” I reminded him.
 
   He was angry now. “Look, you freak, I don’t know how you did that, but I’m not saying shit based on some damn trick.” He grabbed his quiver from the ground and stomped off around the corner of the house.
 
   “You’re a dishonorable boy, genius!” I called after him, shaking my head in mock disappointment. I felt very satisfied.
 
   Amelia was still bouncing. “That was amazing!”
 
   I took her hand. “And you can learn to do it too. You can be a warrior.”
 
   Her face fell, and she said, “No, I can’t. You’re special. You’re a Reaper. I’m just—”
 
   “You’re not ‘just’ anything, Amelia. You already have courage and intelligence. Now you just need skill. The first two nobody can teach you; you either have them or you don’t. But skill? I can show you what to do, and then you just practice until it becomes second nature.”
 
   She thought it over. “It doesn’t sound too hard.”
 
   “Oh, it’s hard. It’s very hard and takes lots of practice. But it’s worth it. When I’m done with you, you won’t have to do what anyone tells you unless you want to.”
 
   “Will boys like me better?”
 
   I laughed. “They’ll absolutely hate you because you’ll scare the shit out of them. But men will adore you.” And then I thought of Damato and wished I hadn’t. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   We spent the rest of the afternoon practicing the basics: thrusting, blocking, and footwork. Amelia did not complain although I could tell she was getting tired. Practice was, after all, hard work. She tied back her hair and wrapped a strip of cloth around her head to soak up the sweat. We used some of Sela’s extra fabric to brace her forearms for extra support. Sword work is very hard on the wrists. 
 
   Then, to my total surprise, she got a thrust past me. I wasn’t slacking. I had my guard up, I was balanced, and I was paying attention. She eye-feinted, and I fell for it, and then I felt the tip of her sword hit my belly.
 
   She immediately dropped the weapon and clapped her hands to her mouth. “I’m sorry!”
 
   I nearly jumped up and down with joy. If I can teach a human girl to sneak in a poke against a Reaper in just one afternoon, well, maybe I was worth something after all. “Don’t apologize, Amelia! You did what I trained you to do! That is the highest compliment you can pay your teacher!” 
 
   “But I hurt you!”
 
   I looked down. There was some blood but not much, and the injury was quickly healing. Huh. Stupid human dress. Never would have happened in my dress leather. No matter. “No, it’s fine. Your mom may kill us both for getting blood on the dress, but you just did something amazing.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   “You did,” a new voice said.
 
   Damato stood watching us. The smile slid off my face. I gripped my sword just a little tighter. He continued, “I fought a Reaper once. I didn’t even brush him with an edge before he sliced me open. And I’m no beginner.”
 
   By the eyeless god of Rellek, I hadn’t heard him approach, and I’d just been stabbed by a neophyte swordswoman. Andre would mock me for weeks if he found out. “What do you want?” I said, keeping my sword ready and hoping for a fight. I whispered to Amelia, “See, this is why you keep your sword drawn when bad guys might be around.”
 
   “I’m actually here to talk to Amelia,” he said. “Privately. And I’m not the bad guy.”
 
   “I suppose not compared to the hell gods or Demon scavengers.” I let my look do what my sword should have, and I took a protective step toward Amelia. “Why do you want to talk to her? On behalf of the elders? Looking for another girl to publicly strip?”
 
   “No, strictly on my own.”
 
   “If you want to speak to her in private, you’ll have to kill me first.” I raised my sword in his general direction. 
 
   “Is that what you want, Amelia?” he asked, ignoring the bait.
 
   She nodded at once. “You can say anything in front of Aella.”
 
   “I wonder if Aella feels the same way?” he muttered, but before I could respond, he said, “Amelia, you can’t stay here in Cartwangle. Even if the council decides not to execute you, it doesn’t mean somebody else won’t take the initiative the first time the crops fail or people get sick or there’s bad weather. They’ll claim it’s Lurida Lumo’s wrath because of you, and they’ll either kill you outright or sacrifice you again.” He was right, of course. Why didn’t I think of that days ago?
 
   “Where am I supposed to go?” she said in a small voice.
 
   “Do you have relatives anywhere?”
 
   “I have an aunt down in Mastill, close to the coast.”
 
   “That should be far enough.”
 
   Her eyes got wet. In an even smaller voice, she said, “But this is my home. I don’t want to go.” My heart broke for her. I never knew what it was like to have a real home, a place with a mother and father who welcomed your existence, but I did know that I wasn’t going to let this excuse for a man rip it away from her without a fight! 
 
   “And you don’t have to,” I said. “That’s why I’m teaching you to fight.”
 
   “Well, you need to go too,” he said to me without the gentleness he’d used on Amelia. And I hate being told what I need to do.
 
   “Before they kill me? Let them try.”
 
   “No, before something happens and you kill someone.”
 
   He was not Eldrid or Adonis, but I heard both of their voices in his words. And I reacted the same way I did to them; I got madder. How dare he? How dare he treat me like I’m some wild animal, devoid of self-control? I raised the tip of my sword until it was in his face and snarled, “I do not run away from things. And I don’t abandon my friends.”
 
   He calmly pushed the tip aside. “Aella, you know what we saw at the cave. Whatever you killed, it wasn’t Lurida Lumo. He’s still there. He’s still waiting for his sacrifice. If Amelia doesn’t leave, it’ll be her.” Why was he so calm while I was so angry? 
 
   “And if I do leave, it’ll be some other girl,” Amelia said. “That’s not right either.” Then she frowned. “Wait…you said what? You saw something at the cave?”
 
   “There’s something still in there,” I said. “It could be more spiders, or—”
 
   “It could be one pissed-off village god,” Damato finished.
 
   “Hey! What’s going on?” Heod said as he came out of the house. He glared at Damato. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Advising both of these young women to leave town,” Damato said. “But for different reasons.”
 
   “Amelia’s not going anywhere,” he said. “And Aella’s welcome here as long as she wants or until her Reaper friends come to get her.” Was I that obvious? How did everyone know I was a runaway?
 
   “He wants me to go stay with Aunt Xora,” Amelia said.
 
   “Good for him.” It was nice to see Heod finally stand behind his daughter. 
 
   “Heod, I can’t protect Amelia, and despite what Aella says, I don’t think she can either,” Damato said. “Eventually someone, S’Grun or one of his ilk, will do something drastic, and that’ll be that.”
 
   “He says Lurida Lumo is still in the cave, Daddy,” Amelia said.
 
   That got Heod’s attention. He looked at me. “Is this true?”
 
   “Something’s there,” I agreed. “But I don’t know what. And neither does he,” I added with a glare at Damato.
 
   “Was anyone planning to mention this?” Heod demanded.
 
   “Look, we can talk around this all we want,” Damato said, “but the simple fact is, Amelia needs to leave before she gets hurt, and Aella needs to leave before she hurts someone. I can’t stress either of those enough.” He paused for effect. “I’ll be back tomorrow to check on things. I hope, by then, you’ve seen that I’m right. I really don’t want any more bloodshed than is necessary.”
 
   I knew he meant that, which made my anger seem even pettier. But I stayed angry anyway. “He’s not chasing me off,” I muttered when he was gone.
 
   “Or me,” Amelia said.
 
   “Hmph,” Heod said then went back inside. I could tell he was thinking over Damato’s warning.
 
   “What do we do now?” Amelia asked me when we were alone.
 
   “We keep practicing,” I said. “No matter what, you need these skills. There’s one more thing a sword can do that we’ve not covered. Gliding.”
 
   She swallowed hard but pushed through the fear and nodded. I showed her how instead of using force against force, she could meet an assault and glide her sword around to turn a parry into an attack. 
 
   And so we cut, sliced, and glided until the sun began to set and the light became too iffy. Amelia didn’t get another lucky shot through my guard, but she did improve her speed. And gliding turned out to be her forte. 
 
   “Very good,” I said after one particularly well-executed move. “You did that exactly right.”
 
   “Oh, yeah, that’s super,” a familiar sarcastic voice said.
 
   Gaither had returned, this time wearing a sword. He only had one companion with him, a fat boy with unruly hair. I recognized the look in his eye: He had something to prove now. I knew it because I saw it in my own expression whenever I looked in a mirror. This was the first time I realized how off-putting it must be to everyone else. I made a mental note to work on that at a more convenient time. 
 
   “Now what, Gaither?” Amelia said, tired.
 
   “I want to see how good you are,” he said.
 
   “You saw me hack an arrow in half,” I said.
 
   “Not you.” He pointed at Amelia. “Her. The girl who’s pissed off our god.”
 
   I knew Amelia had learned a lot, but she was exhausted and in no shape for a real fight. I said, “Go home, Gaither. Find a puppy to kick or a child with candy you can steal.”
 
   He drew his sword. My inner defenses all went on alert. He said, “I’m not leaving until I see if she’s any good.”
 
   “He’s not leaving,” his toadie said. “You heard him.”
 
   “You’ll leave in pieces if you don’t go now,” I said and stepped between Amelia and Gaither. Amelia’s lucky shot had spooked me a little, and I held my sword ready.
 
   “No, that’s okay,” Amelia said. “It’ll be good practice.”
 
   “I don’t think he sees it as practice,” I said.
 
   “I’ll take it easy on her,” Gaither said smugly. “After all, she’s just a girl.”
 
   Well, that settled it all right. Amelia wasn’t about to back down, and I didn’t blame her. I said, “This will be by Royal Dueling rules. You familiar with those?”
 
   “Yes,” he said. He didn’t twirl his sword or show off with it; I’d have been happier if he had. He just stood with it loose in his hand pointed vaguely in our direction neither on attack or defense.
 
   “And I’m the referee,” I added. “What I say, goes. Is that clear?”
 
   He mock-bowed. “Of course, your highness.”
 
   “Your highness,” the toadie repeated, and giggled.
 
   The sun was at the horizon, and the light did not make it easy to distinguish distance. I hated to put a tired beginner in this position, but the set of Amelia’s jaw told me she wasn’t about to quit.
 
   When I looked back at Gaither, there was sudden uncertainty in his eyes. I don’t think he expected to have to back up his words; I knew that feeling pretty well myself and had gotten my own ass handed to me many times because I was too proud to admit I was outclassed.
 
   “All right,” I said, “these are the rules. Three passes, best two out of three wins. When I say halt, you damn well better halt. And blade flats only, Gaither. We don’t have any practice armor, so I expect you to be careful.”
 
   “What about her?” he said, and pointed his blade.
 
   I knocked it down with my own. “I’m not worried about her. Now: first position.”
 
   Gaither stepped into a pretty good stance; Amelia did as well, but she copied him instead of remembering what I showed her. I couldn’t fix it now. “Go!”
 
   Gaither lunged, and Amelia blocked, but he let his sword slide off her blade and hit her in the shoulder. And that would be gliding. She cried, “Ow!”
 
   “Halt!” I called. “First point, Gaither.”
 
   They returned to first position, and this time Amelia attacked, a solid forward thrust that Gaither tried to block but couldn’t. He jumped back, avoiding the point of her sword.
 
   “Halt!” I said again. “Point, Amelia. One-one.”
 
   “Hey, she tried to stab me!” he whined. “I thought it was supposed to be flats only!”
 
   “Do you want to win on a disqualification?” I said. “Is that what you want your pal to spread around town?”
 
   Gaither glanced back at his toadie then nodded. “All right, let her have it. I’m about to win anyway.”
 
   They resumed position, and this time, neither got the advantage right away. Instead, they swapped blows, each alternately attacking and defending. Amelia’s face was tight with concentration, and Gaither bit his lower lip as he tried to get the upper hand.
 
   Then he slipped up, and Amelia saw it. She executed a spin, something we hadn’t practiced or even talked about, and smacked him on the ass with her blade.
 
   He cried, “Ow!” and dropped his sword.
 
   “Halt!” I said, barely able to keep from laughing. “Point Amelia. You lose, tough guy.”
 
   Taunting him was a mistake though. He was already humiliated, and it made him angry. Angry people were dangerous as I well knew from hours of lectures on my own temper. I should’ve recognized the look in his eye as he snatched his sword from the ground.
 
   “Calm down,” I said. “This isn’t a real fight, remember?”
 
   “The hell it’s not,” he said as he put away his sword then muttered, “you stunted little monster.”
 
   “Calling people names,” I said, “doesn’t change the fact that a girl beat you.”
 
   Oh, was that an error. He screeched like some wounded cori bird and lunged at me not with his sword but with a knife I hadn’t seen him draw. He knocked me to the ground and crawled on top of me, the knife raised high overhead, his face creased into an expression of hatred and fury.
 
   “Stop it, Gaither!” Amelia shouted. And it was the last thing I heard over the roaring blood in my ears as I shifted into full Reaper mode before I could catch myself.
 
   Reaper mode takes you out of time. It’s not that you black out, it’s more like when you wake from a dreamless sleep and are surprised by how much time has passed. To me, it was no more than an instant, and in truth, it probably wasn’t much longer than that in real time. But when I came out of it, I stood over the boy, who howled with pain and clutched at his legs, both of which seemed to have extra knee joints they hadn’t had moments before.
 
   Oh, shit. I broke both his legs.
 
   Then I looked around. Amelia wasn’t laughing now. She stared at me as if I was the monster here.
 
   Heod and Sela, followed by their smaller children, stood where they’d stopped just outside the door. Their eyes were wide.
 
   I stepped slowly away from Gaither, who continued to screech like a wounded bird. I bent to pick up my sword. When I lifted it, there was a collective gasp, and everyone jumped back a step. Even Amelia stood with her hands over her mouth, eyes wide.
 
   Someone shouted, “What’s going on here? Is this—”
 
   I turned. Sixle, accompanied by Damato, came around the house and, like everyone else, froze in their tracks. The elder stared at the boy on the ground. Then his eyes rose to me.
 
   “You,” he snarled. “That’s my son lying there! What did you do to him?”
 
   I couldn’t think of anything to say. This is exactly the sort of thing Andre always warned me about and what Damato had feared. Now, it had happened.
 
   “It wasn’t her fault,” Amelia said, suddenly beside me. “Gaither tried to stab her.”
 
   “Why should anyone believe you?” Sixle snapped at Amelia.
 
   “Because I’m telling the truth,” Amelia shot back.
 
   “Help!” Sixle bellowed over his son’s caterwauling. “Help! Bring weapons!”
 
   Damato grabbed his arm. “Stop shouting. There’s no need to—”
 
   “Help!” Sixle continued.
 
   Amelia pulled me aside and said urgently, “You have to get out of her, Aella. Now. Go back to your castle and your people.”
 
   Those words, coming from a girl I considered a friend, cut me worse than any weapon could. “But I can’t leave—”
 
   “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I know I can’t stay either. Meet me after full dark at Lurida Lumo’s cave. Nobody will look for you, or me, there.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Aella, listen. I know you can kill all of them, but I don’t want to see that, and I truly believe you don’t want to do that. So just…go away for a while, okay? I’ll see you tonight.”
 
   I stared at her, an absolutely unexpected range of feelings going through me. For the first time in my life, I was truly ashamed of my loss of control. Was this what Adonis had always wanted me to feel? I also felt rage at this boy and all his friends, but it was not the same hot fury that sent me into Reaper mode; instead, it was anger that they thought so little of women in general and that Amelia and the other village girls had to grow up with that belief. As they stared at me, I realized they no longer saw me as a girl, no longer even as human; I was as much a monster as Lurida Lumo.
 
   I caught Damato, still trying to silence Sixle, glaring at me. Horva and Hatho hid behind their parents, and Heod and Sela appeared as terrified as their babies.
 
   I turned and ran.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   The dress wasn’t the best thing for running, and, carrying the sword, I couldn’t really hike it up out of my way. But I still managed to cover a lot of ground more quickly than any human could. Yay, me. Bravely fleeing.
 
   I chose no particular direction beyond back toward the castle, but it took me along the trail to Lurida Lumo’s cave. When I realized no one immediately pursued me, I stopped to catch my breath and realized I stood near the first of the strange little pillars. The flowers left around it, presumably on the pilgrimage that took Amelia to the cave, had begun to wilt and fade.
 
   I looked it over. It had been carved long ago, but the surface had been maintained so that the pictures and words remained visible and in sharp relief. It showed an image of a valley nestled among a range of low mountains with a group of people arriving from somewhere else, their arms upraised and their simplistic faces all smiles. I couldn’t read the text chiseled around this, but I assumed it told where the villagers came from and what brought them here long ago. They probably fled the Demons like so many human populations; it was one reason the eventual uniting of the humans under a single king was such a big deal. 
 
   I could breathe easily again and paused to listen for pursuit. I doubted the villagers would come charging after me, and if they sent Damato, he might be so good I didn’t hear him until he was ready to pounce. Reapers move a lot faster than humans even in flouncy dresses, but I didn’t know how fast Damato could move. 
 
   I trotted easily to the next pillar. It also showed the village, but something was clearly wrong. People lay on the ground, and around them, others were shown in poses of despair and grief. A plague of some sort must have ravaged them. In one corner stood a cave opening with lines indicating light shining from it. Before it was a lone figure kneeling, perhaps a priest or maybe the first person to discover Lurida Lumo.
 
   How did a god introduce himself to his worshippers, I wondered? And what had he been doing all those eons before the villagers arrived? I was no theologian, but the myth of Lurida Lumo didn’t seem to hold up to too much scrutiny.
 
   I learned about religion from another elderly Reaper, Molon. He was absolutely dead certain in his beliefs, and if you didn’t agree with him, you were absolutely dead wrong. He explained the Reaper cosmology, that we were intended to be the shadowy reflection of what was best in humanity while the Demons represented what was worst. Humans, made in the image of God, embodied both, just as God encompassed everything, even contradictions.
 
   After spending my childhood with the Demons, I had no doubt they were truly the worst. But I struggled with believing Reapers were really just a shadow of humanity. I was filled with the certainty of my own existence and challenged Molon on this. He broke my jaw in punishment for my temerity. I would have hated him for it, but later that night, as I prowled the castle practicing my stealth, I found him in the chapel and overheard him praying for me. It wasn’t a prayer for my immediate painful death, as I expected, but instead one that asked God to give my soul peace. It hadn’t worked, but damn it, I admired the old guy for trying.
 
   Now, looking over this record of the villagers’ belief in Lurida Lumo, I wondered if they felt the same certainty before I came along.
 
   The third pillar, the last one, showed the villagers prosperous and happy. Again in a corner, the cave now had the crossbeams in place, a sacrifice chained to it. Standing in the glowing cave mouth was no spider but a human form. That made sense: Molon always said humans created gods in their own image then put the blame on these deities for the humans’ own mistakes.
 
   Humans, I thought bitterly. The race we were supposed to gladly allow dominion over the world. The ones who irrationally feared us even though we all had human mothers. Maybe the Demons had the right idea about them.
 
   Then I felt a rush of horror at my own thoughts. Of course the Demons weren’t right. Not about anything. And yet for a moment, that thought had been so satisfying, so pleasant, that I realized it had made me smile. By the screaming banshees of Limba, was I truly more Demon than Reaper?
 
   I was also ashamed. And that shame was deep and fundamental, because it was shame for something I couldn’t help. I was a Reaper, I was half-Demon, and that Demonic half had been nurtured by Ganesh and his followers the way the other Reapers had cultivated their human halves. Until I could learn to control it, it would always come out at the worst possible time, destroying false gods and cocky teenage boys who didn’t really deserve it.
 
   Wow, I’m a piece of work, all right.
 
   I’d been walking as these thoughts marinated in my head, and I emerged at the head of a familiar ravine. The sun had already dropped below the trees, placing it in deep shadow. All evidence of the spider was gone, no doubt cleaned up by forest scavengers. Nothing went to waste in the natural world unlike the sphere of humans, Reapers, and Demons. Everything here had a use, even the broken pieces of a dead god.
 
   The cross-tie for sacrificial victims stood like a skeleton, the broken ends of the chains dangling in the slight breeze. I leaned on it, eyes closed, exhausted, and suddenly trying not to cry. I broke a boy’s legs, a boy probably no different than my beloved, long-lost Aaron. I was a monster, wasn’t I? Just like Adonis and Eldrid said. The best I could hope for was to let someone have his way with me, breed with me like a farm animal, and produce the true Red Reaper. Then, my usefulness would be over, and I could find a way to die.
 
   I didn’t cry. But it was a near thing.
 
   When I opened my eyes again, it was even darker. And that blue glow was present again, coming from deep within the cave.
 
   I knew some caves had glowing moss that grew on the rocks, and there were animals that glowed in the dark as well. But this was too bright and too steady to be either of those things, and it didn’t flicker like a flame either. 
 
   I stepped to the edge of the cave mouth and peered inside. Would I see the same shadow moving within?
 
   The light illuminated a high, narrow path that led down into the earth. Fine webbing coated all the surfaces, no doubt from Lurida Lumo’s passage. Yet the floor of the passage was carved into stairs designed for two feet, not eight. What had this cave once been?
 
   And then, from the depths, I heard a voice. Whispering.
 
   I knew Amelia would be along shortly—I trusted her to keep her word—but I couldn’t just let this mystery go. Who or what was down there? Some hermit or bandit hiding in the one place he knew the villagers would never go? Or worse, was this a secret hideout for the Demons? Were they planning a return to this world to renew the Thousand Year War? It seemed absurd, but as a Reaper, even an unwilling and inept one, I simply couldn’t ignore this possibility. I had to know.
 
   I tore off a piece of the dress’s hem and tied it to the end of a broken manacle chain. Hopefully, Amelia would understand that I’d been there and would be back. I held my sword ready although the confines of the cave were probably too narrow for it to be of much use. Then, quietly as I could, I entered the cave.
 
   Just inside the entrance was a curtain of fine webbing, heavier than the cobwebs I knew from the castle but not by much. It was also ridiculously clingy, and I had to spit strands from my mouth. They tasted metallic and bitter.
 
   I’d gone about ten feet when I reached a slight turn and found a wall of webbing blocking the way. I cut it with the sword, and when I did, a faint, whispery moan rose from the glowing-blue depths ahead.
 
   The noise was so creepy that I almost turned back. I was scared of nothing corporeal, but I’d never been trained to fight a damn ghost.
 
   I continued on, the light growing brighter. I tried not to swipe at the webbing, but I was annoyed that my lovely, clean hair was once again attracting everything I passed. I wondered if Andre could smell spider webs.
 
   The passage had several other small turns, which kept the source of the glow maddeningly out of sight. I wasn’t exactly afraid—it took a lot to scare a Reaper—but I did get a serious case of the creeps. What the hell was this place?
 
   As I was about to squeeze through a particularly narrow passage, I sensed movement above me. Another spider, identical to Lurida Lumo, had nestled itself into a cleft and trembled with the eagerness to attack me. I braced my feet and readied the sword, which, in these confines, I could only stab straight up.
 
   The little black cluster of eyes watched me. The blue glow made them seem eerily gentle. The ache in my shoulder reminded me that I knew better.
 
   “Don’t do it,” I whispered, watching for the tensing that signaled an attack. “You won’t get out of this alive.”
 
   The spider seemed to debate this for a moment then scuttled further back into its burrow. I pivoted as I passed under it, not about to turn my back.
 
   By now, the glow was bright enough to read by yet still that pale blue. It made everything either blue, gray, or black, a monochrome vision of the world that made things harder to discern than you’d think. Ahead was an opening into a larger cavern, and I nervously flexed the fingers on my sword hilt. What was waiting for me?
 
   As I stepped through the arched end of the passage, I discovered one very important thing as my foot crunched something on the floor. I looked down and saw bones: human bones. I’d been schooled on human anatomy as part of my battle skills and recognized the vertebrae, lower arm bones, and ribs. And as my gaze rose, I saw that they covered the cavern floor.
 
   I’d found the remains of a massacre.
 
   But I realized something else as well. None of these bones were wrapped in webbing. They weren’t covered in dried skin. They were, in fact, totally picked clean, which meant that the huge spiders, whatever else they might do, had not done this. But what had?
 
   And then I saw the source of the blue glow.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   He sat on a crude, rocky throne against the far cavern wall. And because he was naked, I was absolutely certain he was, in fact, a “he.”
 
    Despite his humanlike form, he looked…gelatinous. Boneless, soft, and weak. And I suspected he’d be sticky to the touch. The blue glow came from the cavern behind him, from a deep recess that descended out of sight. 
 
   Some of the blue glow actually came from him as well. It made him hard to look at; I had to squint and peek through my fingers. He saw this and grew dimmer until his glow was bearable, and I could easily make out the details. Like the fact that he was looking straight at me with a knowing little smile. 
 
   I didn’t move. My tactical training did not cover an opponent who was half man and half slug. Perhaps if I’d had a salt shaker, I would’ve felt bolder.
 
   With his blue, glowing skin and humanoid shape, he looked like I imagined the Demons of old did before the spell that made them mortal-ish. His facial features were soft as well, like a clay bust that was only halfway finished. But they creased into a wide grin, and he said, in a paradoxically loud whisper, “Aella the Reaper.” His voice was strange, like it came from underwater. 
 
   Well, no point in pretending to be a terrified local girl now. “I take it you’re Lurida Lumo?” I said.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “So you’re a god.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “A god who lives in a hole in the ground?”
 
   “A god may live wherever he chooses.” He raised one hand and motioned with it, slowly and with apparent great effort. “Please, come closer.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It is difficult for me to speak more loudly.”
 
   “I thought gods do whatever they choose?”
 
   “Come closer,” he repeated with the exact same intonation.
 
   Did I just backtalk a god? Eldrid was right. There really is something wrong with me. Well, I wouldn’t learn anything standing in the door although, given the way the village had treated me, I wondered why I cared. I knew, though, it was because of Amelia, who had stood by my side against her own people, and who might—if blue slug boy here was really Lurida Lumo—still be in danger. So I picked my way through the bones of what must have been hundreds of people, probably all of them sacrifices: young women taken from their families and left staked out like bait in a trap. Young women who were all some version of my only friend, Amelia.
 
   I stopped well out of reach of Lurida Lumo. Well, out of reach provided he stayed in the shape he currently occupied. I don’t remember much from my studies, but I was certain that corporeal gods usually stayed in the form they chose when they descend. At least that’s what I hoped. Now, more than ever, I wished I’d paid more attention to my studies.
 
   This close, I saw that his slick, blue skin was actually damp, shining with moisture like the stalactites above me. Did he sweat, I wondered, or was this just condensation? I wondered if Freya had an oil for that too.
 
   “Aella,” he said again. I didn’t like this at all. “Yet dressed like a village girl.”
 
   “Sometimes, you have to revamp your style,” I said, wondering how this god looked before he came to the mortal realm.
 
   “You killed one of my guardians and took away my sacrifice.”
 
   “I sure did.”
 
   “Why would a Reaper do that?”
 
   “We disagree on the purpose of nice village girls.”
 
   He smiled, and it looked like the surface of a pudding being shifted from within. Holy Mother of Spikes, this thing is creepy. “Why do the humans deserve your protection when they are such weak, helpless creatures?”
 
   When I was particularly angry at Adonis, Andre, or myself, I’d wondered the same thing, yet this was the first time a ready answer had sprung to mind. “Because we’re weak where they’re strong.”
 
   “Surely, you’re not going to mention such abstract concepts as ‘love’ and ‘compassion,’ are you?”
 
   This guy talked like Eldrid if Eldrid was made out of blue snot. “I don’t have to since, apparently, you already know.”
 
   He shook his head slowly, probably so pieces wouldn’t sling off. “I have not had the pleasure of meeting a Reaper for some time.”
 
   “Are you about to brag that there are Reaper bones in here? Because that’s kind of trite.”
 
   “Oh, no. Nothing so…blatant. I’ve never had a Reaper sacrifice, not in all the long years of my existence.”
 
   “And you’re not about to now.”
 
   His smile widened until it was just a hair beyond where a human expression could go. “Your bravery is admirable. But what I intended to say was that, while I’ve never had a Reaper, I have had…these.”
 
   He gestured with the same hand again, and it moved as if the bones inside were as rubbery as the flesh. I discreetly turned to look, keeping him well within my field of vision as well.
 
   Until everything completely changed.
 
   I jumped back a step, fell into a fighting stance, and fought not to scream. Whether it would’ve been a battle cry or a real scream of terror is open for debate. But either way, I at least managed to stay silent, which was a hell of an accomplishment.
 
   From out of the cave’s blue-lit depths, two unmistakable figures emerged. I knew their long, stringy hair, their ridged eyebrows, their lean, sinewy bodies. In sixty-five years, their stench remained exactly as I remembered.
 
   I knew their kind.
 
   Demons.
 
   Even now, I prefer not to sort through the memories of what the Demons did to the innocent little girl my mother tossed away like the evening’s trash. Every imaginable form and aspect of brutality got practiced on me sometimes as a guinea pig for new innovations but usually just to relieve their boredom. It was a total inversion, a complete perversion of what a child should go through. But what I do remember clearly is the laughter, the mockery, that my pain brought out in them. When Ganesh was defeated, I thought I’d never have to see one of these pasty-faced, baby-raping bastards again. Adonis told me they’d all been destroyed; the only Demons now were in my head. Yet here, now, in this weird-ass cave, were two of them walking toward me.
 
   All right. No one needs to rescue me this time. I’m here to kick Demon ass and chew gum tree leaves, and I’m all out of gum tree leaves. I shifted from a defensive stance to offense, intending to bring the battle to them as soon as they got in range.
 
   Then they stopped.
 
   Something was wrong with them. Where were the intelligent, sadistic smiles that haunt my dreams? They stared straight ahead, glassy-eyed and blank-faced. Those damned Demon smiles didn’t come to their faces. They bore no weapons either, something that was unthinkable for the Demons since Ganesh overthrew the Demon order by having them all made mortal. Before that, not even decapitation could destroy a Demon. Their clothing was tattered and worn with age, something the vanity of Demons would never normally allow. They did not assume any battle stance I recognized but simply stood, faces and limbs slack as if waiting for some sort of order. And this made me positively rigid.
 
   One was male, and the other was a rare female. Where had they come from?
 
   “You may relax,” Lurida Lumo said. “They are under my control.” 
 
   Under his what? “That’s some trick,” I said at last, hoping my voice didn’t shake too much.
 
   He gestured at them. They slowly turned their backs to me, something an unarmed Demon really would never do to a Reaper. Then I saw why. On the backs of their necks were hand-sized, slug-like creatures the same glowing shade of blue as Lurida Lumo. They pulsed slowly, and strands of the Demons’ greasy white hair stuck to them. They had bored into the Demons’ skin, and by inference, into their brains. Whatever they were, it was clear Lurida Lumo did have the Demons under some sort of control.
 
   “Do you know,” he asked me, “how it is that Demons came to be in this realm?”
 
   “No one knows that.”
 
   “Demons were once servants of our great Creator, the one who made all things, including the other gods. But they were rebellious creatures, and the creator cast them out and sent them here to serve his most precious creation.” 
 
   Humans. And then the realization hit me like a mountain: “So you can control what the Creator could not?” My blood turned to ice crystals in my veins. What this god lacked in physical prowess he made up for in sheer power.
 
   “You, my dear Aella, half demon, half witch, shall be my first Reaper sacrifice.” His smile paralyzed me.
 
   The Demons broke out of their stupor like a boulder crushing a wine goblet. In an instant, they’d covered the space between us, their talons grasping at me as I tried to maneuver. They made a sound I’d never heard before, a kind of high-pitched screeching that didn’t seem to come from their tightly-closed mouths.
 
   I was terrified, but I was also well-trained, and I met the first one with a perfectly aimed swing at his neck. Only one thing could kill a Demon for sure, and that was decapitation. I can’t tell you how many training dummies I’d beheaded, how many melons split in mid-air, how many times I’d practiced bringing the edge of the blade down at just the right angle to slice through armored vertebrae and resilient spinal cords. So this blow was perfectly on target.
 
   Except that it bounced off.
 
   It was as if I’d hit an iron bar with all my strength. The impact knocked the sword from my hands, and my bones chattered from the reverberation. Luckily, it also knocked the first Demon into the second and sent them down in a tangle of flailing limbs among the bones on the floor. I stumbled as well but kept to my feet, more astonished than anything. They wore no neck armor, so what—
 
   Those blue parasites.
 
   They looked soft, but they were solid enough to deflect the blade of my Reaper-forged sword, which meant they were pretty damned solid. 
 
   The Demons untangled themselves; turned their dead, ugly ass-faces toward me; and charged again. The female grabbed my left arm, and I used her as a pivot to launch myself at the male. I kicked him in his ass-face then used the momentum to toss the woman over my shoulder. Two satisfying cracks boosted my confidence. Before I could reset, Ass-Face number one rushed at me and tackled me around the waist. We went down with a clatter of dried bones and a cloud of dust.
 
   I should’ve gone into Reaper mode and torn these Demons apart as I’d done the spider earlier. But when a Reaper’s brain is engaged, she doesn’t tend to freak out. I was too puzzled by their presence and their behavior. What were they doing here? How did Lurida Lumo get them under his control? 
 
   I heard the blue god’s wet, wheezing laugh. He thought this was great sport, and I knew that in order for this to end, I would have to slay the wheezing God.
 
   I grabbed Demon Ass-Face Number One by the sides of his head and looked into his eyes. “Who are you?” I demanded. “Why are you here?” But his eyes remained glassy, and his hands tore at me even as his expression stayed blank and empty.
 
   I slammed his head into the floor, jumped to my feet, and kicked the female just before she reached me. By then the male was back, wrapping his arms around me and trying to pin my arms to my sides. Nothing but the tip of my sword was going to get through to these demons. First things first. 
 
   I turned in his embrace and wedged one foot between me and him. Without looking, I kicked him across the room. Between me and my sword was Demon Ass-Face Number Two. I leaped into the air over the charging demon, landed on my trusty boots, and grabbed my dropped sword, all without tearing my stupid dress. It was then that I realized I had a clear shot at the exit. I took it, rushing up into the passage at full speed. I heard the spider scramble and try to jump down on me, but I was going too fast, and it missed. It came after me though, and in that tunnel, it was faster than the Demons had been.
 
   Extra weight seemed to pull at the hem of my skirt. The spider was crawling up my dress! This would never happen in trousers! The wretched thing jumped on my back, and my legs buckled under its weight. I rolled to pin it between me and the floor, drew up my knees, and kicked as hard as I could, bucking my back with all my strength. The legs tore loose, leaving more of the quill-like hairs stuck in me, and I rolled forward, spun, and threw my sword at it. It passed through the spider’s body lengthwise and knocked it back into the wall, where it landed and curled into a ball.
 
   I should’ve gone back for my sword, but the urge to flee was just too strong. I ran the rest of the way into the open.
 
   It was full dark now, and I slammed into the wooden X. Ouch. How do I always manage to do more damage to myself than my opponents do? I spun and waited to see what would emerge. For a long time, the only sound was my own rapid breathing. The night’s insects were silent, the way they fell when unexpected predators prowled nearby. Only the wind rattled in the trees.
 
   I waited for pursuit, but nothing appeared. The blue light was plain in the darkness, and neither the Demons nor the spider nor that goopy son of a bitch Lurida Lumo appeared.
 
   I was covered in sweat, webs, and bone dust, and I pulled the spider hairs I could reach from my back. Each one sent a bolt of liquid fire through me as it tore its way out of my flesh. I gritted my teeth and bit the sides of my mouth to keep from crying out. 
 
   Now, I had to decide what to do. I could run back to the castle and forget this whole thing. That would be the easiest thing. Just turn on what was left of my heel and forget this horrible place with its scary blue god and arachnids of unusual size. Except there was Amelia. Amelia expected me to meet her and take her to her aunt’s. Amelia, this brave young girl who fought a spider the size of her parents’ bedroom with nothing but a stick. Amelia, who stood up for me against her father, the council, even the entire village. For me. For our friendship. What kind of person, Reaper or human, could walk away from that? 
 
   I really had no choice but to go back to the village and try to warn them. I felt like an idiot. Why had I assumed the spider was their god? It was because I’d thought they were stupid, or at least willfully naive, and couldn’t possibly read the situation accurately. It was a level of arrogance I saw in all the Reapers and probably the Demons too.
 
   The Demons. That was a whole other level of shit. Whatever Lurida Lumo was, whatever he wanted, he was powerful enough to enslave Demons. Even Reapers couldn’t do that. Even my mother, probably the most powerful witch of all time, only kind of did that with Ganesh. But even he still tortured her. So what chance did this village full of humans have against the god that I had now thoroughly pissed off?
 
   They had no chance. And I knew it. 
 
   Or rather, the only chance they had was me.
 
   First, I had to stop Amelia from leaving. Then, I had to convince the village’s elders that I wasn’t some sort of lunatic. I knew they hated and feared me, especially since I broke that boy’s legs. But I had to try. To abandon them would be to confirm Eldrid’s theory that I wasn’t the Red Reaper at all.
 
   I headed back toward the village, this time ignoring the trail and cutting straight through the woods. Red Reaper or not, here I come.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   It should have been impossible, but I was lost.
 
   How did I get lost? I mean, I was running from the cave to the village, two places I’d been before, and even though I didn’t take the road, I certainly knew the way. A Reaper’s sense of space and distance was pretty damn good. So where the hell was I?
 
   I stumbled through trees that grew bigger and thicker than I remembered. The undergrowth snagged on my dress and hair. I should’ve seen the lights of the village through the forest by now, but I couldn’t even see the stars or moon because of the canopy overhead. Only my heightened Reaper vision kept me from blundering face-first into the jutting end of a broken limb. That was a good thing; Reapers could heal, but we didn’t regrow things like eyes if they got poked out.
 
   Finally, I stopped. There was no point in continuing. I looked around and couldn’t even see the path I’d just made through the weeds and briars. Things scurried through the undergrowth around me, hissing and spitting in ways that sounded a lot like mumbled speech, slurred like the bugs were all…drunk? But I saw nothing.
 
   I closed my eyes. When one sense is removed, the others step up, and I had confidence that I’d be able to hear the village if I left myself open to it. I couldn’t be that far away, could I?
 
   The air here seemed dry and thin, as if the moisture had been sucked out of it. Odd for a forest. Very, very odd. But I heard only the sounds of the wilderness, which seemed to echo in the night. Things moved faster and slower than seemed right. I knew most of them, strange though they sounded in this forest. Was the sound being absorbed by the trees? No, that didn’t seem right. And what of these voices? They came back, louder this time but still hovering just beyond the edge of comprehension. The sound swirled around me; was it coming from within or without? What threat is this? 
 
   It resolved into one word, over and over, and eventually, I recognized it.
 
   Aella…Aella…Aella…
 
   The voice now sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place it. It wasn’t Lurida Lumo, Damato, or any of the Reapers who might be searching for me. A thin, whimsical voice, nothing like the deep bass of my father, Andre, or even Keefe. The voice in the back of my mind that was always searching for Aaron told me it wasn’t him. A psychic connection—my mother, then? No, it wasn’t my mother, whose voice occasionally seemed to whisper to me on the wind. This sound, my own name, crawled like cold dead fingers up my armored spine. Who was it? What was it?
 
   A shudder ran through me. Was it Ganesh? My mind knew what my brain refused to acknowledge. Ganesh is alive. He must be because I would feel it if he didn’t live. I’d just seen two live Demons; had they somehow told him where I was? Was he coming to reclaim me as he promised so many times all of those years ago?
 
   I fought that down. It wasn’t possible. Those Demons in the cave were not emissaries; they were victims. They had no wills of their own. And Ganesh is dead. Everyone knew that. Except my stupid mind, insistent on playing tricks on me. If Adonis said he decapitated Ganesh, then Ganesh is dead. That is the way of things, and there’s no…
 
   Aella…Aella…Aella…
 
   I opened my eyes. The voice came from directly ahead, so I carefully picked my way through the weeds, moving toward whoever wanted me so badly. The forest remained black, dry, featureless, and impenetrable.
 
   Then I did see a light: a single, glowing window far ahead through the greenery. I pushed toward it, and only when I’d practically reached its door did I recognize it as Yazel’s hut.
 
   That was on the far side of the village. How had I gotten here without going through the damn town? What was going on here?
 
   At least it oriented me, and I knew where the path was from here. But before I could take it, the door opened, and Yazel said, “Come in, Aella. I’ve been expecting you.”
 
   “I’m in a hurry,” I said. “I’ll come back and talk to you later.”
 
   “Time has stopped for this,” she said. Her voice was distant and hollow, just like the one that had called my name. “It will cost you no haste to hear me out, and it will surely aid you in what you wish to do.”
 
   “Right,” I said. Apparently, she’d put an extra spoonful of creepy in her evening tea. “If you’ll excuse me?”
 
   I turned to go and happened to glance up at something white in the trees above me. It was a magnificent snowy owl, huge and mystical-looking. It had just launched itself from a branch no doubt after spotting a forest mouse somewhere below.
 
   Except that the owl was poised in mid-air, frozen in the midst of its flight. Its wings were spread wide and its talons extended. But it wasn’t moving. It was stopped, just as Yazel had said about time. I guess she meant it literally.
 
   “Horton’s balls,” I whispered then looked back at her. “Did you do this?”
 
   “The universe did this. I was just the agent.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because one day, the fate of the world will rest on your shoulders, my dear Red Reaper.”
 
   I stared at her. Her voice, sepulchral yet powerful, left no room for disagreement. “I suppose I’ve got a second then,” I said as I went inside.
 
   The cottage was much as I remembered it except now lit by dozens of candles and a few oil lamps. Something nagged at me until I realized all the flames were absolutely still, frozen in place just like the owl outside. I had the urge to try pouring water just to see what would happen.
 
   Yazel still had that thin, mantis-like look, but the doddering quality was gone. She stood up straight, and her eyes gleamed green with intensity above her wrinkled cheeks. I’d seen that look before on the face of my heartbreakingly beautiful mother.
 
   She gestured at a small table on which something round, about the size of a grapefruit, sat covered with a black cloth. The sight gave me chills. “What is that?” I asked, knowing exactly what it was. It brought back a rush of feelings without the memories that go with it.
 
   “It’s a way to see into the future,” Yazel said. “It’s the eye of time and the lens of fate.” She withdrew the cloth, exposing a clear, crystal ball.
 
   My mother had one of those. She would stare into it for hours while I sat, forgotten. “It’s a piece of polished rock.”
 
   “To those without the gift, that’s true. But your mother was a Teller Witch, so that gift lies inside you, waiting.” How in Nelson’s crack do these witches always seem to know everything? 
 
   “I don’t use magic. I don’t know anything about it.” Now didn’t seem like the time or place to tell her I actually hate magic and find it the weapon of cowards. 
 
   She settled into the high-backed, overstuffed throne behind the table. “Sit, please.” It wasn’t a request.
 
   I did in the stiff chair opposite her. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and put her fingers lightly on the ball. Her face reflected upside-down in the clear stone.
 
   “You must look,” she said. “You must see what awaits you.”
 
   “I don’t use magic,” I repeated.
 
   “But the prophecy says you will be the last of the Teller Witches and the last of the Reapers. You must embrace both sides of your nature to fulfill your destiny.” 
 
   “I don’t have time for embraces right now,” I said, and stood up. “And my destiny isn’t set in stone.”
 
   She reached across and grabbed my wrist more powerfully than any human should have been able to. “You will look,” she said, and her voice carried more authority than Adonis, Eldrid, and even Ganesh. It must be a witch thing, I thought as a chill of fear ran north and south and my knees collapsed, plopping me back in the chair.
 
   I peered into the crystal. My mother had often tried to teach me to see this way, and I had dim memories of the kind of innocent visions a child might conjure. But I never knew if they were real or just my imagination filling in the blanks.
 
   But whatever I saw then, I saw nothing now. No glimpse of Amelia’s fate or Lurida Lumo’s or my own. Just the frozen candle flames outlining the distorted, inverted image of Yazel.
 
   “I don’t see anything,” I said.
 
   “Try harder.”
 
   “I don’t know how to try harder!” I spat back at her. 
 
   She grabbed a handful of my hair and shoved my face against the crystal. “Look! Look!”
 
   I wrenched free, leaving a few long, red hairs between her fingers. “I am looking, you old crone! I don’t see anything! I never have, and I never will. I don’t care who my mother was!” 
 
   She stared up at me with that same distant look. “You must. Everything depends on it.” 
 
   Blah, blah, blah. Curses and eyes of newt and magic and why don’t you grab a sword and fight like a real warrior? “Yeah, well, right now, everything depends on me getting back to the village and warning them about Lurida Lumo.” I stood and turned to go. The fact that I didn’t bolt like a startled rabbit made me inordinately proud.
 
   “Hear me, Red Reaper!” she boomed as I opened the door. “What waits for you tonight will not be what you see. What you don’t see is what you must watch for. What lies behind what you see is what will destroy all you hold dear!”
 
   I didn’t look back. I did slam the door.
 
   When I stepped outside, the owl nearly took my head off as it dove toward its prey. I yelped in surprise. Guess time was running again.
 
   Well, at least someone in this realm thinks I’m the Red Reaper. Maybe it’s time I started acting like her. I pulled myself together and raced toward town. The path was now as clear as day.
 
   I wondered how I would convince these people that I was telling the truth. After all, I was a psychotic, leg-breaking, half-Demon monster to them.
 
   But as the lights of the village appeared ahead of me, something Yazel said struck me.
 
   She didn’t say the unseen future events would destroy me, she said all you hold dear. 
 
   What did I hold dear then?
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   After the mad rush through the forest and the experience with Yazel, I was wrung out by the time I reached the village. I stopped at the well to catch my breath. I drew up the bucket for a drink, but it didn’t cool the burning that I thought was coming from my throat. The homes were all closed for the night, and smoke rose in billows from most of the chimneys. I heard laughing children, adults singing, and barking dogs. I’d never experienced a home like that; it was just what I saw in the distant human settlements when I looked down from the roof of my tower. I’d often imagined what it would be like to be part of a real family with a mother whose smile could light up a room and a father who taught me to ride a horse. In my imagined family, my father would drink beer and regale us all with his stories of heroism during the war while my mother shook her head at his exaggerations.
 
   I shook myself to dislodge this fantasy. No families were like that, human or Reaper.
 
   I got to Amelia’s door and paused before knocking. If they were arguing, I didn’t want to interrupt. I’d caused enough trouble, and here I was bringing more. But it was silent within and dark save for the flickering of the fireplace light. So I knocked.
 
   Sela opened the door. For a moment, she was speechless. “Aella,” she gasped at last. I was about to blurt it all out when Heod appeared next to her. 
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m here to speak to Amelia. And to you. I made a terrible mistake, and you have to let people know.”
 
   “Amelia’s with you,” Heod said. “Isn’t she?”
 
   My stomach fell. This was bad in a way that I’ve never, in all my screw ups, been close to matching. “Please don’t say that.”
 
   “She said you were taking her to my sister’s in Mastill. You were supposed to meet her.” 
 
   I closed my eyes. While I made my beeline for the village, Amelia had no doubt used the pilgrim trail. I’d missed her completely. She was probably sitting at the cave, waiting. Unless, of course, she saw the blue light, thought it was me, and went down…
 
   “Listen,” I said as calmly as I could, “I was wrong. The big spider wasn’t Lurida Lumo. It was just a coincidence. I mean, there are big spiders in the cave, but Lurida Lumo is something else entirely. Something much worse.”
 
   Heod and Sela exchanged a look of horror. Heod said, “So Litwin was right.”
 
   I looked at the ground. “Yes.”
 
   “You swore he was wrong.”
 
   “I thought he was. I really did.”
 
   “You thought we were all so stupid we could be fooled for generations by a giant bug,” he seethed.
 
   “No! I mean…not like that.”
 
   He was getting wound up now. “And you let my daughter walk right into it?”
 
   “You were the ones who sent her away!” I fired back, hating the whine in my own voice. “All I did was offer to help!”
 
   “Yeah? This must be a definition of ‘help’ that I’ve never heard before!” His voice got louder with each word. He glared at me with both hatred, which I was used to, and betrayal, which I wasn’t. It hurt worse than the hatred.
 
   “Heod,” Sela said calmly with just a hint of tremor in her voice, “this won’t help anyone. Go and alert Damato. Tell him what’s happened.”
 
   “No, I’ll go see him,” I said. I wanted a chance to explain to Damato in person. Or that’s what I told myself I wanted.
 
   “We’ll both go,” Heod said. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
 
   The center of the village was still empty as we crossed it. I followed Heod to a small hut behind the tavern. A lamp burned within, but when Heod knocked, there was no answer.
 
   “Wake up!” Heod yelled. I winced; he would attract a lot more attention than I hoped. “Damato, wake up!”
 
   I pushed the door, and it opened. “Damato?” I called, and when there was no answer, I stepped inside.
 
   The place smelled like him. In spite of myself, I breathed a little deeper. 
 
   The hut was sparse and untidy, just like my tower room. A rack on the wall held a bow, a full quiver, a mace, and a shield; there was a space for a sword, but it was gone. The bed was unmade, and the table, where the lamp burned, still held dishes from dinner.
 
   And that wasn’t all it held. Stretched across it was my leather training armor. I hadn’t seen it since I’d awoken in Amelia’s house. What was that doing here? Some weird souvenir? 
 
   I scowled. Then I saw the tools.
 
   There were implements for working with metal as well as leather. One of the huge punctures where the spider’s fangs had gone through was already patched. I realized with a start that Damato wasn’t hoarding my armor, he was repairing it. And since it was far too small for him, it had to be done as a gesture, a gift, to me. Interesting.
 
   A tiny locket on a thick chain lay beside the tools. I picked it up; it was battered with time and exposure, but not even that could hide the fact that it was solid gold. I opened it and gasped: inside were three long red hairs, tightly wound into a circlet. They must have been stuck to the clasps on the armor. Or tangled in his fingers from that kiss…
 
   I closed it and put it down before Heod could see. I didn’t want to explain it because even I wasn’t sure what it meant. Well, that’s not true. I knew, all right. I just didn’t know how I should feel about it.
 
   “He’s not here,” Heod fumed.
 
   “No,” I said. “But he left in a hurry. He didn’t put out the lamp, and he only grabbed his sword.”
 
   “Hmph,” Heod said. “There’s never a guardian around when you want one.”
 
   I picked up my armor. One seam was still half-undone, but I could wrap a strap around it. I wanted to feel like myself again if I had to battle a god. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll find Amelia.”
 
   He grabbed my arms. I hadn’t expected it and almost struck back before I caught myself. But the look on his face stopped me: it was fear but not of me. It was fear for his daughter.
 
   “Please,” he said sincerely. “Do find her.”
 
   “I will,” I assured him. Or die trying.
 
   We returned to Heod’s house, where I quickly changed out of the tattered dress and back into my armor. I was especially glad to get my boots back, and my feet gratefully slid into them, the calluses nestling into familiar creases and seams. Heod kept his back discreetly turned, and when Hatho tried to sneak a peek, he got a thump on the head instead.
 
   “You look young, but you’re very old, aren’t you?” Sela asked me as she helped buckle the leather.
 
   “Yes,” I agreed.
 
   “You don’t have any children, do you?”
 
   That was the last question I expected, so it took me a moment to answer, “No.”
 
   “And, if what I’ve heard about how Reapers are conceived is right, you have no brothers or sisters.”
 
   It was true. Except for the extremely rare Reaper twins, we were all only children. A human woman didn’t survive bearing a Demon’s bastard offspring twice. Or once, for that matter. Except for my mother, but that was different. “None that I know of.”
 
   She spoke without looking at me. “When I had Amelia, I almost died. When she was chosen for Acheron, I can’t tell you how upset and angry I was. We didn’t just lose a daughter we loved, we lost any grandchildren she might have. We lost the person who would likely care for us in our old age. We lost…part of the future.”
 
   I said nothing. What could I say? The quiver in her voice, which she tried to mask, tore at my heart. 
 
   “Then you brought her back. I knew it was wrong, I knew it would anger Lurida Lumo, but I let myself believe you were right, that we’d been deluding ourselves for generations about what Lurida Lumo really was. I mean, we are a simple people. Few of us can read, none of us are schooled, and we live by the seasons and the weather, not the markings of a calendar.”
 
   She stopped what she was doing and turned away. I reached out for her and let my hand hover over her shoulder. I’d never felt less like a human than I did at that moment, struggling to decide if she’d see my gesture as comfort or an attack.
 
   “And now, we’ve lost her again,” she continued. “The same pain twice. No mother should ever have to feel that, Aella. Never.” I couldn’t imagine my mother distraught over the loss of me; after all, she willingly gave me away. And somehow, all of those pent-up mother-daughter feelings rushed toward Sela. 
 
   I rested my hand on her, and after a moment, even though she still didn’t look at me, she put her hand atop mine. I felt something in my chest push on me, like it was about to explode. I wanted to tell her, to say something. I looked at her long, beautiful hair and kind, blue eyes filled to the brim, and suddenly, I knew. I knew what I needed to tell her. 
 
   Then I heard the mob.
 
   “What is that?” Heod asked, but a glance outside told him. “Oh, hell,” he said. “You women wait here. I’ll go talk to them.”
 
   I think every person in the village had gathered outside the little house. Torchlight flickered through the windows accompanied by muttering voices. They weren’t yelling curses at least.
 
   “Do you have any weapons?” I asked Sela softly.
 
   “I thought you had a sword.”
 
   “I misplaced it.”
 
   “I’m afraid we don’t have anything else. Amelia took our only sword.”
 
   The mob was armed though. I heard the clattering of swords and farming implements. I knew a pitchfork could do just as much damage as a spear in the right situations.
 
   I clenched my fists against the surge in my blood. It was a threat, and Reapers were conditioned, even bred, to meet a threat with force. My temper began to simmer. But I fought to control it because these people were right to be angry with me. I’d intruded on their lives with a superior arrogance, and they were perfectly entitled to be pissed off.
 
   “This is about to get…interesting,” I said. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I don’t think I can just stand here and let them burn me at the stake or whatever you do to heretics here.”
 
   “I don’t know either,” she said with a weak smile. “We never had one before.”
 
   “You can run away,” little Horva said.
 
   “No. Not this time.” I put my hand on the door then turned back to the family. “Please remember I said this: I’m very, very sorry for what I’ve done to your village and your daughter. I hope Amelia is safe. I hope I survive the next few minutes to try and help her. But whatever happens, I want you to know I am sorry.”
 
   Sela hugged me the way I’d seen her hug Amelia. I was speechless, and the wrenching in my chest grew harder and tighter.
 
   Then someone knocked on the door.
 
   It wasn’t the kind of pounding I expected but a soft knock, the kind you make to alert someone so you won’t startle them. Then the door opened, and Heod entered. He closed the door behind him. He didn’t look scared or worried. He actually seemed rather pleased.
 
   “Aella,” he began.
 
   “Heod, please—” Sela started to say.
 
   “No,” I said. “This is my place. Heod, I understand why everyone is angry, but please hear me. I won’t go down without a fight. I can’t; it’s not in my nature. So while you may kill me eventually, a lot of your friends will die tonight.”
 
   He tried again. “Aella—”
 
   “I don’t want to kill anyone, Heod!” I almost shouted.
 
   “Come outside,” he said, and reached for my arm. He didn’t sound angry at all.
 
   I let him pull me toward the door and out in front of the crowd. They indeed had torches and weapons, most of them tools, some of them old, rusted heirlooms. I couldn’t quite make out their faces, but they fell silent when I appeared.
 
   Then Sixle stepped forward. I knew I was toasted bread. I assumed my favorite battle-ready stance and mentally prepared myself for the worst fight of my life. Don’t kill, only incapacitate, I reminded myself. I took a short breath. 
 
   He said, “We are with you, Reaper.”
 
   I blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “We are prepared to battle Lurida Lumo. We no longer wish to fall under his sway. He has taken too many of us for too long.”
 
   It took me a moment to absorb this. “Are you serious?”
 
   “We are. You may think us simple and backward, and perhaps that is true. It has certainly been true in the past. But when you denied Lurida Lumo his sacrifice and none of the terrible punishments foretold in the prophecies appeared, we realized the truth. Whatever he is, he is no god, and we have failed our own children for generations.”
 
   Yazel stepped forward. Her distant demeanor from earlier was gone, and she almost cackled with glee. “Once I got that idiot Litwin to shut up, the rest of them saw reason. If I’d known it was going to be so easy, I’d have done it years ago.”
 
    “Now,” Sixle concluded, “it is time for vengeance.”
 
   At this word, the crowd cheered and shook their weapons and torches.
 
   I wondered what wizard had cursed me to move into this strange new world where everything was suddenly backward. “Ah…that’s great.”
 
   More cheering. It sounded both wonderful and strange to my ears. A girl could learn to like that.
 
   “You lead us,” one of the boys from earlier said. “We’ll follow you into hell.” People cheered at that too. 
 
   I’d been to hell or at least a place close enough and certainly filled with Demons. “No, wait, that’s not…I appreciate the offer, really. A war against a god is no place for humans. But I do need a sword. And a shield if anyone has one.”
 
   “You can’t go alone,” Sixle said. There were murmurs of agreement around him. What wonderful, fragile, foolish creatures. 
 
   “It’s got nothing to do with your courage,” I said. “It’s about training. And skill. This is what I was born to do. It’s second nature as I’m afraid you witnessed earlier today. I’m very sorry I hurt your son.” I lowered my head, but not my eyes.
 
   “He has needed an experience like that for some time. It was…harsher than I might’ve wished, but nonetheless, he invited it by his conduct. He will be fine and hopefully a better man someday.”
 
   I was speechless for a moment. In none of my experiences with humans had I witnessed anything like this. My ribs felt tighter than usual. That fluttering must be fear. But of what?
 
   Then, a little girl came forward, bearing a sword longer than she was tall. She handed it to me with reverence. “My daddy said grandpa once killed a bear with this,” she said seriously. “It’s very strong.” She brushed her long hair out of her eyes and curtseyed. No one had ever curtseyed for me before. 
 
   I took it from her and marveled at the weight of it. How had this little girl carried this sword by herself? I was in awe of her. It was strong, all right. It was a Reaper sword, tarnished with age but still as solid as the day it was forged. No doubt grandpa had scavenged it from a battlefield. And who knows? He might also have used it to kill a bear because it would definitely have done the job.
 
   I looked down into her adoring face. What did she see when she looked at me? It was certainly different from what Adonis, Eldrid, and all the other Reapers saw. I wished I could see through her eyes just for a moment.
 
   “What is your name, young squire?”
 
   She blushed. “Felicia.” 
 
   “This,” I said with a smile, “is the best sword I’ve ever held. Thank you, Felicia.”
 
   She smiled, revealing two missing teeth, then scampered off.
 
   A young boy, one of those who’d watched the fight with Gaither, awkwardly carried a shield. He knelt and offered it to me, the way I might approach Adonis in a public ceremony. I took it and said, “Thank you.” It was a standard human infantry shield, solid and graceless, but certainly capable of blocking clawing hands and spider fangs, which was all I needed it to do.
 
   “I’ll find Amelia if at all possible,” I said, trying not to imagine her bones among the others on the cavern floor. “And this time, I will kill Lurida Lumo or lose my own life trying.”
 
   “Reapers can’t die, can they?” a boy asked.
 
   “We can,” I said with a smile, “but it’s a lot harder than you’d imagine.”
 
   Then I turned and marched off into the night toward the cave of Lurida Lumo.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   I took the pilgrim trail because I saw no reason to waste energy cutting through the forest again. As I passed each of the pillars, I tapped it with my sword. It was a combination of a gesture for good luck, and to announce to Lurida Lumo’s fellow gods that retribution was coming. Sure, retribution was a petite, red-haired girl with borrowed weapons, but they underestimated it at their own peril.
 
   As I neared the cave, the blue glow again greeted me. I approached cautiously and wondered if the giant spiders emerged after dark to hunt. If they did, I didn’t see them or sense them.
 
   What I did see, though, were unmistakable footprints in the dust just outside the entrance. They were small, feminine feet in slippers, and they headed into the cave. So Amelia had come here and had gone into the cave. And if that spider had still lurked in the overhead passage, then my rescue mission may have already failed before it got properly started. I really did make a terrible Red Reaper.
 
   I saw other prints, larger and from boots. A man, probably Damato, had gone into the cave as well. Whoever it was, his scent was obscured by the wind. 
 
   Well, there was nothing to gain by waiting. I tucked the shield against my chest, kept the sword ahead of me, and descended into the passage.
 
   The big spider was gone from its earlier perch, but fresh webbing covered the walls and floor as if it and its brethren had recently crawled past. Had they joined in to wrap Amelia and Damato then dragged their immobilized forms into the cavern where their venom could make them easier to digest? I saw no evidence of the kind of fight I was sure Damato would make. I almost smiled when I thought of Damato in action. I’ll bet he moves like a cat. I also saw no sign of the sword I’d lost here earlier. I hoped Damato had picked it up.
 
   Should I call out for them? If they had escaped the spiders and were hiding, it might give them away. Or it might draw the spiders to me although I couldn’t believe they hadn’t already sensed me. No, there was nothing to do but keep plugging forward. Patience was not a natural Reaper virtue but one we train in heavily.
 
   I reached the end of the tunnel, where it opened into the cavern. Immediately, I saw that Lurida Lumo was not on his throne and didn’t seem to be anywhere around. Where was he? Did he have a bathroom nearby, where he sat and read some scroll? Or a nice little chamber with soft cushions and tea? Or worse, was there a Mrs. Lurida Lumo somewhere, and the two of them…oh, yuck. I couldn’t imagine his weird, slimy form doing anything, really. It seemed like it would take all his concentration to keep from oozing to the floor.
 
   It was impossible to walk without crunching on bones. I glanced down and spotted the impossibly small skull of what must have once been a little girl. I gritted my teeth against the associations that jumped to mind. I saw her with Felicia’s face, playing in the village, picking flowers, spinning proudly in the beautiful new dress she’d probably worn just to come here and be spider food. How could any parents do that? And of course, that led me back to thoughts of my mother, which just made me angrier. This had to be stopped. 
 
   “Damato?” I said. It wasn’t a yell, but it was no whisper either. “Amelia?”
 
   Something moved above me.
 
   A human-sized cocoon hung from the center of the ceiling. It writhed as whatever was inside tried to emerge. I gasped. I’d assumed the giant spiders were their final form, but what if they weren’t? What if they turned into something even worse, maybe something with wings?
 
   “Oh, shit,” I whispered to myself and backed away. I wasn’t going to run, but I didn’t want to be directly beneath whatever came out either.
 
   Then I caught faint, muffled cries of feminine outrage. It wasn’t a cocoon, it was the spider’s latest meal, wrapped up and put aside for later just as I should’ve realized. As if to confirm that, three of the huge spiders moved slowly across the ceiling toward it.
 
   Then I recognized the voice. It was Amelia. I couldn’t help but smile. Anyone else, probably including me, would be screaming their heads off. But Amelia was trying to escape, not wasting energy on panic. The spiders hung back, apparently waiting for their dinner to calm the hell down.
 
   I saw no way to get her free. I certainly couldn’t climb up there, and I had no projectile weapons. “Amelia!” I called. “It’s Aella!”
 
   “Get me the hell down from here!” she yelled, her voice distant behind the wrappings that, thankfully, didn’t seem to be airtight.
 
   “Working on it,” I said, and looked around. Bones, loose rock, and dissipated webbing were all that was at hand. None of them seemed like they’d help. “Where’s Damato?”
 
   “Damato? I haven’t seen him. This web stuff really smells bad, Aella. I’d really like to get out of here!”
 
   “Me, too,” I said and tried to think of something, anything, that might let me reach her.
 
   Then I had more immediate problems. One by one, the three spiders dropped from the ceiling and landed before me. I backed up to the wall so they couldn’t surround me and prayed to the goddess Mantisia that there were no more of them hidden anywhere. They crouched there, immobile, eyes staring. Their palpable threat caused predictable responses in me.
 
   As my Reaper blood rose, I grew increasingly calm. “Fellas,” I said with my battle smile, “let’s be clear on our roles in this little performance. You’re the bugs. And me? I’m the flyswatter.”
 
   I put one boot against the rock wall and used it to launch myself at them.
 
   I didn’t go into full Reaper mode this time. I didn’t need to. I knew they were killable, and I understood how to approach them. There were two crucial tactics: avoid the fangs, and dodge the webbing.
 
   I drove one back with the shield as it jumped at me and severed the head and front two legs of the next as it tried the same. The third scuttled low, so I put one foot on his head and drove the sword deep into its abdomen. It scurried back, casting plumes of webbing randomly into the air as it fell onto its back in its death throes. 
 
   That left one. “Just you and me now, Legs.”
 
   And then two more joined him from the shadows.
 
   “Really?” I said to the universe at large. “You really felt this was necessary?” As always, I got no reply.
 
   Two of them jumped at once, and I ducked beneath the shield. They collided above me. One knocked the other aside and landed on top of me. The fangs clanged against the metal as they tried to penetrate it. I stood, using my leverage to toss it aside, and hacked two legs off the other one. The one I tossed scrambled back to its feet, but before it could move, I stabbed it with a thrust right between the fangs. That proved an error because its spasm of agony yanked the sword from my hand. 
 
   The remaining one had stayed back while the other two attacked and saw its chance. It was also the biggest, and I admit, I got a serious shiver as it scuttled toward me, raising its first pair of legs to tower over me.
 
   But I met the charge head-on with the shield, pushing its fanged face back with all my considerable strength. I grabbed the nearest bone of any size, some unfortunate girl’s femur, and drove it under the edge of the shield, up into the spider’s dripping mouth. It recoiled, and I ran to wrench my sword from the twitching form of my prior opponent. A shower of venom squirted straight up, barely missing Amelia, and came straight back down onto the still-writhing spider. It screamed as its own venom burned through its eyes.
 
   I barely had time to turn before the big spider was on me again. It was high on its legs, its abdomen curled to spew a vast net of webbing my way. I jumped through it before it could solidify enough to snag me. I landed painfully on my back in a pile of rib bones, and the spider loomed over me then, preparing to drive its whole upper body down on me.
 
   Idiot. There was a reason bugs hadn’t conquered the world. Its entire cephalothorax was exposed, including the narrow waist between it and the abdomen. I severed it with one clean swipe then scrambled away before the front half, with all the legs and fangs still attached, could grab me in its death throes.
 
   I wiped the webbing from my face and looked around for more spiders. There were none, or at least none brave or hungry enough to face me.
 
   “Aella!” Amelia yelled from inside the cocoon. “Aella!”
 
   “I’m here,” I said breathlessly. “Killed a bunch of spiders.”
 
   “Good! Stupid bugs. Can you get me down?”
 
   “Still working on it.” Then I noticed that her cocoon was attached by one relatively thin strand to a lone stalactite. “Okay, give me a minute.”
 
   Reapers, as is probably obvious by now, are physically much stronger than humans. We also work hard to develop our hand-eye coordination. I picked up a rock from the cave floor, hefted it experimentally, then threw it as hard as I could at the stalactite’s base.
 
   It shattered, and the fragments rained down on the cocoon. “Ow!” Amelia cried. “What was that?”
 
   “Practice shot,” I said. I found some more rocks and began throwing them as rapidly as I could. Each one shattered but also took out chunks of the stalactite. I hoped the cocoon was as thick and protective as it appeared.
 
   After six rocks, the stalactite cracked, and the cocoon fell to the cave floor. The sudden drop made Amelia scream. I rushed to her and used the sword to cut the webbing over her face.
 
   “What the hell?” she said, outraged. “You could’ve warned me!”
 
   “Didn’t have time,” I lied. “Are you okay?”
 
   “They didn’t bite me if that’s what you mean. They just wanted me for later, I guess. But get me out of here. I’m baking alive!”
 
   “Hold still,” I said. No human could have pulled the strands apart, and it was difficult even for me, but eventually, I helped her emerge like a sweaty, angry butterfly. She still clutched her family sword. 
 
   She kicked the cocoon and said, “That was disgusting!”
 
   I sat back against a protruding rock, breathless. “You’re welcome.”
 
   She looked around at the dead spiders, some of which still spasmed in their death throes. “Did you do all that by yourself? I wish I’d seen it.”
 
   I grinned and gasped, “Hardly broke a sweat.”
 
   She laughed. So did I. We dissolved into giggles, like girls sharing secrets when no one was looking.
 
   Finally she offered me a hand, and I got to my feet. I asked, “Did you see anyone else here? Blue guy, sticky looking?”
 
   “No, I barely got past the entrance before they grabbed me. Where were you?”
 
   “Our paths got crossed. I’m sorry. And you didn’t see Damato?”
 
   “No. Was he supposed to be here?”
 
   I didn’t know. I just assumed he was here because it’s what I would’ve done. He might just be off visiting some other woman; hell, maybe he had a secret family in another village. Or liked to get drunk by himself in the woods. I really knew nothing about him, except that at some level, he made me feel differently than any other man, human or Reaper. And I still wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. “I just thought he might be. Either way, we need to get you out of here before—” 
 
   Two new figures appeared from the back of the cave. They were white-faced and moved stiffly. The unkillable Demons.
 
   “—they show up,” she finished for me.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
   “They’re bad news, I take it,” Amelia said.
 
   “They’re Demons,” I whispered.
 
   This made Amelia jump, and her voice shook. “Demons?”
 
   I knew what she was thinking. What Demons did to human girls was well known; it was where Reapers came from, after all. I said, “You should run, Amelia. Seriously.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Run!” I screamed because the Demons suddenly charged toward us, grasping hands extended, shrieking.
 
   The female Demon ran for me, the male for Amelia. I had no choice but to deal with the one in my face first, which I did by the expedient tactic of kicking her in the crotch. Demons had the same basic anatomy as humans, and this had the same effect. It wouldn’t stop her for long, but hopefully, I didn’t need long.
 
   The other Demon had Amelia by one wrist and a handful of her hair. She screamed in terror for the first time since I’d known her, and in this situation, that was a perfectly valid response. I swung my sword blindly, not even pausing to think. The stroke severed both the Demon’s arms at the elbows. Amelia fell back, the fingers of one Demon hand still tangled in her hair.
 
   The Demon screamed, a shrill, high-pitched sound that echoed throughout the cavern. He turned to me, but no blood came from his stumps. It took me a long moment to grasp why. HE was already dead.
 
   I kicked him in the chest and knocked him onto a pile of bones, where he thrashed like one of the big spiders.
 
   And that gave me an idea.
 
   I couldn’t kill him in the normal way. The slug controlling him kept me from slicing off his head. But I could certainly neutralize him as a threat.
 
   He got back to his feet, not slowed by his missing arms.
 
   I grinned. Payback.
 
   I swung not at his head but at his legs. The sword sliced easily through the nearest limb and partly through the other. Either way, the Demon went down, still screeching, his remaining leg bucking at the air.
 
   I turned to face the female. She stayed out of sword range, hissing, the thing on her neck pulsing bright blue beneath her hair. I had to assume she, too, was a corpse given life by Lurida Lumo. It would’ve been so satisfying to wade in and send that head from her shoulders, but I knew I couldn’t, so I bided my time. We circled each other slowly and watchfully.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Amelia said behind me. She kept her sword leveled at the still-moving but mostly-limbless Demon who’d attacked her.
 
   “The right moment,” I said.
 
   Then the she-Demon smiled and hissed out, “I know you, Aella.”
 
   I went cold inside, but my sword didn’t waver.
 
   “Ganesh’s little pet Reaper,” she continued, still smiling. “Daddy’s little girl. Do you remember playing pincushion?”
 
   Of course I remembered. The Demons would tie me down and stick their daggers in me, laughing, seeing how many they could squeeze onto my wriggling, screaming little body. That day, I learned both how quickly Reapers healed, and to hate Demons with all my heart. I never knew intelligent beings could take amusement from another’s pain until then although that lesson would be the main thing the Demons taught me.
 
   “It was my idea,” she said. “I saw those plump little cheeks and just imagined them full of pins and needles.”
 
   Then the smile faded, replaced with a look of anguish like I’d never seen on a Demon’s face wrenched across it. “Help me, Aella. Kill me. It’s got its fingers in my brain…”
 
   I knew I couldn’t kill her with the parasite on her, but I desperately wanted to and not out of pity. I swung hard and severed both legs her above the knee. I stepped on her chest and, with two quick strokes, hacked off her arms.
 
   Then I turned her over, face down on the stone floor, put my sword tip against the throbbing parasite, and poked. Its skin gave but didn’t puncture. 
 
   I pushed harder. 
 
   It spread out like a stain and flowed off the Demon’s neck, pulling long tentacles from within her head. She screamed, long and wavering, as they withdrew. Then, like a mobile terrestrial jellyfish, it crawled slowly across the rocks. The Demon lay limp, finally dead.
 
   “My gods,” Amelia whispered.
 
   “Stand back,” I told her. Then I lopped off the Demon’s head just to make sure.
 
   “What is that?” Amelia asked, still looking at the parasite.
 
   “Part of Lurida Lumo,” I said. I wondered if he could control people or Reapers with them as well. I wished I’d worn a helmet. “We need to get out of here before—”
 
   “Hello, Aella and Amelia,” the unmistakable, polite, whispery voice said.
 
   I sighed. “Lurida Lumo shows up. Everything in this cave has great timing, you know that?”
 
   He sat on his throne, blue and glowing, smug as ever. I tried to watch both him and the crawling parasite while staying protectively in front of Amelia.
 
   “You have frightened my pet,” Lurida Lumo said. “He’s so lonely now with no one to talk to.”
 
   “He’ll get over it,” I said.
 
   “You are also attempting to take my sacrifice for a second time.”
 
   “It was much harder this time if that’s any comfort.”
 
   “Aella, you amaze me. Your courage is so wonderful.”
 
   “You should see me dance.”
 
   “I will. As soon as one of my pets brings you under my control—”
 
   I jumped and grabbed at my neck, but there was nothing there.
 
   Lurida Lumo tilted back his head and laughed his dry-wind laugh. “Oh, silly little Reaper, these pets only work on the Demons. I created them for that.”
 
   I didn’t want to get drawn into a conversation, but I couldn’t let this go. “Oh, yeah? Why?”
 
   “The Demons betrayed me. During their war. They promised me sacrifices that never appeared. So I took two of their own. You Reapers had them so frightened, they could not be bothered to attempt a rescue.” He sighed and shook his head. “Those two were mere bait. I’d intended to convert an army.”
 
   “Sorry for your loss,” I said. “I think we’ll be going now.”
 
   “No,” he said, “you won’t. I have done without my sacrifice for as long as I intend to. You, human, will feed my needs. And you, Reaper, will replace the Demons you slew.”
 
   I changed my grip on the sword. “I’ll kill us both before I let that happen.”
 
   I glanced at Amelia, who nodded.
 
   “You may not have time,” Lurida Lumo said smugly.
 
   Strong arms suddenly wrapped around me, and I was lifted off my feet. I heard the clank of metal and realized someone was trying to lock me in the Demon shackles again. There was no way that was going to happen, and I kicked, bit, and thrashed until I fell free of whoever grabbed me. I hit the floor and scrambled away, finally turning to confront Damato, standing there with the shackles at the ready.
 
   I froze. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t think.
 
   “Every God needs a prophet,” Lurida Lumo said. “Mine is a poor one and not very good at his job, but he’s all I’ve got.”
 
   “Damato,” I said at last.
 
   He said nothing. He dropped the shackles at his feet and lowered his head as if ashamed.
 
   Then Amelia shrieked. I followed her gaze to see a dozen giant spiders clustered around the only exit from the cave. There would be no escaping that way.
 
   But I couldn’t believe I’d been so wrong about Damato. “How…could you?” I choked out.
 
   He shrugged. That was all. He said nothing.
 
   My vision grew wet and blurry—and started to turn that dangerous shade of red. If there’s anything I strongly dislike, it’s betrayal. And this was the last time. 
 
   “Aella,” Amelia said, her voice shaking. “What do we do?”
 
   “I don’t know!” I screamed. My voice echoed around the cavern, mocking me with my own pathetic words. My vision came in and out as I fought for control. Full-on Reaper-mode might get me out alive, but not Amelia. That I knew for sure. 
 
   Amelia strode over and spun Damato to face her. “You son of a bitch. We all trusted you. How could you do this to her? To us?” And like a champion, she slapped him across the face. “That was from both of us!”
 
   He still said nothing. But through his long hair, I now saw the blue glow of one of Lurida Lumo’s parasites affixed to the back of his skull.
 
   The horror of what this meant turned me cold inside. He had come to rescue her, but Lurida Lumo had caught him first. And now…
 
   I whirled toward Lurida Lumo. “You said you could only do this to Demons!”
 
   “No, I said I had to create a special kind for Demons. Humans are infinitely simpler and easier. And as for you Reapers…”
 
   I was alert, but he was still faster than I ever imagined. Lurida Lumo raised his hand and snapped it as if cracking a whip. Instantly, the material of his being stretched out impossibly thin, arcing across the space between us and snapping around my neck. I dropped my sword and grabbed the strand, which felt like a ribbon covered in catfish slime. The tip on the back of my neck swelled, and I knew that it was becoming one of the parasites. Tiny, needle-like sensations dug into my skin and wriggled deeper as the tendrils sought access to my brain.
 
   I fell to my knees, gasping and struggling. The strand in my hand grew thinner until it was no bigger than a hair, far too small to grab or break. I couldn’t breathe, and I heard a voice in my head—in my mind—saying, submit, obey, accept.
 
   Amelia screamed my name, but it was distant and thin even though she stood right next to me.
 
   She grabbed at the bulbous thing on my neck and tried to pull it free. The tentacles bit in as if they had barbs, and it felt as though she’d end up tearing my skull out the back of my head. Submit, obey, accept, the voice continued, soothing and warm in contrast with the physical agony.
 
   Yes, I thought. Oh, yes.
 
   Then a jolt of pain greater than anything I’d ever felt in my life tore through my head, scorching me from ear to ear and boiling the backs of my eyeballs. I know I must’ve screamed—I couldn’t imagine enduring that in silence—but all I could hear was the other scream, the one from the voice that had previously been so soothing and calm.
 
   The tentacles pulled free of my head and neck, not clawing to stay anchored as they’d done on the Demon but limp and floppy. It was the most disgusting thing I’d ever felt, and I knew disgusting. I collapsed face down on the rock and bone-strewn floor, and as my senses returned, I realized I was sobbing. I stopped myself at once, pushed up to my hands and knees, and looked around.
 
   Amelia stood holding my sword. The parasite was in her other hand, but it was already turning gray and drying out. She looked as disgusted as I felt and said breathlessly, “I cut the thread. My sword wouldn’t do it, so I tried yours.”
 
   “Good move,” I said, my voice ragged and choked. Blood ran down the back of my neck. I wiped it, stared at the red smear, then pushed myself upright and grabbed Damato. He was totally compliant as I turned him and exposed the parasite beneath his hair, its own thread trailing down his back.
 
   I raised his chin and looked into his eyes. “Are you dead?” I asked, dreading the answer.
 
   He nodded. In his glassy eyes, I thought I saw the tiniest flicker of regret and despair.
 
   I turned to Lurida Lumo. “Let him go. Let him die.”
 
   “But dead humans are so useful. At least until they start to decompose.”
 
   Amelia, still holding my sword, cried out in rage and swung it hard at Damato. The blade severed the parasite’s thread and buried itself in Damato’s back, across his shoulder blades. He fell limp and unmoving.
 
   Amelia sobbed and turned away. I wrenched my sword free and turned toward Lurida Lumo again. My eyes burned. My chest would barely expand, and the smell of my own blood set me on edge. “That was the last thing you’re going to do, Blue Balls.” I started across the bone-strewn floor.
 
   He stood, but it was a slow movement, as if his squishy form couldn’t move any faster. He’d barely stepped around the edge of the throne before I got to him and swung with all my strength at his midsection. My blade cut through him and clanged hard against the stone chair, the impact knocking me back a step. I held onto my sword. Barely.
 
   Lurida Lumo’s upper body slid off his hips and hit the floor with a wet splat. It lay there and immediately began crumbling as it dried. His legs and hips stayed where they were, and the flat cross-section began to pulse and bubble until a large, knobbish protrusion rose from it. He was regrowing himself like a worm sliced in half. 
 
   I stared as it resolved into a torso from which additional bulges began to form a head and two arms. The legs shifted position for balance, and in that instant, I saw something I’d totally missed before. Just like the parasites, Lurida Lumo had a thin, hair-like blue cord stretching from one heel into the darkness of the cavern behind the throne.
 
   I didn’t think to ponder the implications of this and instead charged forward and cut the cord with one blow.
 
   The half-regrown Lurida Lumo collapsed atop the remains of his earlier body, and the cavern rang with a loud, deep roar of pain, a roar that could not possibly have come from the human-sized mouth of the soggy being dying before me.
 
   And the sound didn’t only scare us. The spiders fled for the shadows, leaving the way clear to escape.
 
   Amelia ran over to me. “Whatever that was, I think it’s angry. We should go.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed, and we turned to pick our way across the bone-strewn floor, past the dead spiders and the still weakly flopping remains of the male Demon. I didn’t look at Damato; whatever goodbyes I wanted to say would be meaningless now.
 
   We had reached the exit when something crashed into the rock behind and above us.
 
   If we hadn’t turned, a lot might’ve been different. But we did, both of us, and what we saw froze us in our tracks.
 
   Something big and dark pushed its way up from the depths behind the throne. It had dozens of glowing blue tendrils protruding from its head like the whiskers on a catfish. But it was gray and covered in gleaming smooth flesh, and a clawed foot with toes bigger than I was slammed down and dug into the rock for purchase.
 
   Amelia said shakily, “Is that—?”
 
   “Lurida Lumo,” I said. “The real one.” Whatever we’d seen, whatever had spoken to us and mocked us, was just a lure, a false front for this giant, enormous being that was now emerging from the depths into the cavern.
 
   A voice louder than any I’d ever heard before boomed forth one word.
 
   “AELLA!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
   The massive head pushed the heavy throne aside like it was a toy. A mouth fifteen feet wide and filled with irregular teeth opened to emit my name. I’d never seen anything like this, never even heard about anything like it, and certainly had no clue what to do when faced with it.
 
   “Get out of here,” I said to Amelia. “Seriously.”
 
   She clutched her sword with both hands and with shaky yet admirable courage said, “I’m not just running away and leaving you.”
 
   “No, you’re not. You’re going to get back to the village, get everyone together, and tell them to bring anything with a sharp point.”
 
   “What about you?” Concern and fear in her voice. What a creature she was!
 
   “I’m going to try to stall it.”
 
   She looked at me.
 
   “I can be really charming,” I added.
 
   There was nothing else to say, so she turned and ran from the cavern. I turned to face the great being that now seemed to have dragged half his monumental form into the open, the blue glow now coming from a ring of tentacles around its barn-sized mouth. Spines along its back shattered stalactites into razor-sharp debris that rolled down its sides like beads of water.
 
   I wasn’t exactly scared, just mainly awed. I’d never seen anything alive that was this big let alone apparently intelligent. And verbal. I couldn’t meet both of its widely-spaced, black eyes at once, so I chose the left and glared at it.
 
   “It took me years to master the skill of creating a human form with that tentacle,” the big voice said slowly and with great deliberation. “Years. I started during the war between Reapers and Demons.”
 
   “Maybe you should’ve picked a different hobby,” I said. Never had a sword seemed less useful than it did right then. I wondered if any of my mother’s magic would…
 
   He pushed forward, another great lunge that brought more rock down around me. I ducked under my shield, and heavy stones clanged off the metal. When they stopped, I peeked out again. Lurida Lumo loomed directly over me, so close that when he spoke, I felt his breath.
 
   “Once, I roamed this land, but the Demons drove me underground,” he boomed. “I had only the spiders for company. We got along famously; they caught food and ate their fill, and I subsisted quite nicely on what they left. We have…” he chuckled, and I felt the ripples in my chest, “different but complimentary tastes. I prefer the bone marrow and skin. They prefer the internal organs.”
 
   “That’s gross,” I said.
 
   “It is life. We all consume something.”
 
   “You’re done consuming village sacrifices.” I found it surprisingly easy to be brave when faced with such a ludicrously overwhelming foe. Maybe that was my magical power: stupid optimism.
 
   “And you…tiny Aella…will stop me?”
 
   “Yeah, that reminds me. How do you know my name?”
 
   “As I said, I was not always an enemy of the Demons. Once, we were allies. Ganesh betrayed me.”
 
   “He’s good at that sort of thing. He betrayed me too. That should make us allies.”
 
   “There are more than two sides to these things, Aella. You and I are forever doomed to oppose each other…at least until only one of us is left.” 
 
   “You sure? What about, ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ and all that?” 
 
   The enormous mouth spread wide in a smile that could engulf two dozen Reapers, their horses, and possibly all their bad habits.
 
   “Never mind.” 
 
   My tactical training did me no good in this situation. How do I outmaneuver something as big as one of the castle towers? How could I possibly overpower it? There was no way. That left outsmarting it, but that seemed impossible as well. 
 
   Then I had an idea.
 
   It was not my best idea certainly. And if it failed, there’d be no evidence that I even tried, which meant I wouldn’t go down in the great Reaper book of lost causes, which chronicled the brave but futile exploits of Reapers throughout history. But at the moment, it was all I had, and I sensed I didn’t have time to come up with something else.
 
   I took a step toward Lurida Lumo. Thankfully, my voice didn’t shake when I said, “So there’s no point in me resisting you, is there?”
 
   “None at all,” the creature rumbled. The smell of its breath was like damp mold.
 
   I moved closer. “Okay, then. You win.”
 
   The great head tilted, puzzled. The whisker that had grown his human avatar hung limp, and the severed end dripped bluish fluid onto the rocks.
 
   I was walking now, keeping my face turned toward him, hoping I didn’t trip over a bone. I’d need speed for the last few steps, but I didn’t want to tip my hand too early. “I give up. There’s no point in fighting to lose.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like a Reaper.”
 
   “If you know anything about me, you know I’m not typical.” I began to trot.
 
   “But Reapers fight to the end.”
 
   “Only if there’s a chance of victory.” I was running now. 
 
   Lurida Lumo looked at me as if I’d lost my mind, which I possibly had. I tossed my shield aside, sprinted over the last bit, and then jumped. I curled as much as I could to get maximum distance, closed my eyes tight, and sailed up past those enormous teeth and into his gigantic mouth. I took a deep breath and straightened out as my momentum carried me head-first down his throat.
 
   For such an enormous creature, its gullet was barely big enough to admit me. I wonder if it expanded during actual feeding. It was also scalding hot, slick with slime and juices, and smelled worse than my training underwear on wash day. I tried not to throw up, which would have been almost too ironic for words.
 
   I knew from my endless biology classes that Reapers, humans, and most large animals had a kind of valve that let food into the stomach and kept the caustic digestive juices from getting out. When I felt it ahead of me, all spongy and wrinkled, I spread my feet and stopped my descent. Then I turned and crawled back up the thing’s throat, bracing my back against one side of the tube and using my legs to propel me.
 
   What did this feel like to Lurida Lumo? I wondered. Was he even aware of me? If something as proportionally smaller jumped down my own throat, what would I do?
 
   The sensation of touching all this soft, warm, damp inner flesh was as disgusting as it sounds. Everything around me moved and pulsed as the creature tried to expel me. Even with my Reaper boots, I slipped and slid. I heard and felt a massive cough followed by what could only be a gag. Now I knew what it felt like to be a chicken bone. I clung desperately as an enormous spasm rocked his body. Another spasm jerked us both, so I switched my grip from fingers to claws and spread my feet wide to keep from going further down. Then it came: a third spasm immediately followed by a wash of fluid so vile I could smell it before it engulfed my feet, my legs, my torso. I lost my grip entirely this time, spiraling back down his throat in a river of…yuck. I was tumbling head over heels toward doom faster than I thought. Eyes closed, breath held, I had to trust my Reaper instincts as I tossed the sword I’d been given in what I hoped was the direction of down. If I’d gauged it right the sword would stick horizontally and give me a place to land. 
 
   And victory! A small one but a victory nonetheless. I took a deep breath as the last of the nastiest fluid in the creator’s realm cleared my head, and my toes nested in the groove of Felicia’s well-made sword. I wrenched my sword free and began to climb again. 
 
   At last, I reached the place where the windpipe and esophagus diverged. Feeling my way, I crawled into the opening of the airway. Luckily for my plan, it was no bigger than the esophagus. I jabbed my sword into it for purchase then again wedged my back and feet against opposite sides. I didn’t quite block the flow of air, but I got most of it.
 
   I didn’t think it would take long, and I was right.
 
   I’ve choked on things before—the Demons used to make me eat things they knew would choke me and then laugh at my distress—so I had no trouble envisioning what was happening. The great beast was thrashing around in a wild effort to dislodge me. But with the sword buried in his flesh and my hands and knees holding it and me in place, there was nothing he could do. 
 
   I felt air from within his great lungs trying to escape, to push past me. I assumed that its lungs held, proportionately, the same five to ten minute amount of air that most creatures held. I simply had to stay put and outlast it.
 
   My own lungs burned with the effort to hold my breath, and my muscles ached from the strain. But the thrashing became more desperate, and I felt the great head slam into the cavern walls in its death throes. Fluid sloshed up from the stomach again as he vomited, and I scrunched my eyes shut against it. It burned where it splashed me, but I held on. Something about this felt very, very good.
 
   I imagined that he were Ganesh. “You wanted to consume me? Well, here I am! Choke on me!” I screamed in my pain and fury. “Choke on me!”
 
   Then Lurida Lumo’s body shot upward and smashed through the roof of the cavern. There was a pause, and then my stomach dropped as the great head plunged down and hit the ground. I had time to prepare. Otherwise, it would’ve knocked me clear. It very nearly did anyway, but I managed to hang on. Still, the impact stunned me, and I sat there for a long time, waiting until I was sure the monster wasn’t moving.
 
   I uncurled with difficulty and risked a breath. The stench was unbelievable, and I almost vomited right there. But I crawled up the throat, into the mouth, and managed to wedge myself out in a gap where one of the great teeth had broken on impact.
 
   All my exposed skin was burned from the stomach acid, and the smell that clung to me was nauseating. I took a few steps away and sat on a boulder freshly added to the landscape when Lurida Lumo burst from the cave. Then I took in the sight.
 
   The ground had been riven as if by a volcano except there was no lava. Felled trees radiated out from the huge hole. Dust filled the air, and shafts of sunlight blazed through it, adding an unexpected beauty to the sight of Lurida Lumo’s gigantic corpse.
 
   The former god looked like some sort of gigantic salamander. His glistening gray skin was already beginning to dry in the sunlight. Along his skull was a huge split in the skin caused by crashing through the cave ceiling; purple, viscous blood oozed from it in streaks down the thing’s head. I didn’t envy the rotting odor that this enormous carcass would generate for the village very soon. He had a long, tubular body and enormous front legs; his lower body was still underground. He must’ve been at least two hundred feet long.
 
   I didn’t know creatures like him existed. Nothing in my experience or lessons had prepared me for this reality. He looked like an animal. He wore no clothes and lived in a burrow, yet he could speak and think. What else might wait in the world away from Raggenborg? The thought filled me with both excitement and dread.
 
   Then the great carcass moved. It was a slight motion, but when anything that big moved at all, it got your attention. Lurida Lumo’s nearest eye rolled in its socket and focused on me.
 
   I stood up. I spread my feet and crossed my arms.
 
   He made a deep, gurgling sound.
 
   “Your time’s over, Lurida Lumo,” I said as loudly as I could. “So is the time of the Reapers, almost. It’s a world for men now. And women.”
 
   If a shiny black orb could express despair, then Lurida Lumo’s eye did so. Then it rolled upward, revealing the white surface along the bottom edge, and I knew he was dead.
 
   Voices approached through the forest. The villagers came charging down the trail, bearing all manner of improvised weaponry. And it wasn’t just the men: the women and children came too. They stopped when they saw the great beast and stared in silence. For a long time, they stood motionless. 
 
   Yazel and Litwin stepped forward, their expressions as different as humanly possible. Yazel was grinning from ear to ear and slapped her knees with delight. Her loud guffaw shattered the silence that had gone on uncomfortably long. Litwin stood erect and proud, chin high, while tears poured down his cheeks. Was he actually mourning the death of his god or just his belief?
 
   Amelia was the first to notice me. I must’ve seemed quite small next to this beast. She ran over and started to hug me then thought better of it. “Gosh. Are you all right? You look all burned.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I said though I didn’t look forward to the itching as my skin healed. I wrung stomach acid from my hair. What would Andre say about the way it smelled now? “I see you brought the cavalry.”
 
   “Everybody came. Even S’Grun and Connell.” She looked back wistfully. “I think I understand what you meant about him now. He just doesn’t like girls at all, does he?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “That’s okay. I wish he could’ve told me, but I understand why he didn’t.” She looked over the dead god. “Wow. Lurida Lumo was…huge.”
 
   I laughed. “So I guess size does matter, huh?”
 
   She looked at me oddly. “I don’t get that. What does it mean?”
 
   That was the funniest thing I’d ever heard, and I began to laugh. So did she, although she had no idea why. She sat down next to me, and the two of us laughed our fool-heads off as the real god of the village dried out in the sun.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
   I took a long, hot bath courtesy of Sela while the village celebrated. It felt wonderful. I scrubbed until my skin hurt from washing almost as much as it did from the burns. I could still smell Lurida Lumo’s insides, but it was much fainter. I hoped it would wear off soon because tracking class would be impossible until it did.
 
   “Where will you go?” Sela asked as she poured fresh water with flowers and herbs over me.
 
   “Back to the castle. They’ll be wondering about me.”
 
   “You can stay, you know. You’re welcome here. You could meet a nice boy, and—”
 
   I’ve already met a nice boy, I thought, but I only said, “That’s not for me, Sela. I have responsibilities that I’ve ignored for too long. But thank you.” And that was true. I hadn’t thought of Aaron in longer than usual, and that ache in my heart was replaced by—confidence? Is that what that was? Whatever it was, it felt good. Really good. 
 
   “Well…be careful. Come visit.”
 
   “I will,” I said, deliberately vague about which of the statements I answered. I was probably lying about both.
 
   Whatever awaited me at Raggenborg, I needed to face it head-on, not hide from it in a tiny human village. I had a prophecy to claim after all. I knew now that Eldrid was wrong; I was the Red Reaper. No mere brood mare could’ve taken down Lurida Lumo. It wasn’t bragging or ego; it was a simple certainty that I’d never before felt. I knew a little about who I was and who I was supposed to be.
 
   My heart ached for Damato though. I don’t know what might’ve happened between us, but I felt cheated that I’d never get to find out. Was there room in my world for both a boyfriend and the duties of the Red Reaper? This was the first time I’d needed to ask. I honestly didn’t know. What I did know was that if I ever did find Aaron, or whatever his name was, I wouldn’t hesitate. I’d let him know exactly how I felt and exactly what I wanted. 
 
   My armor was destroyed. The god’s stomach acid had done what no Demon could ever do. I’d have to explain that, but I’d come up with something. I’d tell Keefe the truth of course; he’d believe me. And who knows, maybe Adonis would believe me too.
 
   I slept through the party that night. When I awoke the next morning, Amelia, Sela, and Horva brought me a new dress, fancier than the other one they’d loaned me. It was forest green, low-cut with copper embroidery, and had one and one-half full skirts and fancy sleeves. It covered most of the burns that hadn’t yet healed. I knew they were trying to be nice, but I blushed at the thought of striding back into the castle wearing it. I’d have to sneak back into my room and change before anyone saw me. I had to admit, though, it really was the most beautiful thing I’d ever owned. 
 
   When we were alone, Amelia said, “I have something for you.”
 
   I expected a gift from her. Instead, she pressed Damato’s locket into my hand.
 
   I stared at it, then at her. “How did you know?”
 
   “I didn’t. I went to his home and looked. I felt you deserved a memento of some kind. Had to chase S’Grun out of there; he was looking for the gold he was sure Damato secretly hoarded.”
 
   “He’s an ass. I won’t mind not seeing him anymore.” I put the locket around my neck. “Thank you.”
 
   “I also have to tell you something. I’m leaving too.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “Yes. I can’t stay here. It’s not that I don’t understand these people anymore; it’s that I do. And whatever they’ve learned from this whole Lurida Lumo thing will fade with time, and their minds will shrink back to their previous size. I don’t think mine will.” She held up her father’s sword. “I wonder if I could learn to make my living with this.”
 
   “Could you kill someone with it? Because that’s what it’s for.”
 
   She looked me in the eye. “Yeah, I think I could.”
 
   “Then I have something for you.”
 
   I had retrieved my own sword from the rubble, so now, I had two Reaper swords. I decided to keep the one that helped me defeat Lurida Lumo, so I presented her with mine. “The one your village gave me means more to me now. This one is a fine weapon though and has never let me down.”
 
   She took it and looked it over. Then she held up her father’s sword with her free hand and put the blades side by side. “Maybe I’ll keep them both. They could call me ‘Two-Blade Amelia.’”
 
   I smiled. “It does have a ring to it.”
 
   Goodbyes were said, hugs exchanged, and thanks expressed. Then I set off in my ridiculous gown and Reaper boots through the woods and back to Raggenborg.
 
   #
 
   At the castle, just as I knew they would, everyone watched me as I strode through the halls. Had they noticed my absence, or was it just that I was dressed in such rustic finery?
 
   I found Eldrid hunched over a book. She looked up, frowned, and said, “Well, not only have you missed class, you’re here at the wrong time now. Come back tomorrow. If you can manage it.” Then she looked me up and down. “And what are you wearing?”
 
   “Do you like it?” I said, doing a little half-curtsey and a spin to show it off. The skirts really did flair nicely!
 
   “Do I like it? I’m neither your mother nor your friend, Aella. I have no opinion on the way you dress.”
 
   Well, so much for that overture. “I’ll be on time tomorrow.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “And I just wanted to say that…your teaching was helpful.” I turned and marched out before she could reply.
 
   Keefe snagged me before I’d gone very far. “Wow, I heard you were dressed up, but this is…” He trailed off and shook his head. “Where did you go? Did you get married?”
 
   “What? No! Why would you ask that?”
 
   “The last thing we talked about was your imaginary boyfriend, so I thought maybe you’d found him.”
 
   I grinned at his teasing. “You’d be my maid of honor, you know.”
 
   “Where did you go?”
 
   “Meet me at the waterfall tonight, and I’ll tell you all about it.”
 
   I headed to my room, ready to be out of this ridiculous dress, but ran into Freya. She kept any surprise off her face. “Aella.”
 
   “Freya.”
 
   “I haven’t seen you in a few days. Your father was asking for you.”
 
   Oh, crap. “I had some business to attend to. I mean, some studying. That is, some business studies.”
 
   She nodded as if that explained it. “Well…good to see you. Andraste will be delighted for you to return to training.”
 
   “I’ll be glad to see him too.” And that was true now more than ever. I missed that big lug!
 
   “And…you look beautiful.” With that, she turned and walked off down the hall.
 
   I went to my room, taking every last stair, delighting in the new feeling of the pretty, soft skirts as they danced around my legs as I climbed. I found that in my absence, Vikki had cleaned and arranged everything. At first, I thought I was in the wrong place, but no, it was my room. I pulled off the dress gently, even though the fabric was too thick to catch on my spine, and changed into training clothes and fresh armor. Then I went looking for Adonis. I’d never tell him that I was more afraid of facing him than I was a god.
 
   It took a while, but I finally found him in conference with two other Reaper administrators on one of the castle’s many balconies. How anyone could get so involved in discussing politics escaped me. He finally noticed me, excused himself and came over, glowering.
 
   “Where have you been?” he demanded.
 
   “I was in the woods,” I said. “I had some thinking to do. I’m sorry if I worried you.”
 
   “It smells like you have some bathing to do as well.”
 
   The odor of Lurida Lumo still clung to me, at least to a Reaper’s sensitive nose. “I will, sir.” 
 
   I continued to gaze up at him. Behind his harshness, his disapproval, and his always-simmering anger, did I see affection? Had I always missed it because, until I saw the way Heod looked at Amelia, I never knew what it was supposed to look like?
 
   “What?” he said with a frown. 
 
   “Nothing. Just…” And impulsively, I hugged him.
 
   He was stiff and unmoving and made no effort to hug me back. But that was okay. I released him, turned, and walked away, back into my life, where I trained to be the guard of a future king I’d never met and dreamed of a boy with gentle lips who didn’t look away.
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