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Stillness is strength.

The black demon came closer.

Ahiliyah stayed strong.

She breathed slow, steady, deep. The way Aiko had taught her.

Ahiliyah moved nothing, save for eyelids; she even blinked slowly, making no motion that might draw the beast’s attention.

Her gloved hand gripped the handle of her knife, the kind called little friend. Not a loose grip, where the knife might fall and make noise. Not a tight grip, either, where her hand might tire, start to shake, make her breathe faster.

The demon’s rigid belly stayed low to the ground, its four backsticks reaching up to the noonday sun. Its tail—a black spine as long as its body, ending in a vicious blade of bone—twitched behind it. A long, thin arm reached out, spindly hand silently resting on a rock. The big body moved forward, a silent shadow.

The demon stopped, still as the mountain itself.

Black lips curled back. Sunlight gleamed off metallic teeth. The jaws slowly opened; the toothtongue extended. It, too, opened—the demon let out a low, barely audible hiss. It angled its long black head left, then right.

It was hunting. If it found her, she would die.

Had it seen her? Had it seen Brandun or Creen? Ahiliyah didn’t know where her crewmates had hidden. She dared not move her head, even a inch. If the demon spotted big Brandun or little Creen, there was nothing she could do for the boys.

If the demon saw them, they had their own little friends.

She’d observed the black beasts dozens of times, usually from a great distance. This was only the fourth time she’d been this close, close enough to count teeth.

The first time, she’d been lucky—her crewmates had survived.

The second time, Heyran Bouchard had died.

The third time, Admar Polous had been carried off.

The demon started moving again, stop-starting its way across the fallen, bleached trunks of alkan trees, through the thick, crimson leaves of the caminus bushes, over the rain-streaked, moss-spotted grey boulders and jagged piles of broken stone.

She silently wished for the beast to move faster, to rise up on two legs the way they sometimes had when she saw them from far away, in the night when there were no clouds to block the glow of the Three Sisters. But this one, moving in daylight… so rare.

That was how it almost got them. They hadn’t been expecting it. She couldn’t say that Brandun and Creen had grown careless, but she could say they hadn’t been as careful as they should have been. Brandun had stepped on a stick, broken it, a noise so loud it echoed lightly off the mountainside. He and Creen had kept walking. They’d stopped only because Ahiliyah ordered them to follow Aiko’s rules: hide, listen, wait.

Brandun and Creen had both groaned. Creen complained that he’d been walking for days, he didn’t want to wait. It was daytime, and the demons rarely came out during the day. Brandun complained too, which he only did when Creen was around.

As the crew leader, Ahiliyah had pulled rank, threatened them with punishment if they disobeyed. They’d listened. Because of that, hopefully, they might survive.

Of the three, one had to make it back.

The demon crawled, stopped, crawled some more. Death, silent and sure. Not coming directly at her, but moving in her direction. They looked different in daylight. It wasn’t shiny, like getum bugs were, but sunlight did gleam from various areas. At night, the demons merged with the dark, were nearly invisible against a rock face or in the trees and bushes. In the day, though, they were far easier to spot.

For three years, with her first run coming at dawn on her sixteenth birthday, Ahiliyah Cooper had done her duty, making the long walks between the holds, always in daylight. While those hikes frightened her—frightened everyone with even an ounce of smarts—it was the long hours between sunset and sunrise that brought true terror.

Because the demons mostly came at night.

The black beast stopped again, sinuous left arm paused in mid-reach. The long head slowly turned her way. No eyes on that curved surface, but… was it looking at her?

A light breeze blew in, carrying its scent to her, strangely similar to the richness of damp moss peeled back from a wet rock. She could smell it—could it smell her? Two days since she’d last bathed, hiking and sweating during every minute of sunlight, sleeping in her unwashed clothes. She stank.

If the breeze changed, if it smelled her, would she die?

Ahiliyah realized she was clutching the knife handle too hard. She forced herself to relax, settling into that perfect balance between too strong and too loose. In that moment, the knife truly was her little friend.

If the demon came for her, would she have the will to use the blade? In Heyran’s moment of truth, he’d done what Aiko had trained him to do. When the demon had come for him, Heyran drove the point of his little friend deep into the right side of his own neck, just below his jaw. He’d sliced outward, away from his body, worsening the cut.

Then, as now, Ahiliyah had been hiding. Hiding and watching. She’d seen Heyran’s blood spray across the demon’s horrid black head. In death, Heyran had helped his people by depriving the demons of one more crawling black spot of evil.

Heyran Bouchard had been strong—Admar Polous had not.

Admar ignored his training. Instead of using his little friend, he’d drawn his spearhead from its back-scabbard and tried to fight. She didn’t know if Admar had landed a blow or not. If he had, the spearhead hadn’t slowed the beast in the slightest. Black talons sliced through hidey suit, clothing and skin. Admar had screamed, just once, then the demon had carried him away, never to be seen again.

Would it soon be Ahiliyah’s moment of truth? If this demon came for her, would she be strong like Heyran, or weak like Admar?

It was only ten steps away now.

Moving, looking, hunting.

Eight steps.

Her breath came slightly faster, perceptibly shallower—fear, taking control.

Silence is strength.

Ahiliyah forced herself still. All the training she had endured to learn how to control her breathing—Aiko screaming at her, beating her, drilling the mantras into her head—preparing her for a moment just like this.

Her breathing slowed, deepened, even as the demon crawled closer.

Six steps.

The beast hesitated, lowered the hand to the ground. Its head angled left, then right.

Had it heard her breathing? Was that what it had been homing in on?

Aiko wasn’t her only teacher—there was also Sinesh.

Sinesh Bishor never hit her, but his lessons were just as exhausting.

When death comes, see the beauty in life.

How many times had Sinesh told her that? How many times had he told her stories of his days in the shield line, of standing face to face with men who were trying to kill him, so close they could touch, so close they could kiss?

See the beauty. Ahiliyah did as Sinesh had taught. She widened her vision, took in all before her. The tans and grays of the mountain’s endless stone. The bleached tans of old logs. The deep crimson of the caminus bushes. The brownish-yellow moss. The pale green-white pokey plants that had managed to find a patch of soil. The blue sky. The mountain’s rich fragrance.

She felt… calm. Death was a few steps away, one sniff or one cough or one whimper away, and she felt at peace. It took another step toward her—her time had come.

In her mind, she walked through her training: lift her little friend, turn the blade, stab hard, not at her neck, but through it, then pull the blade out while pushing it forward. There would be pain—pain that would not last long.

Another step. The mouth opened again…

The rustle of distant trees. A breeze pushed her hidey suit netting up against her face.

The demon’s head slowly turned. The beast stayed motionless for a long moment, then scurried away, faster than the shadow of a flying bird.

The breeze blew harder. Ahiliyah closed her eyes, listened to that glorious sound. Had the sound of blowing trees and bushes and grass saved her?

She counted as Aiko had trained her to do, breathing steadily, concentrating on the numbers. When her count reached two thousand, she finally allowed herself to move. Little friend held in her gloved hand, Ahiliyah stepped out from the bush.

Wind caressed the mountain, rustling through the bushes, making the pokey plants bend. A rattlewing launched from a tree, fluttered noisily through the air and flapped off into the distance.

As if that flight had been a signal to the world, the sounds of the mountain animals returned. The high-pitched chirps of getum bugs. The piercing vin-DEEE, vin-DEEE of a vindeedee, hidden somewhere in a clump of pokey plants. The deep goon-goon-gaaaahn of a nearby humped gish that was probably hunting the vindeedee. The throaty voot-voot-VERT of a vootervert, once again happily digging away at a burrow.

The creatures always knew when a demon was about—their silence was as deafening as any alarm. When they again let loose with their music, the demon was almost assuredly gone.

Almost assuredly.

Relief flooded through Ahiliyah—she might live to see another day. Glancing up, she saw that the sun had moved farther in the sky. How long had she stayed hidden? Two hours? Perhaps a little bit more. Ahiliyah slowly turned her head, searching the mountain face, the bushes, the trees… she couldn’t see Brandun or Creen.

She made the sound of a vootervert. From higher up the slope came an answering voot-voot-VERT, as did one from a bush a few yards away.

“Come out,” she said.

Brandun stood first. He’d been higher up the slope, his hidey suit thick with fresh moss and threaded with dead sticks that helped break up his outline. He was only fifteen. He should have had another year in the hold, but he was so big the council had started him early. Already six feet tall, weighing over a hundred bricks, if his growth spurt continued his size would soon make him a liability on runs.

The bigger you are, the easier it is for the demons to see you.

“I thought you were dead,” he said softly. “I almost peed myself.”

This was his second run. He’d made his first with her as well; on that run they’d seen a demon, but only from a great distance.

He came closer to her, until his wide shoulders blocked out the sun. Ahiliyah didn’t know if he stood so near because he was afraid, and took comfort by her, or because he just didn’t understand the concept of personal space. So big, and only fifteen—someday, he might be the biggest person in Lemeth Hold.

“The world went quiet,” he said. “Does that always happen when a demon comes?”

“Yes, but don’t count on it. Sometimes they hide. They can stay still for a long time, long enough that the animals forget they are there and start making noise again. That’s why you have to use everything—your ears, your eyes, even your nose. Did you smell it? A smell like rock when you peel moss away?”

Brandun shook his head. “No, I didn’t smell it.”

“I can sure smell you, you giant stinky fuck.” Creen Dinashin stepped out from the bush. He was a head shorter than Ahiliyah, just as Ahiliyah was a head shorter than Brandun. Creen’s hidey suit was so stuffed with caminus leaves he couldn’t put his arms all the way down. So many leaves threaded into his gloves she couldn’t make out his fingers. He looked like a walking crimson teddy bear. He flipped his face netting up on top of his head, revealing his ever-present sneer and his blazing orange-yellow eyes.

Creen’s nose wrinkled with a theatrical sniff. “I smell shit. You shit yourself, Brandun?”

“I did not,” Brandun said. “But I wish the demon had taken you, so I wouldn’t have to listen to your mouth anymore.”

“Fuck off.” Creen glanced to the sky. “We lost time. I don’t want to sleep outside for another fucking night. I want to be home with a big, hot mug of tea. The wind’s getting stronger, Liyah—can we double-time it? We can use our torches, we might make it back before nightfall.”

This was his third run, yet still he hadn’t learned. As smart as Creen was—smarter than anyone Ahiliyah had ever met—he liked to cut corners, try to take shortcuts.

“Wind is a double-edged blade,” she said. “They can’t hear us, but we can’t hear them. And torches? Do you want the demons to find us?”

Creen patted the sides of his hidey suit. “We’re required to carry three torches on every run, plus matches—why do we have them if we never use them?”

“They’re for emergencies, you know that,” Ahiliyah said. “We’re not making it back tonight. With the wind blowing, be sure you’re looking all around you, not just straight ahead, got it?”

Both boys nodded.

“Good,” she said. “Now, come look at this.” She moved to where the demon had been, knelt next to a half-footprint left in the dirt. “I’ve been learning how to track them.”

Creen blinked, shook his head. “You’ve been working on what?”

“How to track them,” Liyah said.

Creen reached into his hidey suit, drew his little friend, held the blade point near his throat.

“I should just kill myself now and save time, because my crew leader is fucking insane. We want to stay the hell away from them. Why would we want to track them?”

Sometimes, she hated Creen Dinashin with all that she was.

“So we can know our enemy,” Ahiliyah said. “That’s why.”

Brandun knelt, touched the footprint. “Because, someday, we’ll hunt them instead of them hunting us.”

Creen slowly pretended to slice his own throat. “We all know I’m smarter than both of you, but you don’t need to find ways to make it so glaringly obvious. Can we go now?”

Ahiliyah walked back to the bush that had hidden her from the demon. She retrieved her heavy, overstuffed backpack. That was part of the training—once you find a place to hide, drop your pack. That way, if a demon took a runner, one of the runner’s crewmates could make sure that the letters, medicine, and other precious cargo might still make it home.

“Get your packs,” she said. “Let’s get as far as we can before dark.”
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Never the same route twice.

One of the running mantras. Ahiliyah followed it religiously. She’d learned it from Aiko, who’d learned it from Colson Yinnish, who’d learned it from Olliana Ming.

Demons tended to avoid dense underbrush, loose stones, anything that might make noise to alert their prey. But no one knew if they could identify foot-worn trails through those same areas. No one knew if they could track people. No one knew if they might quietly follow a runner, hoping to discover a hold. Because of these things, runners needed to reconnoiter a new route every single time they traveled from hold to hold, including the trips home.

Home. After a grueling, nine-day run, with the sun nearing the horizon, Ahiliyah and her crew finally saw the familiar slopes of Lemeth Mountain. They’d be safely inside before daylight vanished, but they couldn’t rush things now, because, here, demons weren’t the only danger.

Traps of all kinds lined the winding climb to the ridge, to the entrance of Lemeth Hold. Traps that would kill demons, raiders, war parties and—unfortunately—runners. Subtle markers showed the only safe route up: dead trees with intentionally broken branches pointing inward toward the path; bushes with crimson leaves partially stripped on one side; broken rocks with the less-weathered, lighter part facing in.

The winding approach was thirty feet wide in most places, offering enough space that runners didn’t have to follow the same path every time. Ahiliyah, Brandun and Creen worked their way up, choosing the firm, print-less surface of rocks or boulders whenever possible.

Long ago—well before the Rising, even—Lemeth Hold had been part of King Paul’s Crown of War, a series of fortresses carved into the mountains themselves. In those fortresses, so the story went, King Paul the Unifier had garrisoned troops, troops ready to march down the mountainsides and attack any lowland cities that might rebel against his rule. When King Paul died, the fortresses had been largely abandoned. They’d lain unused for a century.

Without maintenance, Lemeth’s outer wall had become little more than a ruin. Huge stones had come loose and tumbled down the slope, leaving gaps that made the wall look like the rotted brown teeth of someone suffering from weakling disease.

There were places where the wall still stood, secretly maintained in a way that ensured it didn’t look maintained. Vertical slots lined the stone every five yards. Long ago, those slots allowed archers to launch death down upon advancing troops. Now, though, the slits were useless—demons were so fast they were hard to hit, and a single bolt barely slowed them down.

Above the old wall ran a thick stone lid, once meant as protection against showers of rain, or of arrows. Much of that lid had long-since collapsed, either because of natural forces or through the efforts of the hold’s stone-masons, to help make the place look even more abandoned.

“About fucking time,” Creen said. “This pack is killing me.”

Ahiliyah could sympathize. Beneath her hidey suit, her shoulders were rubbed raw; nine days with the heavy pack had taken their toll.

“I’m glad to be home,” Brandun said. “So glad.”

His pack was much larger and heavier than Ahiliyah’s or Creen’s, yet the big boy didn’t complain, didn’t lose focus. He remained cautious and alert; Ahiliyah could see it in his actions, hear it in his voice. That was good. This close to the end of a run, some people got careless. If Brandun kept up his discipline, he might survive long enough to become a slash.

If he reached that mark, his running days would end. For most boys, five runs completed their obligation. That was how it would work for Brandun, certainly; as big as he was, the warriors couldn’t wait to get their hands on him. There was even a rumor he was already being considered for the Hold Guard, the protectors and enforcers of Margrave Aulus Darby.

Five and done for most boys—but girls had to do ten.

From the age of sixteen to the age of thirty, women were obligated to serve the hold as runners. There were only three ways to get out of that duty: death, complete ten runs and become a double-slash, or get knocked up.

Those with child, or those who had given birth in the last six months, were exempt from runs. Because of that, most of the girls who got pregnant stayed pregnant, as often as they could, until they reached their thirtieth birthday.

“I don’t feel so good,” Creen said.

Ahiliyah shook her head. “I told you to go easy.”

“But we never get berries below,” he said, groaning in discomfort. “I can’t wait to get inside and squat on a real toilet. I’m so fucking sick of wiping my ass with bush leaves.”

Ahiliyah heard Creen’s anger and frustration. The constant fear of a run caused some runners to become quiet, trembling things, scared of every shadow. With other people—people like Creen—that fear manifested in a slow-burning rage.

Admar had been like that. Admar died on his third run.

Halfway up the approach, they reached the signaling point. Ahiliyah stopped there, stared up at the steep incline. Dozens of traps lined the ruined wall. Boulders, blocks and piles of rocks were precariously held in place by linchpin stones; kick the wrong branch, step on the wrong stone, use the wrong root to pull yourself up, and death would tumble down far faster than you—or even a demon—could move out of the way.

If the demons finally came calling to Lemeth Hold, many of them would be smashed flat.

“Creen,” Ahiliyah said, “call up.”

Creen made the vindeedee’s high-pitched call. Brandun’s voice was already too deep to make the sound. Ahiliyah could make it, but Creen was better. It was impossible to tell the difference between his call and the real thing.

Moments later, an answering, higher-pitched vindeedee call, followed by the low croak of a humped gish—goon-goon-GAAAAAN. Ahiliyah reached through her hidey suit netting into her thigh pocket, felt for and found the preserved gish throat-box with its tanned air-bladder. She blew into the throat-box. The bladder filled with air. She slowly squeezed it, matching the rhythm—goon-goon-GAAAAAN.

Up on the ridge, a tiny, hidey-suited head peeked over the old wall. The voice of a little girl called out, a practiced whisper-shout that would not carry, would not echo across the mountain.

“Ahiliyah?”

The lovely sound of a familiar voice—the sound of home.

“It’s me, Susannah,” Ahiliyah said. “Brandun and Creen are with me.”

“Okay! Come up!”

A wall watcher’s job was boring, yet critically important. Always alone, watchers often stayed on the stone deck for days at a time, waiting for runners to return. Only the wall watcher on duty could call for the hold’s heavy door to be opened. In theory, that prevented raiders from capturing runners, then using the runners to gain access to the hold.

Ahiliyah and her crew ascended the final thirty feet, where the incline grew so steep they had to climb on all fours. Going up that slope, her backpack somehow felt lighter. It wasn’t light, not at all—it was more than half her weight—but soon she would be free of it. At least until the next run.

She was almost home—almost safe.

A snorfling sound, followed by the rattle of dirt skittering across rock. Ahiliyah held up a fist; the boys stopped instantly. Probably just a vootervert, but this close to home she wasn’t taking any chances.

The snorfle again—she turned her head, trying to locate the source of the sound. There, at the base of the wall, a white paw flinging dirt out of a hole.

“Dammit,” she said. “We have to kill it.”

Creen shot her a dirty look. “It’s just a vootervert. It’s not hurting anything.”

Did he have to fight her on everything?

“Where there’s one vootervert, there will be a dozen,” Ahiliyah said. “They can set off traps that take months to make. This is part of our job.”

“Fuck our job,” Creen said. “Nobody asked me if I wanted this job.”

Brandun reached to his back, gripped the handle of his spearhead, thinking.

“I’ll do it,” he said. He sounded sad.

Ahiliyah nodded. “Go ahead. Use your spear—vooterverts are strong, and they kick.”

It didn’t matter if he was upset about it, as long as he did it. This kill would protect the hold, and would provide around twenty bricks’ worth of meat—a rare thing indeed.

Like all runners, Brandun wore his spearhead scabbard on his back. If a runner needed to move fast, one could drop the pack to shed weight, yet not lose one’s weapon. He shrugged off his pack, set it down quietly. From the bulky leather holster lashed to it, he drew both of his tapered, yard-long halfstaffs, along with the the metal coupler, and set them all at his feet. He then removed the heavy butt-spike and stuck the metal point in the ground. He jammed one end of a halfstaff into the butt-spike’s socket, twisted the wood hard to make sure he had a tight fit. He then put the coupler onto the halfstaff’s open end, twisted it, put the other halfstaff into the coupler, twisted that as well.

Finally, Brandun reached to his back and drew his two-foot-long spearhead free with the soft whisper of bronze against leather. He slid the halfstaff’s tapered end into the spearhead’s hollow handle, twisted until his gloved hands shook.

He spun the assembled, six-foot-long weapon once, gave it a hard shake, then stalked toward the vootervert hole.

“Figures he’d kill it,” Creen said under his breath. “The wannabe warrior.”

Brandun moved so smoothly, so silently, that he reminded Ahiliyah of a demon. She shivered, imagining Brandun sneaking up on her, to bury that spear in her back. As attuned as she was to the sounds of the surface, she doubted she would hear him coming.

The vootervert kept kicking dirt out of its hole, unaware of the threat.

Brandun reached the hole. He raised the spear, crouched low. He waited.

After a few minutes of kicking dirt, the vootervert finally turned around and poked its long, narrow head out of the hole, perhaps to look for threats, perhaps to sniff for more of its kind.

Brandun drove the spearhead through the animal’s neck. One strike, one kill—the vootervert didn’t even have time to let out a squeal of pain.

“Sometimes,” Creen said quietly, “Brandun scares the living fuck out of me.”

Brandun hauled the limp animal out of its hole. The vootervert was almost as big as Creen. Filthy yellow fur, thick with dark dirt. Long nose with a pinkish snout, which was the most delicious part of the animal. Big paws with four long, brown claws that fit together like the scoop of a single shovel. Someone would make scrapers or jewelry out of those.

Liyah reached into an inner pocket of her hidey suit, pulled out a coil of twine. Brandun set the dead animal on his backpack.

“I’ll tie it down,” Ahiliyah said.

Brandun started disassembling his spear and putting the parts back in the holster.

Creen waved his hand in front of his nose. “Wow, that animal stinks.”

Ahiliyah sniffed. “Um… I think that’s mostly us, Creen.”

He sniffed his armpit. “Ugh. Too many days away from the river, eh, Brandun?”

When the bigger boy didn’t answer, Creen leaned closer. Ahiliyah saw Creen’s smile, a smile that always seemed to precede an insult or a snotty comment.

“Hey, Dumbdun,” Creen said, “are you crying?”

Ahiliyah glanced at Brandun. Sure enough, tear trails lined the big teen’s cheeks.

Creen laughed. “You’re so sensitive, Dumbdun! Crying over a stinky chunk of meat? What a big, tough warrior you’ll make.”

Ahiliyah stood, stepped close to Creen.

“You wouldn’t go near that animal,” she said, her voice low and cold. “Say one more thing to Brandun, and next reservist training you get to spar with me.”

Creen’s smile vanished. “I’ll shut up.”

Ahiliyah patted him on the shoulder. “See? I knew you were smart.”

Everyone in the hold between the ages of ten and fifty had to train as a reservist every month. Those who could hold a shield and spear practiced phalanx tactics, those who could not trained with longbow, crossbow, or sling. As a senior runner, Ahiliyah could make junior runners put in additional work—which included hand-to-hand combat training.

Creen did not enjoy hand-to-hand combat training.

Brandun shrugged on his heavy pack. The vootervert’s stubby tail flopped back and forth with his every movement.

“Let’s get inside,” Ahiliyah said.

They each fastened a rope to their backpacks. Tying the other end around their waists, they carefully scaled the wall, using the edges of the old stone blocks as foot- and handholds. As far as overall strength went, Creen was by far the weakest of the three, but when it came to climbing he moved with the speed and grace of a hookarm closing in on trapped prey—he was up and over before Ahiliyah and Brandun had reached halfway.

Ahiliyah was slightly faster than Brandun. Exhausted, breathing hard, she slid over the top, under the overhanging lip, and dropped down lightly to the flat stone deck on the other side. Creen was already pulling hard on his rope, hauling his heavy backpack up the wall. Ahiliyah did the same—the sooner this was done, the sooner she’d be safe inside.

“I knew you’d make it,” Susannah said. “I knew it!”

Aliyah smiled at the gangly fifteen-year-old girl. Susannah had yet to fill out. All knees and elbows, she beamed with unabashed hero worship.

Susannah laughed and pinched her nose. “Oh, my goodness, you guys need a bath. Everyone will be so happy to see you back—the flu outbreak got worse while you were gone.”

Worse? Ahiliyah’s heart sank. The powder she and the others had brought from Keflan Hold would save lives, but with more people infected, would it be enough?

“Let me help,” Susannah said. She grabbed Ahiliyah’s rope and pulled.

Creen hauled his pack over the wall. He glared at Susannah.

“Why didn’t you help me?”

“Because no one likes you,” Susannah said.

Brandun dropped down to the deck. Without a word, he started hauling up his pack. His reached the top at the same time as Ahiliyah’s did.

“I’m in runner training now,” Susannah said as she set the pack at Ahiliyah’s feet. “Someday I’m going to be just like you. And I’m fast! Faster than most of the boys, even.”

When Ahiliyah had been that young, she’d said almost the same words to Danielle Sanyan. Ahiliyah had been the wall watcher when Danielle went out for her slash-plus-two run. Ahiliyah had been the wall watcher when Danielle had returned, had hauled Danielle’s pack up the wall just as Susannah had done. Ahiliyah had also been the wall watcher when Danielle had left for her slash-plus-three run.

Danielle had never returned.

Ahiliyah chased the thought away. She reached into a side pocket of her hidey suit, pulled out a stick of millasis wrapped in a grass leaf—she offered it to Susannah.

The girl’s eyes lit up. “Thank you, Liyah! Thank you!”

Susannah unwrapped the grass. The translucent brown candy had snapped in half.

“Sorry it’s broken,” Ahiliyah said.

“Don’t care!” Susannah shoved a piece into her mouth, smiled wide. “It’s so good!”

“If you’re done stuffing your little mouth,” Creen said, “can you signal for them to open the fucking door? Do you think I want to stand here and watch you eat?”

Susannah’s smile faded. She looked down, spoke around the candy.

“I already signaled them.”

Ahiliyah turned to Creen. “Do you always have to be such a jerk?”

He glared back. “I don’t have time for children’s games.”

Creen was sixteen—only a year older than Susannah.

Ahiliyah heard the telltale grinding of heavy stone. To her left, the deck ended at a wall of blocks, each bigger than a man. The center block slowly slid backward. Most of the time the big block opened or closed without a problem. Sometimes, though, the men moving the tons of rock would lose control.

Sometimes people got hurt. Sometimes people died. That was the price of an entrance that could not be opened from the outside.

To the right, spaced out along the abandoned deck, were two ancient, traditional doors, the kind that, once upon a time, had swung inward. The first was only partially visible, forever sealed when the thick roof lip above it had collapsed. The second door not only went nowhere, it was rigged as a trap—whoever opened it would be instantly crushed beneath a ton of falling rock.

The big block stopped sliding backward into the thick wall, started sliding sideways. In that dark space, the pinkish light of a glowjar, then the face of Cadence Barrow. The older woman blinked against the light of early evening, even though the stone roof kept the deck in permanent shadow. Her hair and her skin were the pale white of those who never saw the sun.

“Brandun.” Her smile seemed to split her face with deep lines that ran from the corners of her eyes to the bony point of her jaw. “I was so worried.”

“Hi, Mom,” Brandun said. He stepped to Cadence, hugged her. He was already much taller than she was, and outweighed her by five or six bricks.

“For fuck’s sake,” Creen said. “Can we please fucking get inside and deliver this shit?”

Brandun turned and glared. In that instant, Ahiliyah saw the man he was becoming—he would be a giant, one not constrained by the fears and anxieties of an inexperienced teenage boy.

“Just because your parents are dead doesn’t mean you can be mean to mine,” Brandun said.

Creen fumed. He’d been very small when his parents had died of forgetter’s syndrome. He didn’t like to be reminded that he was an orphan.

“Leave Creen be, Brandun,” Cadence said. “He’s obviously tired.”

Being kind to Creen only made things worse. “I’m nicer underground. You know, that place where demons can’t get us? And I know Ahiliyah wants to steal off to the armory with Tolio and touch uglies, so why are we still up here jabbering?”

Ahiliyah flushed with embarrassment. “Fine. Let’s go. Susannah, want to come with?”

“I can’t,” she said. “Aiko was due back yesterday from Vinden. Gotta wait for her.”

Vinden was a safer run than the Dakatera/Keflan/Lemeth route Ahiliyah and the boys had just run, but it still had its share of danger. Aiko was the most experienced runner in Lemeth, having continued serving long after her obligation had been fulfilled. One day overdue wasn’t great, but where Aiko was concerned, it was probably nothing to worry about.

“Liyah, come on,” Brandun said. “The Margrave will be expecting us.”

Ahiliyah stepped into the opening. She waited a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dim light of the glowpipes—she’d escaped injury for nine days on the surface and wasn’t about to slip and fall on the stone steps—then started down. As she did, she heard Brandun, Cadence and Creen following her, and the grinding of stone as men slid the stone block back into place.
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It was a hero’s welcome.

Lemethians packed into the stone corridor, all trying to get near her, Brandun and Creen, trying to see the trio for themselves, as if the word that they had survived might somehow be a lie. People cheered. They hugged her, kissed her, threw so many pink flowers at her the petals caught in her hidey suit, hung in her hair, stuck to the filthy sweat coating her face. The sweet-smelling flowers were always part of the coming-home ritual, helping to mask the stench of people who had spent days hiking hundreds of miles, never changing their clothes or even taking them off—on a run, constant camouflage was of the utmost importance.

The flowers weren’t really pink, they just looked that way in the reddish light of the glowpipes that ran along the corridor’s arched ceiling. The glass tubes channeled the river’s luminous water all through the hold. In pure sunlight, the imbid flowers blazed white as snow.

Bodies and faces pushed in all around her. The women dressed simply, in plain shifts of different colors, because Lemeth Hold was too hot to wear much else. They used jewelry to create their individual style, with vootervert-claw hair pins and combs, necklaces of copper, bronze and iron, copper nose-rings, the occasional gleaming bit of bloodglass shining from a leather bracelet or a metal necklace. The men wore pants, but no shoes. Most didn’t wear shirts. A gleam of sweat always seemed to glisten from arms tattooed with heavy black lines.

Hands patted her shoulder, tousled her hair, pulled her in for hugs. People she had known all her life smiled and laughed and praised her. They shouted questions, asking about loved ones, about life in the other holds. Ahiliyah answered what questions she could.

“You brave dear,” said old lady Yuzuki, her wrinkled face split by a smile. She kissed the dirty, smelly, unwashed skin of Ahiliyah’s forehead. “Do you have a message from Cireno?”

“He told me to make sure I tell you he loves you,” Ahiliyah said. “And that the gloves you made will help him with the iron powder harvest.”

Instant tears in Yuzuki’s eyes. Those words were more powerful than food, than medicine, than drugs. The old woman hadn’t heard from her son in months. The last set of runners sent to Dakatera hadn’t made it. All three had been lost. This time, though, with lives on the line, the Council had sent Ahiliyah.

People hugged her, kissed her, threw so many imbid flowers at her that they coated the stone floor. So many questions, shouted by people desperate for information.

“Did you see Usko?”

“Did Fabinin get my letter?”

“Is gramma Danise still alive?”

After the endless quiet of the surface, the shouts and laughter and questions and screams of joy felt overwhelming. Ahiliyah knew her people meant no harm, but she didn’t like how they packed so close, and she couldn’t help but feel anxious at how loud they were.

People, everywhere. Adults, teenagers like her, but also the elderly, and children and babies. So many children. Some standing by themselves, with wet noses and wide eyes. Some weaving between the legs of the adults, chasing each other in a game of demon gonna get ya. Some carried in the arms of mothers who were three, four, even five years younger than Ahiliyah. Some holding the hands of women Ahiliyah’s age or older.

The adults were loud; the children were deafening. Their excited shouts bounced off the walls. Their laughter filled the air. Their playful shrieks sounded far too close to the hunting noises demons made in the night.

Ahiliyah pushed her way through the crowd, trying to be nice, trying to understand that everyone was excited by her return. Still they shouted questions at her—so many questions.

“Did those Keflanian bastards give us the medicine?”

“How much do they have? Are they really hoarding it?”

“I hope you kids steered clear of those Dakaterans and their messed-up religion.”

Sounded like her people’s distrust of other holds hadn’t ebbed during her run. Maybe the medicine she brought would help that. Maybe not. Ahiliyah couldn’t control that.

The crowd quieted, parted. What had seemed like an impenetrable mass made way for three men—three large men—dressed in the sleeveless white shirts of the Margrave’s personal guard. Rinik Brennus, with his droopy eye and big nose, blond-haired Shalim Aniketos, who thought he was god’s gift to women, and—worst of the three—Drasko Lamech. Brennus and Shalim wore spearhead scabbards at their hips, not on their backs like runners did.

Drasko didn’t carry a blade. He didn’t need one—the often-used wooden billy club sticking out of his leather belt was threat enough.

“Welcome home, runners.” Drasko had a voice like a tumbling boulder.

“Thank you,” Ahiliyah said. “It was a close thing.”

Dark-haired Drasko wasn’t tall—he was the same height as Ahiliyah—but he was wide, easily more than twice her weight. Scars lined his exposed arms, scars earned fighting the Southerners, Islanders and various raiders.

Without taking his eyes off Ahiliyah, Drasko held his hand back to the younger and taller Shalim, who gave him a cloth sack. Drasko opened the sack, held it out.

“If you brought back capertine powder, let’s have it.”

Ahiliyah glanced back at Brandun, but the boy had already slid off his pack and opened it—he was so eager to impress these men.

“We usually take capertine powder to the hospital,” Ahiliyah said. “We’d be happy to drop it off there. No need to bother yourself with it.”

Drasko smiled, showing the missing teeth he’d lost in one of his many fights.

“Margrave’s orders, my girl. People might try to bribe you with a gift of this or that. After another successful run, we wouldn’t want you beset with temptation, would we?”

Susannah had said more people were ill. An understatement, apparently—things were so bad that Drasko had come to make sure people didn’t try to take the capertine powder out of turn.

Brandun dumped several tied-off cloth bags into Drasko’s sack. Drasko smiled at Brandon—Ahiliyah could almost feel the pride radiating off the boy.

“Well done, young man,” Drasko said. “Little Liyah here says your return was a close thing, but I know you would have protected her, right?”

“More like she protected me.” Brandun held his arms shoulder-width apart, palms facing each other. “She was this close to one, and she didn’t flinch!”

A murmur rolled through the packed corridor.

Drasko gave the bag a little shake. “Creen, Liyah, hurry it up. I’ve got better things to do.”

Ahiliyah shrugged off her backpack and opened it up. She dumped her six bags into the sack. Creen did the same.

Drasko looked into the bag, then at Ahiliyah. “That’s it?”

She nodded.

“You’re sure?”

As insulting as that was, she nodded again. Drasko wasn’t known for a sense of humor, or an ability to put up with backtalk. Not even Creen said something smart.

“Excellent job, young Brandun,” Drasko said. “I’ll be on the sand tomorrow morning at first sounding. Will you join me?”

Brandun’s eyes went wide. “Yes sir! I’ll be there!”

Drasko slung the bag over his shoulder. He and his two goons walked back up the corridor, the crowd again parting for them, closing in behind them as if to block Ahiliyah’s way.

Creen looked at Brandun, and smiled.

“Sir,” Creen said in a high-pitched voice. “I’ll be there to lick the sweat off your balls, sir!”

Brandun’s smile vanished. He said nothing, just walked down the corridor. He barely had to push to make room—people got out of his way almost as fast as they had for Drasko.

Creen cupped a hand to his mouth. “Your ball sweat is so tasty, SIR!”

Ahiliyah cuffed the smaller boy in the ear.

He flinched, held his ear, sneered at her. “Don’t be such a jerk, Liyah!”

“Better I hit you than he does,” she said. “I swear, Creen, someday soon that mouth of yours is going to get your ass kicked.”

He glanced around, saw people staring at him, or making a point of not staring at him.

“Right,” he said in a low voice. “Like I haven’t got my ass kicked before.”

His words brought instant guilt; was she bullying him like so many others had? Maybe, but getting hit by people her size was one thing—Brandun was already big enough that his punches could cause real damage. There was a difference between getting hurt, and getting hurt.

Creen smiled wide and turned away from her.

“My lovely Lemethians,” he said, playing to the crowd, “kindly let us through. The Margrave desires an audience with us!”

Just like that, the awkward moment passed. The crowd parted just enough to let him through. Liyah followed him. On the surface, she always took the lead. In the safety of the hold, she didn’t mind bringing up the rear.

A flower hit her in the eye; she winced reactively, but it didn’t hurt. She laughed, wiping at the eye and continuing on after Creen. She found it ironic that her people used imbid flowers for celebrations like this. She and Brandun and Creen had carried half their body weight in those flowers to trade with the people of Dakatera and Keflan.

Those holds had tried for decades to cultivate their own imbid flowers, but had failed. Just as the capertine mold—which when dried and ground up produced the life-saving capertine powder—grew only in Keflan, imbid mushroom grew nowhere but Lemeth. Imbid soup countered weakling disease. In Dakatera and Keflan, imbid flowers were priceless; in Lemeth, they were so common they could be wasted at will, trampled underfoot and forgotten until someone swept them up and dumped them in the river.

Ahead of her, Ahiliyah heard Brandun laughing. He had forgotten about Creen’s mocking insult and was enjoying the attention, reveling in the moment. The people of Lemeth lavished him with praise and affection. More, she noticed, then she got, and she’d been the senior runner. But Brandun was a boy, and a tall, strong boy at that—people reacted to him differently than they reacted to her.

Such was the way of things.

Even Creen laughed a little, a rare sound if she’d ever heard one.

He deserved to be happy. So did she, and Brandun as well. They had returned, packs stuffed to breaking not only with the capertine powder and candy from Keflan, but also with sizzle spice, paper and iron powder from Dakatera, along with correspondence from both holds. After months with no contact, grandfathers and grandmothers, fathers and mothers, aunts, uncles, brothers, sisters and friends could finally see the words of their loved ones. The celebration would go long into the night.

She and Creen endured the back-pats and well wishes. They caught up to Brandun just as he entered the Community Chamber. The Lemethians who hadn’t mobbed them in the corridors were waiting there, cheering loudly for their successful run. Some people were at the wooden tables spread across the stone floor. Others were seated on the four rows of stone steps that ran the circumference of the round room.

Ahiliyah followed Brandun and Creen out of the Community Chamber and onto the walkway that ran along the training pit. The wooden bleachers on either side of the pit were empty, but the pit itself was not. Down in the the wide, oblong, sand-filled space, she saw warriors practicing at the combat stations.

Will Pankour and Grian Yinnish stood in the archery range, practicing with the crossbows that fired heavy bolts the size of Ahiliyah’s forearm. Kadri Nemensalter and his brother Farid were working as a team, Kadri holding a spearman’s round shield, Farid behind him with a warrior spear, which was three yards long instead of the two-yard-long runner’s version. Kadri moved and turned, Farid staying behind him, jabbing the spear at an imaginary demon.

When men had fought other men, the shield had been an important part of war. Men didn’t fight men anymore. Not that often, anyway. Shields were a holdover from the past. They were big, bulky, awkward, and—against a demon—all but useless. Ahiliyah would rather put her faith in a hidey suit any day.

The warriors, though, did not share her opinion. Old ways died hard.

Brandun stopped suddenly—Creen bumped into him, Ahiliyah bumped into Creen.

“Brandun, you clod,” Creen said. “What the shit?”

Brandun stared toward the back of the pit—Ahiliyah saw what he was looking at and understood why he’d stopped short.

Near the far wall, a demon stalked three warriors.

Leonitos Lamech and Masozi Dafydd each had a shield and a three-pronged spear known as a demon fork. They were crouched, shields just below their eyes, demon forks held in their right hands, points and shaft above the shield, both aimed at a man dressed in the stiff shell of a dead demon, complete with the long, gleaming head. Behind Leonitos and Masozi stood Andan Gisilfred, aiming a crossbow between their shields.

“It’s not real, you dolt,” Creen said.

Of course it wasn’t. They’d all seen the suit a hundred times, a thousand times. It was part of their runner training. Until this run, however, Brandun had only seen real demons from a great distance. Seeing one up close had affected him, impacted his reaction to something as simple as a man in a costume. Ahiliyah couldn’t blame Brandun—an encounter like they’d had the day before changed a person.

“Probably Benji Johnson in the demon suit,” Brandun said. “He’s the only one that tall. Sometimes they put me in it, when I’m not out running.”

Ahiliyah bit back instant jealousy. Brandun was only fifteen, four years younger than her. He got to train with the warriors—she did not. Because warriors didn’t take women.

“You’d look good in that demon’s suit,” Creen said.

Brandun grinned. “Thanks!”

“I mean,” Creen said, “anything that covers up your ugly face is good, right?”

One look at Brandun—face red, head hung—and Ahiliyah’s jealousy vanished. He was just a kid. He didn’t make the decisions in the hold.

“Don’t let Creen bother you,” she said to him. “You’re better-looking than that midget.”

Creen huffed. “Yeah, right.”

In the pit, the “demon” rushed at Leonitos, who extended his shield to meet the charge. The demon crashed into it, stumbled back. Leonitos stabbed with his demon fork—the point jabbed into the demon’s chest. The demon toppled backward, big hands and feet flailing about.

“The point is blunted,” Brandun said. “But that still hurts.”

Andan raised his crossbow and fired. Even from up on the deck, Ahiliyah could see the bolt’s padded end—which struck the demon right between the legs. The demon cried out, rolled to his side and tucked into the fetal position, long black hands clutching at its crotch. The narrow black head tumbled away, revealing Benji’s curly red hair and tightly squinted eyes.

Creen laughed so hard he hung over the rail.

“Ouch,” Brandun said. “Got him where it counts.”

The warriors were also laughing. They lowered their shields, gathered around Benji.

“If only the demons had balls,” Andan said, leaning on his crossbow, “we’d be fine.”

“Andan, you marksman,” Leonitos said. “Only a gifted sharpshooter could hit such a tiny target!”

Renewed laughter. Benji lifted one hand—a hand in a gnarled demon-skin glove—and extended his middle, talon-tipped finger.

Creen couldn’t stop laughing. He leaned over the wooden rail, slapping the flat surface with his palm. That drew the warriors’ attention. They looked up at the runners and cheered, thrusting their weapons into the air or clacking them loudly against their shields. Ahiliyah felt a rush of pride. Next to the Margrave, warriors were the most revered people in Lemeth.

“Hail, Brandun,” Farid said. “Did you kill a demon?”

Ahiliyah’s jealousy burned hot again.

“No, warrior.” Brandun shook his head. “I did not.”

“Because he killed two,” Grian said. “Isn’t that right, Brandun?”

Brandun’s face turned red. He laughed, uncomfortable with the attention—but also pleased by it. And why shouldn’t he be?

Because he wasn’t the crew leader. Because he did nothing but manage not to piss himself. Ahiliyah shook off the thought. Brandun had done nothing wrong. He wasn’t bragging, or making up stories about his run. Her problem was not with him.

“We didn’t kill any,” Creen called down, “but we stood strong while one hunted us.”

The warriors nodded politely. They paid little attention to Creen—he was small and weak. He would never become a warrior. He was smarter than all of them combined, she knew, but these men respected strength, not intelligence.

“Come on,” Ahiliyah said to Brandun and Creen. “We have to see the Margrave.”

The mention wiped the smile from Brandun’s face.

Ahiliyah continued on past the training pit, and down the corridor that led to the hold’s administration section. Even before she could bathe, before she could remove the stinking hidey suit, she had to report to the men who ruled Lemeth.
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Outside the Margrave’s Chamber, Ahiliyah, Brandun, and Creen sat on a bench below a map of Ataegina painted on the stone wall. They’d taken off their hidey suits, rolled them up into tight bundles that they’d strapped to their backpacks. It felt good to be out of the cumbersome collection of netting and vegetation. They still wore the same shirts and pants they’d worn underneath, though—the fabric had absorbed eight days’ worth of sweat, dirt and body odor.

Sitting there in the still air, waiting to be called in, Ahiliyah was acutely aware of how much they all stank.

“I really wish they’d let you two bathe first,” she said.

Creen huffed. “As if you smell like flowers and cake.”

The door to the Margrave’s Chamber opened. Thesil Akana, the Margrave’s assistant, stepped out, carrying a tray with three steaming mugs of caminus tea.

“Thesil,” Creen said, taking a mug, “I could kiss you.”

Brandun and Ahiliyah took a mug.

“Thank you, Thesil,” she said.

He said nothing, just tucked the tray, went back into the chamber and shut the door.

Thesil had been in the same grade as Ahiliyah. He’d been such a funny kid, always laughing and smiling. On his fifth and final run, demons had taken both of his crewmates. He didn’t smile anymore.

“I miss tea more than I miss bathing,” Creen said. “Even this crappy stuff. People don’t know how to filter out the bitterness like I do. Drives me crazy to have to smell caminus leaves the whole time we’re running and not be able to start one little fucking fire, you know?”

Ahiliyah did know. On runs, Creen complained about the lack of tea.

They sat in silence, sipping the hot tea. In moments, she started to feel the little kick that caminus tea always brought.

Brandun cleared his throat. He often did that when he was looking for the right words.

“For God’s sake, Dumbdun,” Creen said, “just spit it out.”

Brandun thought for a moment, then turned to Ahiliyah.

“That demon,” he said, his voice low, “do you think it was Vanessa?”

Ahiliyah didn’t want to think about that demon at all, but it was a good question. Vanessa had been in Mari Jolla’s crew. On a run two weeks ago, a demon had caught Vanessa and carried her off.

“I don’t know,” Ahiliyah said. “I hope not. And if you see Mari, Brandun, do not mention that to her, all right? Mari took her loss really hard.”

Creen rubbed his face. “You idiots—people do not turn into demons.”

Brandun leaned away from Creen, as if Creen had suddenly become toxic.

“Don’t blaspheme,” Brandun said. “Everyone knows that magic—”

“There is no such thing as magic,” Creen said. “That’s bullshit the preachers tell us because they don’t know what happens and they won’t admit they don’t know. It’s impossible for a person to become a demon. Isn’t that right, Liyah?”

Ahiliyah leaned away from Creen, realized she was doing it, stopped herself.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I mean… that’s what the legends say.”

Creen crossed his arms. “Right. The Demon Mother uses magic spiders, whatever the hell a spider is, to turn people into demons. It makes no sense. No one’s ever even seen a spider.”

Brandun’s mouth hung open. He was very religious, which Creen knew full well.

“No more talk of spiders,” Ahiliyah said. “Or Vanessa. That’s an order.”

Creen made a farting sound with his lips, leaned against the wall. He sipped his tea, tried to look like the boredest boy in all the land.

“That demon,” Brandun said. “It was right on top of you. How did you stay so calm?”

The encounter had really got to him, more than she’d thought.

“I stayed calm because I want to live,” Ahiliyah said. “Silence is strength.”

She expected Creen to say something else dismissive, or demeaning, or insulting, as he usually did when she cited the training mantras, but for once he did not.

“Silence is strength,” he said.

“Which means,” Brandun said, “that Creen is the weakest person alive.”

Ahiliyah laughed. Eyebrows raised, Creen sat up and looked up at Brandun, who was trying to hold back a laugh of his own.

“The walking boulder can get in a dig once in a while,” Creen said. He leaned back against the wall. “I couldn’t have stayed still like you did, Liyah. I’d have run.”

“Then you’d have been taken,” Ahiliyah said. “Aiko says they can sense vibrations in the ground when they’re close. Running actually brings them to you, so your best bet is to stay still.”

Creen stared into his mug. “I don’t want to run again. Fuck, I wish I could get knocked up.”

She wondered if he’d feel that way if he actually had a uterus.

Ahiliyah stood and stretched, trying to loosen muscles tight and sore from eight days on the run. She looked up at the painted map. The island of Ataegina, surrounded by the blue of an ocean that she’d never seen. Further in, bumpy dark green lines with blue rivers that represented the coast and the plains, the green turning lighter and mingling with brown as the inland hills grew higher in elevation. Those hills led to the many mountain peaks that surrounded Lake Lanee and Lake Mip.

Those lakes had been volcanoes once, like Black Smoke Mountain. That’s what Creen said, anyway. He was an endless source of useless information. The map showed the names of old towns and cities. The one called Hellan had supposedly held fifteen thousand people. Swarmore, twenty thousand.

And Tinsella, so big she could still make out the tree-covered ruins when she visited her friend Panda at the signaling station atop Lemeth Mountain, had held fifty thousand people.

Unimaginable.

Colorful marks signified the mountain holds that had once been King Paul’s Crown of War. Keflan, Dakatera and Lemeth around Lake Lanee. Takanta, southeast of Lake Mip. Vinden, near the southeast coast. Jantal on the west coast, and south of it, the lost holds of Hibernia and Pendaran. On the southern coast, the place of nightmares—Black Smoke Mountain, home of the Demon Mother.

Somewhere off the map lay the lands of the Northerners. No one on Ataegina had ever seen those lands. No one living, anyway. It had been a long time since the Northerners had landed an invading army. Not that long ago, they’d been a constant threat to the coast and the plains, but there wasn’t anything left there worth fighting for, at least nothing that was worth the risk of facing demons.

That didn’t stop the raiders from Manroon Island, though—they still came, one or two boats at a time, roaming the countryside looking for people to kill. As far as Ahiliyah knew, they mostly left with nothing but fruit. Was fruit worth crossing the ocean and risking your life? Maybe. God knew that she had risked her life five times now just to bring goods back to Lemeth.

The chamber door opened. Thesil stepped out. “Ahiliyah, the Council will see you now.”

He took Ahiliyah’s mug. She entered the chamber. Brandun and Creen would wait on the bench in case of the rare chance the Margrave or a councilman wanted to hear from someone other than the crew leader.

The Margrave’s Chamber wasn’t the biggest room in the hold, but it was the most brightly lit. Glowpipes ran in parallel lines across the arched stone ceiling, and along the walls as well. The builders had wanted to make sure there was ample light for the room’s main feature: the table model of Ataegina.

The table sat in the center of the room. Nine feet square, the table’s edges were the blue of the ocean, made from an old material—no one even knew what it was anymore, let alone how to manufacture it. Metal markers stuck up from the raised peaks, marking the still-active holds. The most prominent marker was reserved for Lemeth, of course. Not surprising considering how proud her people were of their home.

Around the table sat the Council, the five men who controlled every aspect of life in Lemeth Hold. At least in theory. In practice, the man at the head of the table, Aulus Darby, the Margrave of Lemeth, ran everything.

He wore his robes of office, purple with white trim at the cuffs and collars. He was in his sixties, but his back was still straight and he was taller than almost everyone in Lemeth Hold. Glowlight made his white beard and thinning white hair gleam a light pink.

Aulus had been the Margrave since before Ahiliyah was born. He was a good man, a fair man, but a man not to be trifled with.

Ahiliyah hadn’t spent much time in the Margrave’s Chamber. She came only before a run—to receive orders and plot out her course on the table model—and after a run, to report to the Council. In those limited times, though, she’d learned that while the four council members occasionally offered suggestions, their primary duty was to agree with the Margrave.

“An excellent run,” Councilman Tinat said. “We are grateful for your service.”

Not much more than thirty, Tinat was the youngest council member. He was also the most famous warrior in Lemeth—he’d killed two demons, as evidenced by the pair of toothtongues hanging from his copper chain necklace. Tinat liked to fill the hollow toothtongues with river water each morning, making them glow from the inside, making the clear teeth sparkle with the colors of gemstones. The glow faded as the day went on, but at that moment it remained bright enough to reflect off his graying beard. A mug of tea sat on the table’s edge in front of him.

“A full trade with Dakatera and Keflan,” he said. “You delivered correspondence, returned with the same, you obtained everything you were instructed to obtain, and all three runners made it home.” He smiled at her, put his left fist against his sternum. “Ahiliyah Cooper, I salute you.”

She flushed. Tinat was a hero, a legend. He still trained with the warriors when he could, and had the thick frame to show for it. Five misshapen scars dotted the left side of his face, marks left from the burning blood of one of his demon kills. Most of the girls thought it made him look hideous, but not Ahiliyah. To her, the scars showed Tinat’s bravery—in Lemeth, only three people still alive had survived an encounter with a demon.

Only two had killed one.

“The girl obtained almost everything,” Councilman Balden said, his attention fixed on the letters Ahiliyah had brought back. “You were told to get one hundred doses of capertine powder from Keflan. You brought back eighty. Our people need that medicine. Don’t you know this?”

He had a mug in front of him, too, but Ahiliyah could smell the rivergrass booze in it. With Balden’s head angled down to read, she couldn’t see his eyes past his bushy gray eyebrows. Thin and frail, he was the type of man Creen would grow to be if Creen survived more runs.

“That was all they would give me, Councilman,” Ahiliyah said. “Glynnis flu has broken out there, as well. The Margrave of Keflan assured me his people are working hard to increase production. They will have more for us soon.”

“The liars,” Balden said. “They have plenty to spare. They want us to suffer, to die.”

As if he had any idea of what it was like to do a run nowadays, what it was like to stand face to face with the Margrave of Keflan or the Dakateran Margravine. Balden hadn’t run in forty years. How easy it was for him to sit here, safe in the hold, and think he could do better.

“It’s that evil religion of theirs,” he said. “It’s corrupted them beyond belief.”

To Balden, all religions—save for the right and proper faith practiced in Lemeth, as defined by Preacher Ramirus—were “evil.”

“I believe they traded all they could spare,” Ahiliyah said.

Councilman Poller sighed. “Sometimes I think we need to stop sending mere children to trade.” He was so fat his neck jiggled when he spoke. “I think the people of Keflan might be more honest about their capertine stockpile if our warriors were to show up on their doorstep.”

A grumble of agreement from Balden.

Councilman Jung nodded, the lines of the glowpipes reflecting from his lumpy bald head.

“Without our flowers, the people of Keflan would all waste away from weakling disease,” he said. “You would think they’d realize that and stop pretending they can’t pay.”

These men hadn’t seen the people of Keflan, how sickly and malnourished they’d looked.

“They have their own outbreak of Glynnis flu, as I told you,” Ahiliyah said. “They are suffering. And a lot of their people are coming down with forgetter’s syndrome.”

That sparked interested from the Council. Interest, and a pathetic, instant eagerness.

“Surely the Margrave of Keflan didn’t tell you that,” Jung said. “That would make him seem weak. What makes you think they’re suffering from forgetter’s?”

Ahiliyah suddenly regretted saying anything. How naïve of her to think the councilmen might feel bad for the Keflanians.

“I saw people lying in the corridors,” Ahiliyah said. “People here have had forgetter’s—I know what it looks like. And people were quietly asking me if we had any plinton fruit to trade.”

Without plinton fruit, forgetter’s syndrome progressed unchecked. Simple confusion was the initial symptom, victims wondering where they left this or that, being unable to remember names and details. As it got worse, people became lazy. They often just lay in a bed, on a floor, wherever they could find. Forgetter’s victims didn’t look sick, but they didn’t work—after murder and rape, there was no worse sin in the world than not contributing.

“Dakatera exports plinton,” Jung said. “Are they not trading it with Keflan for capertine?”

The people of Dakatera had seemed healthy enough.

“I don’t think they’re suffering from the flu,” Ahiliyah said. “At least not much.”

Tinat rapped his knuckles on the table. “Which means the Dakaterans have stockpiled plenty of capertine powder. The bastards are trying to drive up the price of plinton fruit.”

Ahiliyah stood quietly. Sometimes her council reports devolved into these kinds of discussions, what the councilmen called economics. Balden tossed the letter onto the table. It landed half on the blue of the ocean, half on the green of the flatlands.

“Speaking of Dakatera, this letter is from one of their councilmen. Correction—” he waved a hand dismissively “—councilwoman. Such a thing exists there, it seems. She seems to think we’re charging too much for imbid flowers. If this complaining continues, something must be done. Really, Ahiliyah, you could have done better in managing this nonsense.”

The Margrave stood; the councilmen stilled.

“Councilmen, you are focusing on the wrong things,” he said. “Before us stands Ahiliyah Cooper, who just completed her fifth run, and did so with no deaths or injuries under her leadership. You all seem to forget that we can sit here safe and warm in the hold, while it is she and her fellow young runners who face danger up on the surface.”

Ahiliyah could barely breathe. The Margrave not only complimented her, he was echoing her own thoughts.

“Only Tinat has it right,” the Margrave said. “We all need to follow his fine example and salute our new slash, not chastise her or blame her for decisions made by the leaders of Dakatera and Lemeth. Ahiliyah Cooper—” he smiled, placed his fist on his sternum “—I salute you.”

Was this really happening? The Margrave was saluting her?

His smile faded. “I said, we need to salute her.”

Balden was first on his feet. He put his left fist on his sternum. “The Margrave is right, of course. Ahiliyah, I salute you for your service.”

Poller and Jung stood, put their fists on their chests.

“We salute you,” they said in unison.

Aulus smiled. “That’s better. Ahiliyah, I thank you for your brave work and your report. Well done. Oh… how did Brandun do?”

Brandun was a good person, Ahiliyah liked him, but his as-yet unearned prominence bothered her. He hadn’t led the run… she had. He wouldn’t have to do ten runs… she would.

“Brandun Barrow did well,” she said. It was the truth, after all.

The Margrave nodded. “Thank you, Ahiliyah. Anything else you would like to add?”

That question always marked the end of her report. She was supposed to say no, Margrave, then the council would move on to discussing when her crew would run again.

She hesitated. For this brief moment, she had their attention. She had to say something.

“The demons are moving in the daylight,” she said. “I think they might be trying to figure out how to catch us on runs.”

Balden rolled his eyes, whatever respect he’d just given her instantly and visibly gone.

“This nonsense again?” He shook his head. “This girl makes five runs and suddenly she knows all there is to know about the demons.”

“It’s different now,” Ahiliyah said.

The Margrave dismissed her comment with a wave. “Demons have been seen in daylight before, Ahiliyah. You are not the first runner to experience this.”

As if he knew anything about running. The rumor was that the Margrave had never done a run—not a real one, anyway—because his father, the Margrave before him, had made sure his son wasn’t exposed to danger. Even if Aulus had done a run, it had been forty years ago, maybe even fifty. What did he know of the dangers up on the surface?

She had to explain the significance. The Margrave had much to do down here, she knew. How could he understand the problem if she didn’t explain it to him? She was a slash now, after all, among the most experienced runners in the hold.

“Margrave, on my first two runs I didn’t see any demons in the daylight. My third, I saw one. On each of my last two runs, I saw demons twice in the daylight. I think that—”

“Enough,” the Margrave said. “You have told me your concern.”

“But Margrave, I—”

“Enough,” he said. He put his hands on the table’s edge, leaned forward like a giant towering over the miniature mountain range. “Were you talking back to me, Ahiliyah? To me?”

The council stared at her with a mixture of scowls and disbelief. She had overstepped her bounds and she knew it.

The Margrave sat. “Do not think that we are not proud of your service, but decisions are made at the top, not the bottom. You young runners always think you’ve discovered something that the rest of us are too old and blind to see. Is that what you think, Ahiliyah?”

That was exactly what she thought. “No, Margrave.”

He smiled at her. Even though he’d just put her in her place, his smile made her feel good. He’d snapped at her, yes, but he believed in her, which was more than she could say of the other councilmen. Save for Tinat, of course.

“Superb,” the Margrave said. “Councilman Balden, the correspondence from Dakatera—what does it say they are in need of, trade-wise?”

Balden looked at the letter. “The usual. They always need more of our rope, and they want more imbid flowers—at a lower price, which I mentioned earlier.”

The Margrave frowned. “Do you think I need to be told things twice?”

A chill fell over the room.

Balden stared at the table, his head down, his bushy brows hiding his eyes.

“No, Margrave,” he said quietly. “My mistake.”

Aulus nodded. “Now, if you’re finished calling me stupid, what else does Dakatera need?”

The paper in Balden’s shaking hand rattled audibly.

“Hotspice from Takanta,” he said. “Red fabric from Vinden, and salt from Biseth.”

Councilman Poller raised a finger. “Leith Malmsteen’s crew came back from Biseth yesterday, carrying a full load of salt.”

The Margrave stood again, put his hands on the table, leaned over the table’s mountain range. His eyes traced the peaks and valleys. He pointed at the peak labeled Dakatera.

“They need salt,” he said. “We run half of ours there, trade it for plinton fruit. We’ll demand a high exchange rate, and we’ll get it.” He pointed from Dakatera to Keflan. “Our runners continue on, trade the plinton fruit for capertine powder. If the Keflanians are as desperate as Ahiliyah says, we’ll again get a favorable exchange rate. All three holds benefit.”

The Margrave looked around the table, seeing if anyone opposed. He found only nods.

“A sound strategy,” Councilman Tinat said. “Who do we send on the run?”

His words brought a tightness to Ahiliyah’s belly. They wouldn’t send her crew out again, not this soon. Would they?

“Tinat,” the Margrave said, “what is the status of the available crews?”

As the newest councilman, Tinat was responsible for the runners.

“Aiko Laster’s crew is on a run to Takanta and Vinden,” Tinat said. “Jeanna Bouchard’s crew is doing the dangerous run through the valley to Jantal.” He lowered his head. “Brenda Dafydd’s crew left for Jantal two weeks ago. All three are presumed lost.”

Aulus placed his fist against his sternum, bowed his head. “We will continue to pray for their safe return.” He looked up again. “What about Fabian Acosta?”

“Julie Hammal and Britt Denisander were in his crew,” Tinat said. “Julie is six months along, Britt announced her pregnancy just last week. Fabian is waiting for Bruce Pindall and Susannah Albrecht to finish training.”

Susannah, the girl on the deck who had welcomed them home. She was too young, too skinny, too… too sweet. No way was Susannah ready. Ahiliyah’s hands curled into fists—they were going to make her and Brandun and Creen run again, she could feel it.

“Mari Jolla’s crew is still here,” Ahiliyah said. “Right? I know she lost Vanessa, but Tobias Penn is a good replacement. And she still has Lucas Kim, he’s solid.”

The room fell silent. Had she said something wrong?

Tinat cleared his throat. “I’m afraid Lucas and Tobias also need a new crew leader.”

Had Mari come down with Glynnis flu? While Ahiliyah felt bad for her—no one liked to spend days feverish and vomiting—she still had to do her duty.

“We brought back eighty doses of capertine powder,” she said. “Runners always get priority. Mari should be fine in a day or two.”

More uncomfortable silence.

Tinat sighed. “Mari’s crew was ordered to make the long run to Vinden. She refused.”

Ahiliyah felt like she’d been punched in the gut. “She must have had a good reason.”

“She’s not hurt, or sick,” Tinat said. “Mari told me that she will run no more.”

Goosebumps washed over Ahiliyah’s skin. The silence of the room told her Mari had already been sentenced for her crime.

“Let me talk to her,” Ahiliyah said. “I can make her change her mind.”

All eyes turned to the Margrave.

“Several people have,” he said. “Still she refuses. You know what this means.”

Everyone in Lemeth knew.

“Margrave, please,” Ahiliyah said. “Mari only has two more runs to go. Let me try.”

Aulus tugged absently at his beard. “You may speak with her tonight, in her cell. If she runs, she’s forgiven, but she must complete two additional runs beyond her current obligation.”

A sinking feeling. Mari had completed eight runs. Now to fulfill her obligation, instead of two more, she would have to complete four. Ahiliyah wanted to argue, but everyone knew the cost of refusing a run—a penalty of only two additional runs was more than generous.

“Thank you, Margrave,” Ahiliyah said.

He sighed, spread his hands. “Even if Lucas agrees, I will not trust him on such an important run. Do you understand how badly we need this medicine from Keflan?”

She understood just fine—the warriors would not go, the other crews were either already on the surface or were waiting for inexperienced trainees. With Aiko gone, Ahiliyah was the best runner in Lemeth. Everyone knew it. Without the powder, dozens would die. Maybe hundreds.

The burden fell on her. On her, Creen and Brandun.

“Yes, Margrave. I understand.”

“I’m sorry to do this so soon after your return,” he said. “Ahiliyah, you and your crew will leave tomorrow at first light.”

She closed her eyes. There hadn’t even been a chance to bathe, and he was already asking her to risk her life again. She held back a scream of frustration.

“My team needs rest,” Ahiliyah said. “A few days, at least.”

Poller shook his head, made a disgusted, clucking sound.

“Rest.” Balden spat the word like a curse. “People are sick, and you want to take a nap?”

Tinat slapped the table. “You make it sound so easy, Balden. Why don’t you volunteer?”

Balden huffed. “I have more important duties here, Tinat. You should mind your words.”

“If I don’t,” Tinat said, smiling, “will you be the one to teach me a lesson?”

Balden huffed again, but refused to meet the younger, bigger man’s gleaming eyes.

“Enough,” the Margrave said. “Ahiliyah, I either send you and your team, or I send Acosta and his trainees. We cannot wait. We’ve already lost two Lemethians to the flu.”

Ahiliyah thought of skinny Susannah making the two-day trek to Dakatera, then another two-day trek to Keflan, then back again. Eight days round-trip, if there was no demon sighting. Susannah wouldn’t last eight days—she wouldn’t last eight hours.

All the adults in the Lemeth, the warriors, the councilmen, the tradesmyn… none of them would go. Why? Because they had already fulfilled their “obligation.” Because of tradition. Even with lives at risk, the Council sent only the young to the surface, to run, to hide… to die.

How had their culture wound up like this?

“I can give you one day of rest,” the Margrave said. “You leave the day after tomorrow. But I won’t order you, Ahiliyah. It is your choice—will it be your crew, or must I send Acosta?

On the mountainside, Acosta made more noise than two mating vindeedees. He had only made the safer run to Biseth. A run to Dakatera and Keflan, with demons hunting in the daylight? He would die. His team would die. And many of the people sick with the flu would die when his crew didn’t return with the medicine.

If Ahiliyah had been in charge, she would have ordered some of the men in this very room to make the run. Maybe Balden. Especially Balden.

But she wasn’t in charge.

For the good of her people, there was only one choice to make. Creen and Brandun were under her leadership—they had no choice at all. If she went, they went with her.

How would they take the news?

“We’ll do it,” she said. “Day after tomorrow, we will go.”

The Margrave nodded, solemnly, his half-smile communicating so much: pride at her bravery, sadness at what she had to endure. He knew. He understood. That helped. Not much, perhaps, but it did help.

“We will move your return ceremony to tomorrow,” the Margrave said. “Tomorrow is also phalanx reserve training. Your crew may skip that training, to get additional rest.”

Miss her chance with shield and spear? Her chance to prove to the warriors that she belonged in their ranks? No way.

“I’ll still train, if that’s all right,” Ahiliyah said. “I’m sure Brandun will as well.”

Creen would not, which went without saying.

The Margrave smiled the smile that made Ahiliyah think of her father, made her miss him even more than she already did.

“Of course you want to train, Liyah,” the Margrave said. “By all means, do so. I will see you tomorrow at your return ceremony. You are dismissed.”

*   *   *

The two boys sitting on the bench stared at her, one with shock, the other with rage.

“The day after tomorrow?” Brandun leaned back against the wall. “So soon?”

“This is bullshit,” Creen said. “I’m going to give the Margrave a good talking-to.”

Creen stepped to the chamber door. Ahiliyah reached for him—too late. He grabbed the door handle, then Brandun wrapped his arms around Creen’s chest, effortlessly lifted him.

Creen’s little feet kicked uselessly. “You big stupid fuck, let me go!”

Ahiliyah pressed her hand hard over Creen’s mouth, got a kick in the thigh for her troubles.

“Creen, shut up,” she said, leaning close. “You barge in there and they’ll send you to lockup. Is that what you want?”

The boy stiffened. Glaring at her with all the hate in the world, he shook his head.

Ahiliyah let him go. Brandun gently set Creen back on his feet.

Creen crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not going on this run.”

His words scared her. He was probably just venting, but what if he turned out like Mari?

“You’re going,” Ahiliyah said. “We need more medicine.”

Brandun nodded slowly. “Liyah’s right, Creen, we gotta. My mom has the cough. I heard all the medicine we brought back will be used on people who are way more sick than she is.”

“I’m sorry about your mom,” Creen said. “But me being dead isn’t going to keep her alive. I’m serious—I’m not going on this run.”

With that, the boy grabbed his pack and stormed down the hallway.

Brandun and Ahiliyah watched him go.

“You gotta talk to him,” Brandun said. “I don’t want to see him get in trouble.”

Get in trouble. Well, that was one way to put it.

“Creen will be all right,” she said, although she wasn’t sure if she believed that. “I’ll stop by and see your mother later, okay?”

Brandun smiled a tired but sweet smile. “Wanna come see her now? I’ll carry your pack.”

She was fairly sure he was developing a crush on her. That happened a lot between younger crew members and older crew leaders.

“No, thanks, I want to stop by the hospital and see how bad things really are. Then I’m going to see General Bishor and I have plans with Tolio tonight.”

Brandun’s smile faded slightly, most likely from the subtle reminder that Liyah had a boyfriend, then it was back.

“Oh,” he said. He perked up. “Wargames with the spider? Could I play sometime?”

“Not if you call him that name you can’t.”

She hadn’t meant the words to sound like a sharp rebuke, but that was how they came out.

Brandun sagged. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

She knew he hadn’t. He just repeated the mean things other people said. Which, in its own way, was even worse.

Ahiliyah put her hand on his shoulder. “I’ll see you at the return ceremony tomorrow, all right?” Her tone of voice told him he was forgiven.

Brandun smiled again. “Yeah, all right. Thanks, Liyah. Don’t forget about mom, okay?”

He grabbed his pack and ran down the hall, somehow finding a new source of energy when he should have none left at all. Despite his size, he rarely got tired. Another reason he would be a warrior and she would not.

Ahiliyah picked up her own backpack, then stared at the map on the wall. Five more runs, then she would be free of her obligation—but did she want to be free of it?

She didn’t know. She didn’t know a lot of things.

Ahiliyah shouldered the pack, took a moment to find a spot where the skin of her shoulders wasn’t rubbed raw, then left the Margrave’s Chamber behind.
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The people who’d come to welcome her crew home were mostly gone from the stone corridors, all probably back at work, toiling away to keep the hold alive. The few people she passed by smiled at her, thanked her for her service, but no one stopped her.

If she hadn’t known the hospital’s location by heart, she could have just followed the sound of the vomiting. She set her backpack down outside the hospital’s arched entrance, then stepped inside. Twenty-two beds—all full. The outbreak had, indeed, gotten worse. Everyone here would probably soon recover, thanks to the capertine powder that she, Brandun, and Creen had brought back.

One of the hospital’s pipes had a leak. Glowing water trickled down the dark stone wall, casting odd shadows across the room. All glowpipes steadily filled with gunk. If they weren’t cleaned out every few weeks, increasing water pressure could crack the glass. Judging by the ridges of that same gunk building up on the wall, this leak had sprung days ago. Someone should have fixed it already, which probably meant that many in the maintenance crew were sick.

Ahiliyah knew most of these patients by sight. Steffan Andersson, the first boy she’d kissed, coughing wetly, his thick body laid low. Her friend Lola Yinnish lay on her side, violently throwing up into a wooden bucket. Old Man Sarkozy was on his back, moaning, his wrinkled face sheened with sweat. All three of the Baines boys—Jermaine, Bharat and Andrey—laid up, covered in sweat, their skin red from fever. Their mother, Tameika, was pulling double-shifts in one of the mushroom farms, trying to make up for her sons’ lack of productivity.

Doctor Talbot and Doctor Fran moved from bed to bed. They both looked like they hadn’t slept since Ahiliyah had left on her run eight days earlier.

Talbot’s assistant—Chloe Jakobsen—trailed him, carrying a wooden tray that held a pitcher of water and a stack of small ceramic cups. Talbot stopped at a bed. Ahiliyah couldn’t make out the woman tucked beneath the covers, shivering madly. Talbot poured water into one of the brown cups on Chloe’s tray, then gently lifted the patient up enough so that she could drink. Ahiliyah saw who it was—old Rose Porter, one of the weavers. Talbot helped Rose drink the entire cup, then he laid her back down on the bed.

The look on Talbot’s face told Ahiliyah all she needed to know; Rose would live. The medicine had arrived in time. Ahiliyah felt a rush of pride in a job well done. The run had been hard and terrifying, but it had saved lives—probably everyone in this room, and many more. Maybe Ahiliyah couldn’t be a warrior like she’d always dreamed of being, but she was good at running, and her runs mattered.

Was that enough?

No, but it was definitely something good. If it was all she could get out of this life, she would keep doing it until she could run no more, or until the demons finally brought her down.

Time to see Sinesh, then get some sleep. Ahiliyah started to turn away when Talbot saw her. The doctor put the cup back on the tray, then hurried over.

“Liyah,” Talbot said, then pulled her in for a hug. “You are an angel, my girl. An angel.”

She hugged him back. He was a good man, a hard worker who contributed to the hold every single day.

He held her at arm’s length, smiling. He was so wrinkled he reminded Ahiliyah of bark stripped from a tree and left to dry in bleached-out, bone-hard strips. Dark circles under his eyes, a nose red from sneezing and wiping, skin paler than normal.

“Doc, you look like hell.”

“I feel like hell. Or at least I did until the capertine powder arrived.”

Ahiliyah glanced past him into the hospital. “Are they all going to make it?”

“I don’t know,” Talbot said. “The powder you brought will save most of them, but they aren’t the only ones. We don’t have enough beds. We’ve ordered some people to stay in their rooms. To be honest, we need an additional delivery of powder, and we need it soon. Otherwise, we could lose more than the two we already lost.”

Ahiliyah’s heart sank. “What is our population now?”

“Three thousand, four hundred and twelve,” Talbot said. “And no births while you were gone. The number is accurate.”

When she’d been younger, Lemeth had held over five thousand people. The hold was dying. All of Ataegina was dying.

“Who passed?”

“Letar Haines,” Talbot said. “And Olliana Ming.”

Ahiliyah closed her eyes, felt the rush of sadness that came with the news. Some thirty or forty years ago, Olliana had been Lemeth’s senior runner—the most experienced runner in the hold, the person responsible for training all new runners. Olliana had made sixteen runs before she’d stopped. She’d then joined the sewage crew, where she’d worked her fingers to the bone every day, looking forward to when she could put that burden down and join the hold’s other old ladies as a weaver. Olliana would have spent her remaining years chatting and chewing on Lisa’s root while she made rope, twine, and wove netting.

Glynnis flu had ended that dream.

Ahiliyah would always remember Olliana’s snake pies, the way she liked to roast kittle bugs with sweetspice and hand them out, still warm, to the children of the hold.

“It was her time,” Talbot said. “She was sixty-two, you know.”

Older than most people in the hold.

“Letar seemed so strong,” Ahiliyah said. “What was he, thirty?”

“Twenty-nine. If he’d said something sooner, he might have survived. He waited too long.” Talbot leaned closer to Ahiliyah, his eyes searching her up and down. “You don’t look so great yourself. You look a little red.”

He put his hand against her forehead.

“Hey,” Ahiliyah said, “you need to ask permission to touch me.”

“Oh, do shut up. Any aches and pains?”

“Just the usual. I’ve been on a run for eight days.”

He pressed his fingers against her neck. She winced as pain radiated from somewhere inside her throat.

“You’re sick,” Talbot said. “You need a dose of what you brought back for everyone else.”

“I’m fine. I just need some sleep.”

“Funny, that’s exactly what Letar told me. Three days later, a blood clot hit his heart. Now he’s dead. Chloe, get over here.”

Chloe rushed over, tray in hand. “Hi, Liyah. Sorry I wasn’t there to welcome you back.”

Ahiliyah reached out, touched her shoulder. “I don’t mind. I can see you’ve been busy.”

The capertine powder was already in the cup. Talbot poured in some water; the powder dissolved, turning the water blue. He held the cup in front of her.

Ahiliyah glanced at the hospital beds. “They need it more than I do. You just told me there isn’t enough to go around.”

“Which means someone has to make a run,” Talbot said. “Considering what’s on the line, I assume the Council will send our best.”

He already knew. No one could have told him—she’d come here straight from the Margrave’s Chamber. Maybe no one had to tell him. Talbot was good at figuring things out.

She took the cup, drank. Capertine powder tasted like farts.

“Ugh,” she said, setting the cup on the tray. “What’s that stuff do, anyway?”

“It kills the bacteria that make you sick. And it dissolves the blood clots formed by the bacteria wastes.”

“You mean… I have tiny bug poop in me?”

He laughed as he lifted her left eyelid, leaned in close to look.

Ahiliyah stood there, letting him prod and poke her. She worked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, trying to scrape away the horrid taste.

“Doctor Talbot, what’s a blood clot?”

He grabbed her wrist—gently but firmly—and raised it up so they could both see a long, scabbed-over scratch on her forearm.

“When you got this, it bled, right?”

Ahiliyah nodded. “A little bit, yeah.”

“When the bleeding slowed, tell me what that blood looked like.”

“It kind of got… thicker, I guess.” She shrugged. “It just stopped.”

“Thicker is a good word for it. That was your blood clotting. That’s one of the symptoms of Glynnis flu, except the clots”—he made a fist—“form inside your body. They get stuck in your veins, which is what causes the aches. If a clot reaches your heart”—he opened the fist quickly, fingers splayed—“pow, there goes your heart, and you’re one dead runner. Now, are you happy I made you take your medicine?”

Ahiliyah frowned at him. She didn’t like the idea of anyone “making” her do anything. But still, an exploding heart?

“Thank you, Doctor Talbot.”

Talbot tousled her hair, just as he’d done to her when she’d been a child.

“Get some rest,” he said, then walked back to his patients. Chloe followed close behind.

Rest. She was bone-tired. Looking at the sick people made her more so. If she and her crew didn’t complete the next run to Dakatera, then Keflan, and back, the death toll would quickly rise higher. She would not let that happen. She’d find a way to return safely, to keep Creen and Brandun alive, to save as many of her people as possible.

There was still much to do. She wanted to see him. He could make her forget all about the demons, the surface, the running, the danger… for a little while, at least.

But before she saw Tolio, before her slash ceremony, before she tried to talk some sense into Mari Jolla, Ahiliyah needed to deliver her present to the General.
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Finally bathed, dressed in sandals and a clean, white, short-sleeved nawton-fiber shift, Ahiliyah descended the long, narrow stairway. Her footsteps echoed off the stone walls until the river’s growing roar drowned them out.

She loved this walk. No matter how much water pumped through the glowpipes, the pale reddish light couldn’t compare to the blazing glory of sunshine up on the surface. The river, though, came close.

Two little girls—Miriam and Debbany—trailed behind her, begging for candy.

Miriam tugged on her sleeve. “Please, Ahiliyah! Just one more! I’ll eat slow, I promise!”

“That’s what you promised the last time,” Ahiliyah said. “I’m sorry, girls, but I only have a little bit of candy left, and it’s for the netmakers.”

The girls groaned as if the world were ending and their lives were so, so unfair. Ahiliyah laughed—she had acted the same way when she’d been their age and a runner had come back from Keflan.

“Wait,” Debbany said, “the netmakers? Does that mean you’re visiting the spider?”

Such a horrible nickname. Ahiliyah felt her anger rise, but she held it in check—these were just little kids, they didn’t understand.

“That’s mean,” she said. “You shouldn’t call people that.”

Miriam sneered. “We don’t call people that, just him. He’s all ugly and scary.”

Ahiliyah stopped walking. She turned; the girls froze in place, looked up at her.

“General Bishor isn’t scary,” she said. “He’s a good person. Have you ever talked to him?”

Miriam reached out, held Debbany’s hand.

“We haven’t talked to him but we’ve seen him,” Miriam said. “I… sometimes I have dreams that he’s coming to get me. He’s awful, Liyah. You shouldn’t be friends with him.”

Such horrible little girls. Who did they think they were? Sinesh was a hero. The girls were afraid of him? Maybe they needed a real scare.

Ahiliyah knelt down so she was eye to eye with them.

“A spider,” she said in a sweet voice. “Do you girls know what a spider really is?”

Miriam and Debbany exchanged a glance.

“Yeah,” Miriam said. “In Black Smoke Mountain, the Demon Mother uses spiders to magic you into a demon.”

Debbany nodded. “Then you’re damned. Preacher Ramirus told us. Everyone knows.”

Ahiliyah smiled an evil smile. She couldn’t help it. She raised her right hand, palm toward the girls. She curled her fingers in like claws, then wiggled them, trying to make them look like the legendary creature.

“You’re almost right, girls. What Preacher Ramirus didn’t tell you was the spiders aren’t only in Black Smoke Mountain.”

Ahiliyah wiggled her fingers faster. The girls’ eyes widened. They clung to each other, watched her hand.

“Where… where…” Debbany licked her dry lips. “Where else are they?”

“They’re everywhere,” Ahiliyah said. “They hide in the shadows, listening for little kids who say mean things, who call people mean names. When the spiders hear that? They wait until those kids go to sleep. Then in the night, the spiders come and wrap themselves around your face, and they magic the bad kids away to Black Smoke Mountain. So unless you want to turn into a demon, unless you want to be damned, maybe don’t talk about people behind their backs.”

Ahiliyah’s hand shot out—her fingers wrapped around Debbany’s face.

Miriam and Debbany screamed so loud it made Ahiliyah wince. Debbany slapped Ahiliyah’s hand away, and the two girls sprinted up the stone stairs.

Ahiliyah watched them go, satisfied they’d got the scare they deserved.

That satisfaction quickly faded, replaced by guilt. Had she just terrified two little girls who didn’t know any better?

“Wow, Liyah,” she said to herself. “You’re a real example to others, huh?”

Well, maybe next time they’d think twice before they called people names.

Would the girls grow up someday and learn to look past Sinesh’s disfigurement, to see the person inside? Maybe. Ahiliyah had. But she was one of the few. Most people didn’t want to go anywhere near “the spider.”

Ahiliyah continued down the stairway, loving how the narrow walls amplified the river’s roar. She reached the bottom and stepped out onto the walkway, stared out at the Bitigan River—her favorite part of Lemeth Hold.

The wide, rushing river filled the long cavern with white light. Very little pink tint here: that only happened with the small quantities flowing through the glowpipes. Ahiliyah took in a deep, slow breath, felt her body relax as she watched water rage across jutting boulders.

Two wood-and-rope footbridges stretched above the water to the far shore. One led to the fishing platform, where people threw out weighted nets. Divers also worked from that platform, tightly fastening ropes around their waists so they could enter the glowing water and not be swept away and lost forever. Below the surface, they searched for limpets, harvested rivergrass that had grown long enough for the toxins to leech out of it, or collected fibrous nawton plants.

The other footbridge led to a cliff face that had long ago been leveled and turned into a broad, tiled plaza. On that plaza, old women spent their days tearing nawton roots into long strands, braiding those strands into twine, then weaving that twine into netting. Like everyone in Lemeth, these women worked constantly, but it was an honored job reserved for those who had managed to reach old age. For every hundred girls born to the hold, perhaps ten lived long enough to earn their spot on that plaza.

Long, thick, fluffy streaks of white lined the cavern walls—imbid flowers, which grew from thin creepers that branched off a thick, winding central stem. Nothing summed up the dismal state of Ataegina like these life-saving flowers. Here, they grew all year round, so plentiful most of them went to waste, yet in other holds, people died from weakling disease because it was so dangerous to carry the flowers—to carry anything—from one place to another.

Ahiliyah walked across the second bridge, river mist wetting her hair and skin. She stopped in the middle to take in the view. So much power rushing past far, beneath her feet. The current steadily turned the tall water wheel mounted on the river wall. The wheel pumped the water into the glowpipes that ran through the corridors, rooms, and tunnels, illuminating Lemeth Hold. Without that wheel, without that water, life would be dark indeed.

Stalactites hung down from the cavern ceiling above, their dim yellow glow lighting up the ever-present river mist. Furgles crawled on and among the stalactites. Furgles were easy to catch, and easy to cook—just boil them until their shells split. She’d eaten more of those animals than she could count, and was glad she’d brought back spice from Dakatera. Furgles had no taste—without spice, eating them was like chewing water.

Ahiliyah saw a great bat flying upstream, toward her. Its four long wings seemed to flap in slow motion. The creature skimmed the river’s glowing surface, probably looking for a crelfish. Suddenly, it flapped hard and shot straight up toward the ceiling. Wings spread, it came to a hovering stop between two long stalactites. The bat’s legs reached out—long talons sank into a furgle. The furgle let out a croak of distress, barely audible over the river’s steady roar, but it was already too late. The great bat dropped like a rock and flew fast upstream, skimming the water. As it flew, it pushed the furgle beneath the surface. If talon punctures hadn’t already killed the animal, it would quickly drown.

A hundred yards downstream, cavern and river banked to the right, out of sight. The great bat followed that bend, and was gone.

Ahiliyah didn’t feel bad for the furgle. The animal was destined to die, either by bat, by person, or when it grew too old and weak to cling to the stalactites. On Ataegina, death was never far away.

Such a beautiful place, this chamber. She loved it here almost as much as she loved it up on the surface. The river glowed like a living, moving jewel, and yet it was nothing compared to the spectacle of a sunrise.

Sometimes she and Tolio would sit together on this bridge, their feet dangling over the side. He would bring fresh-baked bread and they would sit in silence, the river’s roar the only conversation they needed. Thinking of him brought back the fact that she only had a day before she had to leave again—in the little time she had, sitting in silence wasn’t what she wanted to do with him, and she knew that wasn’t what he wanted to do with her.

Ahiliyah continued across the bridge to the plaza. There, two dozen old women sat in a steaming hot spring, working with the long, wet nawton fibers that soaked along with them. They smiled at her. So much joy on those wrinkled faces—probably because they were constantly high from chewing on Lisa’s root all day. The root helped them forget the pain of their ancient bodies.

“Hello, everyone,” Ahiliyah said as she passed out her last sticks of candy. The women smiled their toothless smiles, their eyes beamed with love. Most runners brought them nothing. Ahiliyah always tried to find some treat for her elders.

She wondered what the women talked about all day as they braided rope and twine, wove fishing nets and made hidey suits. If she survived her next five runs, maybe she would live long enough to find out.

But she didn’t want to give up running. When she became a double-slash, maybe she would just keep going. Sometimes people did that. Tristan Garza, from Dakatera Hold, had supposedly made thirty runs. What were the odds of surviving that many trips across the surface? Ahiliyah had made only five, yet on those runs she had seen four people die or be carried away to Black Smoke Mountain.

Every time she went to the surface, she knew it might be her last.

She said goodbye to the ladies and walked across the damp stone to see Sinesh. He was alone. He was always alone.

“Hello, General.”

With his one good eye, the scarred old man looked up at her.

“General,” he said, his tone mocking. “Why don’t you call me spider like the others do? I am no longer a general.”

“You are to me. You had great victories.”

The old man laughed, a harsh rasp gurgled out by what was left of his throat.

“I won a few skirmishes, then lost the greatest battle the world has ever seen. Sit and be still while I finish this net.”

In a way, Sinesh’s skinny, scarred body did resemble a three-limbed version of the skeletal, eight-limbed spiders. The ones in the ancient drawings, anyway—no one alive had ever seen a real spider. That didn’t mean Ahiliyah doubted their existence. Spiders turned people into demons, and she’d seen plenty of demons.

Still, it was a horrible thing to call someone so brave, so important.

Ahiliyah sat and watched him work. With his withered, three-fingered right hand, Sinesh wrapped twine around his left foot, pinning the leading edge between his big toe and index toe. Ragged, parallel scars ran down that leg from when the demon had raked him.

His right leg was the least-damaged part of his body, carrying only a few scars. His chest and the right side of his face were nothing but scars. He had only patches of hair left, the rest his scalp twisted into gnarled flesh.

He had no right eye, just a hollow socket hooded with wrinkled, drooping skin. Demon blood had eaten away half of his upper lip. His teeth—the few that were left—were visible through that hole. So much damage, yet still Sinesh still did his part for the hold.

He’d learned to use his right foot like another hand. The leg bent sharply at the knee, his foot up by his chest. Right foot and right hand combined to weave twine, to tie permanent knots, to craft nets, hammocks, hidey suits, anything that required skill and finesse.

His skinny arm and leg pulled, looped, tied, wrapped. Before her eyes, the webbing took shape. He performed these actions automatically, without thinking, as repetitive and easy to him as breathing was to her.

“I made it back,” Ahiliyah said.

He nodded. “Obviously.”

“You promised that if I did, you’d tell me the story again.”

Sinesh paused in mid-weave. “The horrors that happened to me could happen to you, child. Why do you wish to hear the same story over and over again?”

Ahiliyah wondered what it would be like to see the world with only one eye.

“Because it helps keep me sharp.”

Sinesh paused, then continued weaving. “As you wish.”

Ahiliyah closed her eyes and listened to his scratchy voice tell a story she already knew so well that she could picture every moment in her mind as if she had lived it herself.

*   *   *

Sinesh and his three surviving men had almost made it home.

They were only half a kilometer away when the demon surprised them. It drove its tailspike through Christuno’s shoulder, a blow that cracked bone and splattered blood across the rocks. Terrified, the other two men forgot their training. They dropped their heavy crossbows and ran. Sinesh did not run—he fought to save Christuno from being carried away.

Sinesh thrust his demon fork, impaling the beast. Had the two men stayed, one could have also used his fork, helping to pin the demon, while the other hit it with crossbow bolts.

Sinesh fought on, alone.

The black beast was too powerful for him. It swung an arm down, snapping the demon fork’s staff, then reached out, long black fingers grabbing Sinesh’s right hand. The demon yanked, trying to pull Sinesh in, but the pull was so strong it ripped off two of the man’s fingers.

Broken shaft still in his left hand, Sinesh stumbled back, blood spilling down.

The demon screeched. It dropped to all fours, gathered, and sprang.

Sinesh fell to his back, planted the shaft’s butt against the rock. The falling demon impaled itself on the broken end. Sinesh used the beast’s momentum to carry it over him, planted his boot soles on the gnarled body to help it along. Sinesh rolled backward and kicked out hard—the demon sailed five yards, crashed into a boulder so hard two of its backsticks broke off.

The beast righted itself. Burning blood poured from its wounds, sizzling against rock, melting dirt into tiny, smoking puddles. The demon clawed at the smoking, broken spear shaft still embedded in its chest.

Sinesh saw his only chance—a dropped crossbow, still cocked, long shaft waiting to fly. He ran for the weapon. The demon rushed him. Sinesh dove, grabbed the big crossbow, and rolled to his back. Before he could shoot the beast landed on him, pinning him to the ground.

Claws raked down the man’s leg.

The demon’s head came close, so close Sinesh smelled its putrid breath, so close the creature’s hateful hiss was the only sound in the world. Thick saliva dripped in wiggling strands. Black lips wrinkled back, the jaws opened, and inside that mouth Sinesh saw the toothtongue sliding forward, opening to strike.

One-handed, Sinesh hauled the crossbow butt to his shoulder, angled it up and pulled the trigger.

The long bolt drove through the extended toothtongue and into the demon’s long black head. The bolt’s point punched the other side, an eruption of black chitin, thick yellow flesh, and splashing green blood. The beast shuddered, then collapsed, trapping Sinesh beneath. Burning blood flowed onto his left arm, his chest, his face.

As his nose filled with the acrid scent of his own bubbling flesh, Sinesh began to scream.

Horribly wounded, Christuno stumbled over, pushed the dead beast off. Sinesh’s left arm smoldered and sizzled, a mess of wet-pink and yellow-red, the acid eating through skin and muscle, scoring bone.

His own blood draining away, Christuno fought to save Sinesh just as Sinesh had fought to save him. Christuno dug his fingers into Sinesh’s eye socket, scooped out acid and melted eye, flung the mess away.

Christuno drew his little friend, used the small blade to cut away the bubbling spots of Sinesh’s skin and muscle. There wasn’t time for precision or care, only time to slice and throw. Christuno’s blood flowed, as did Sinesh’s, puddles of wet red mingling on the stone and dirt.

When the last smoking patches of Sinesh had been carved away, Christuno bandaged himself as best he could, trying to stem his bleeding long enough to haul Sinesh back to the hold. Sinesh had risked everything to save Christuno who, in turn, risked everything to save Sinesh.

Against the odds, both men survived.

Sinesh was never the same, of course. Crippled, a withered husk of a man, he recovered as much as one can recover from such catastrophic injuries.

Christuno fared slightly better. His wounds healed, although his arm never worked properly again. Eventually, he married. His wife bore him a son. That son grew up, married, and had a daughter.

A daughter named Ahiliyah.

Sinesh had sacrificed his future to save Christuno Cooper. If he had not, Ahiliyah would have never been born.

*   *   *

“Ahiliyah?”

She twitched, realized that Sinesh was talking to her.

“Yes?”

“You have something for me,” Sinesh said. “I hope you do.”

“Oh, yes.” She’d almost forgotten.

She looked behind her, to make sure the old women weren’t watching, then across the river, to make sure no one else was, either. From her pocket, she pulled out the last of her gifts—a small pouch of crushed red moss.

“Set it in the twine coil,” Sinesh said.

Ahiliyah did, glad no one could see the bag inside the coil. Red moss was forbidden. Too much of it, even a few grains too much, could kill. Almost any amount left people nearly comatose for hours at a time. In tiny doses, though, it could mask pain.

Pain, the only thing Sinesh possessed in abundance.

“Tell me of the run,” he said, and began weaving again.

She told him, taking care to review every detail. Even with that focus, though, Sinesh asked questions that revealed to her things she’d glossed over or forgotten. He seemed to be able to crawl inside her mind, to experience the run as she had. When she finished, he paused his work, a strand of twine running from his foot to his hand.

“You’ve seen them in daylight,” he said. “Three times now.”

Ahiliyah nodded. “I think it is a pattern. I think they are changing.”

Sinesh stared off. “Then we will all die.” He started weaving again.

His response surprised her. “What do you mean? We can fight.”

“You told the Margrave, and he ignored you. Correct?”

Ahiliyah said nothing.

“As long as that man is in charge, nothing will happen,” Sinesh said. “If the demons change and we do not, we are finished. They killed thousands. There are no people left in the lowlands. The demons have no choice but to hunt us in the mountains. The holds can’t stay hidden forever, Ahiliyah. It is only a matter of time before Lemeth falls.”

Sinesh was the smartest, wisest person she knew. How could he think there was no hope?

He paused. His stare made her wonder if she’d done something wrong.

“If we are to survive, someone must lead,” he said. “The Margrave will not. I have tried to convince him otherwise. So have many others—people who are now dead. If we are to survive, someone must take over.”

“We can vote him out.”

The old man laughed his raspy laugh. “Vote him out? After five runs, can you still be that naïve? The next vote isn’t for another year, and no matter how many votes are cast for his opposition, he will win. He controls the warriors, Ahiliyah. He who controls the warriors counts the votes. You are old enough to figure out the rest.”

Had the Margrave cheated? That seemed impossible, and yet…

The elections were held every four years. Aulus Darby had won every election he’d entered. Just as his father had before him.

Their family had ruled Lemeth for thirty-six years.

“We have to do something,” Ahiliyah said.

“We?” Sinesh shook his head. “I am too old and too weak to play such games. If the demons come or if they do not, I will die anyway. And if you, my little fool, try to do anything, then you will die sooner than I.”

He stopped weaving. There was enough there now that Ahiliyah recognized what he was making—a hidey suit for a young runner, one even smaller than Creen.

Sinesh reached into the coil of twine, opened the bag of red moss. He licked his fingertip, stuck it in the bag, then touched the clinging red powder to his tongue.

“Enough talk about doom and gloom,” he said. “You would like to hear one of my stories, perhaps, from when I was not the crippled man you see before you? Shall I tell you again of how I led Lemeth to victory over the Bisethians in the Battle of Bigsby’s Pass?”

She loved his war stories, loved the way he told them. So much detail, from arms and armor to tactics, weather conditions, terrain, right down to the food the soldiers ate, the conditions they endured before the battle. Sinesh remembered all of it.

Simply listening to him, though, wouldn’t chase the dark thoughts from her mind. She needed to be active. She needed to learn from him.

“I’d rather play out the Battle of Hollow Hill, if that’s all right.”

Hollow Hill was where Sinesh had led his two hectons—two hundred soldiers—to victory against a force more than twice as large. The battle had turned the tide against the Northerners, resulted in them fleeing to the ocean and abandoning their invasion of Ataegina.

Sinesh nodded. “Get the pieces.”

Ahiliyah stood and walked to a large coil of rope. Inside, out of sight, was a wooden box. She set the box down next to Sinesh. She opened the box, and started setting out the pieces—limpet shells, each with a thin, pointed stick glued to it. Each shell represented ten warriors. Some shells were painted yellow, some blue.

She pushed fifty yellow shells toward Sinesh. The old man smiled.

“You wish for me to be the Northerners? To have the superior force?”

“Superior numbers,” Ahiliyah said. “There is no equal to a Lemethian spearman.”

Sinesh nodded. “True. But are you sure you want to play the Lemethians in this scenario? I won’t make the same mistakes my opponents made that day.”

Ahiliyah counted out twenty blue shells, arranged them on the flat stones in front of her.

“I’m sure,” she said. “I like the challenge… but no cheating this time, all right?”

Sinesh lined up some of his pieces into a block consisting of three rows of ten. The glued sticks pointed forward—a representation of the spears of a phalanx.

“Girl, how many times must I tell you? In war, if—

“If you aren’t trying to cheat, you don’t really want to win,” Ahiliyah said. “I know, I know. Just set up the pieces, old man.”
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Tolio arched his back. Ahiliyah gripped his shoulders, fingertips digging into his muscles. In the fading light of the glowjar, she watched his face, watched his eyes scrunch tight.

Pleasure washed over her, shook her, owned her, wiped out all other thoughts. For one instant, there was nothing but her and him. For one sweet moment, she was whole.

Tolio fell to her side, his chest heaving.

“My god, you’re good at that,” he said. He wiped sweat from his forehead.

He was good at it, too. He wasn’t her first lover, but he was the best she’d had by far. Tolio didn’t need to be told what to do, yet when she did ask for something in particular, he listened. Those two things combined drove her insane with lust. Add his handsome face to that mix, and perhaps it was a good thing she had to do runs after all, or she would want to spend all of her time getting sweaty with him.

He took in a big breath, held it, let it out slow. “I love you, Liyah.”

Tolio said that a lot. She never said it back. She liked him, liked being with him, but she wasn’t sure if that was love or not.

Like many young Lemethians, Ahiliyah and Tolio had stolen away to the armory to be together. They were a little old for the armory, truth be told—it was a place for teenagers discovering themselves, mostly—but she preferred it.

Tolio’s room was too close to his parents’ room. She preferred to meet him in the armory because she could leave when she wanted to. She’d had him over to her room twice—the second time, he’d insisted on talking about their “future” together, and when she’d asked him to leave, he refused. She’d had to leave her own room to get away from the conversation.

She sighed, reveling in how her body felt. So relaxed. So at peace.

Weapons and armor packed the expansive, dark chamber. Rows upon rows of old spears, demon forks, shelves filled with bronze chestplates, shields and helmets … the place seemed to go on and on. All part of King Paul’s once-great army, all part of his constant threat to anyone who dared rise up against him.

“Hungry?” Tolio propped himself on one elbow, picked up a cupcake from a wooden tray next to the bed roll, held it toward her.

The cupcake smelled so good. She took it; it was still warm. Tolio had made them for her, even put icing on them—white, topped with four black lines crossed by a slash. She bit into it, reveling in the sweetness. Sex made everything better, even food.

At least for a little while.

“I said I love you, Liyah. Do you love me?”

The scent of the cupcake hit her again, but this time it smelled… sour. It made her queasy. Maybe Brandun killing the vootervert bothered her more than she thought. Or, more likely, Tolio’s constant pressure made her sick to her stomach.

She handed him the cupcake; she didn’t want anymore. Maybe later. She chewed, swallowed, annoyed that she couldn’t even have five minutes to herself to enjoy the treat.

“I don’t have time in my life for that now,” she said. “I have to focus on my runs.”

She hoped he would leave it alone. He did not.

“Life is short,” Tolio said. “And damn shorter for runners. You shouldn’t go out anymore.”

“I have five more runs to make.”

He stroked her hair. “Not if you’re pregnant.”

This again?

“You know how I feel about that,” she said. “I asked you not to mention it. Didn’t I?”

“I’m a grown man. I don’t answer to you.”

Which was why she never wanted to get pregnant by him. He didn’t understand how things should be. In Lemeth, women answered to men, but when love was real, both partners answered to each other. A few people in Lemeth understood that. Brandun’s parents—Cadence and Aaron, before Aaron died—had understood it, treated each other like equals, but that was rare with men and women.

Not for the first time, Ahiliyah wished she was attracted to girls. Britt Malmsteen and Theora Denisander had been together for years. They didn’t treat each other poorly. One didn’t rule over the other.

But Ahiliyah wasn’t attracted to girls. She liked boys. Boys like Tolio.

“You don’t answer to me and I don’t answer to you, either,” she said. “Understand?”

She stared into his eyes, stared hard, thinking he might look away, like Creen or Brandun did when she lectured them. Tolio didn’t look away, though. The four lines and a slash tattooed on his right shoulder were evidence to his five runs—after staring down demons, maybe it was hard to be intimidated by anyone, especially a woman so much smaller than he was.

“I understand,” he said. “But I just… I mean… don’t you ever think about your mother?”

He sounded open and honest. He wasn’t trying to control her anymore, wasn’t trying to lead her—he was asking a genuine question. He wanted to know how she felt. When he spoke to her like this, she could talk to him for hours and hours.

And yet, his question roiled up long-suppressed pain. “I think about her all the time.”

Which wasn’t true anymore, hadn’t been true for a while. Lately, she thought about her mother—and her father—less and less. Which made her feel guilty as hell.

“If she’d had another baby, she might still be alive,” Tolio said. “She died running. Do you want to end up like her?”

“You’re an idiot. Of course I don’t.”

“You’re running the same route that got her killed. Lemeth to Dakatera to Keflan.”

Ahiliyah had been the firstborn. After her, a brother who had died as an infant. The death had hit Ahiliyah’s mother hard. She couldn’t bring herself to have another child. She’d returned to running. Ahiliyah had been six when her mother had gone out on a run and never come back.

“It’s because she could have stopped and she didn’t that I want to keep going,” Ahiliyah said. “I need to finish my obligation. For her. For my father.”

Her father had been a warrior. He’d died when she was ten, in a raid against Biseth. Both of her parents had given everything in service of Lemeth Hold. If she died in service, just as they had, that was the will of God.

Ahiliyah rolled out her neck, tried to let her annoyance go.

“Look,” she said, “I appreciate that you want a family, but I don’t want a baby.”

He smiled. “You will. All the mothers say that about you, that someday you’ll change.”

And just like that, Ahiliyah’s annoyance returned, stronger than it had been before.

“Aiko didn’t change,” she said. “She doesn’t have a baby. She doesn’t want one.”

Tolio laughed. “You want to be like that dried-up old bitch?”

“Aiko Laster is on her twenty-third run,” Ahiliyah said. “Twenty-third. She’s a hero.”

Tolio fell back on the bed roll. “Hero? Maybe she’s survived a long time, sure, but she’s going to die out there. It’s inevitable. Same for you, Liyah—if you don’t stop running, sooner or later the demons are going to get you.”

How could he so casually dismiss Aiko’s accomplishments, disrespect her choices?

Maybe it was time to find someone else to fuck.

“So say you get me pregs,” she said. “I pop out a baby like almost every other woman in this damn place, then six months after I give birth I’m back on the surface. I still have to do my ten runs, you know.”

His fingertips caressed her hip. “Not if you get pregnant again.”

And again. And again. Until she turned thirty. That was how most women did it in Lemeth—have a baby, get another in their belly as soon as possible. Repeat often enough, survive until thirty, and your obligation is fulfilled.

She was more than a breeding machine. She didn’t know what she was yet, not really, but her life had to be more than just making babies and taking care of them. The women who wanted that life? Good for them. The hold needed mothers, needed babies.

That life was not for her. Why couldn’t she become a warrior? She knew danger. She was willing to fight. She was as good with a spear as any man.

Ahiliyah shifted to the side, started to slide off the bed roll.

Tolio grabbed her wrist. “Stay.” He grinned. “I’m ready again.”

He meant it playfully, enticingly. It came across like neither.

“Let me go.” She heard the coldness in her own words.

Tolio’s grin faded. He didn’t release her. “Think about your future. I won’t wait forever.”

She hadn’t even been back for a full day and night, and already he was putting this pressure on her. Had he completely forgotten what it was like to survive a run?

“Tolio, if you don’t let me go, I will break your thumb.”

Tolio laughed; it sounded forced. He was bigger than her, and stronger, but there was a vast difference between the monthly phalanx training required of everyone in Lemeth and an active runner’s grueling regimen. Add in that he’d spent the last three years in the bakery with his family—all the sweets a boy could eat—and he wasn’t as skinny as he’d once been.

On the other hand, Ahiliyah’s body was lean. Lean and hard. Could she beat Tolio in a fight? Maybe not. But win or lose, they both knew she could hurt him.

He eased his grip, making it soft, sensual.

“Sorry I grabbed you,” he said. “I didn’t mean it like you took it.”

Unlike the tough-guy laugh, his apology was genuine. She felt bad for threatening him.

“I’m sorry, too,” she said.

Ahiliyah slid off the bed roll. This time, he let her go. As he watched, she slid her shift back on. She tilted her head toward the cupcakes. There were five left.

“Can I still take these?”

“Of course,” he said. “Bring the tray back to me later, all right?”

There was longing in those words, and trepidation. He knew he’d made a mistake.

Her mood shifted yet again. She felt bad for Tolio. He’d made it clear he wanted to be with her, for good. Tolio was acting the way boys in love were supposed to act.

She was the one who wasn’t following the unwritten rules.

Ahiliyah knelt on the bed roll, leaned in and kissed him.

“Of course I’ll bring it back,” she said.

He smiled, relieved. “Good,” He caressed her cheek. “Hey, my dad said he would like to cook us dinner. He wants to make seagrass casserole.”

William Minsala was one of the nicest people in the hold. Considering that he’d lost two children on runs, his optimism was legendary.

“I love seagrass casserole,” she said.

“That’s why he wants to make it. Tomorrow night?”

“I can’t tomorrow,” Ahiliyah said. “I have to make another run the next morning.”

“Already? But you just got back!”

“More people are sick. The Margrave wants medicine right away.”

Tolio scowled, glanced away. “The Margrave should send someone else. It’s not fair. You just did a run.” He rubbed at his face. “No wonder you were in such a hurry to get me into bed.”

His sadness… it was sweet. His hurt dug at her.

“We’ll do dinner with your dad as soon as I get back.”

Tolio looked at her, his eyes like ice. “If you get back.”

She couldn’t seem to win with him. Didn’t he understand this run would save lives? The Margrave wanted her because she was the best at the Lemeth/Dakatera/Keflan route. The best.

Tolio fell to his back, stared up at the stone ceiling. “Good luck.”

Ahiliyah took the cupcakes and left. She walked past racks of shields, armor and weapons. From the shadows and dark areas came the sounds of young people in love—soft conversations, quiet laughs, and, occasionally, the stifled sounds of passion.

She had to set the cupcakes down to open the heavy wooden armory door. Hinges creaked as she did, and the sounds of lovers fell silent—most of them, probably, worried about a parent or an angry brother storming in, looking for a son, a daughter, a sister.

Cupcakes in hand, Ahiliyah turned right and continued down the corridor. The armory door swung shut on its own, closed with a rattle of wood and metal.

She didn’t have to walk far. The lockup was only forty yards further down the corridor. Not much else on this side of the hold. Past the lockup there were only a few small rooms. The Windens lived in that area, as did Mags Yinnish and her family, and the Baines family as well.

The lockup’s arched entrance was almost identical to that of the hospital’s, save for the lockup’s floor-to-ceiling iron bars and the heavy iron gate. That gate, as usual, was open.

Ahiliyah walked through. Only one guard on duty: Galen Yates. He smiled wide.

“Liyah, welcome back. I would have been there to greet you, but—” he spread his hands to show the two desks of the entrance area “—duty calls.”

Galen was a good man. He’d completed six runs, volunteering for a critical extra run to fetch medicine from Biseth a few years back. Taller than Brandun, even skinnier than Creen, Galen was stronger than he looked—in phalanx training, the shield never seemed to tire him.

“Too bad for you,” she said. “I smelled wonderful.”

Galen laughed. “I’m sure you did.” His eyes flicked to the tray of cupcakes. “Speaking of things that smell wonderful…”

She gave him a cupcake.

“You are a goddess,” he said. “Did Tolio make these?”

Ahiliyah nodded, even though she suspected Tolio’s father had done the actual work.

Galen bit down, chewed, closed his eyes in pleasure. “I was told to expect you. You didn’t have to bribe me.”

“I notice you didn’t tell me that before I gave you the cupcake.”

He laughed, not caring that his mouth was full of half-chewed confection. Galen was like that—he was himself, and didn’t give a damn about what other people thought of him.

“Go on in,” he said. “Don’t expect much from her, though.”

“Anyone else in the cells?”

“Just your cousin Jane,” Galen said. “Same-old, same-old.”

Ahiliyah thought of asking what Jane had done, but there was no point—by mushroom wine, by red moss or by something else, Jane Xi had been intoxicated in public. Again.

“Thanks,” Ahiliyah said.

Galen eyed the cupcake tray. “Any chance I can have another?”

“They’re for Mari.”

The tall man sighed. “Fair enough. Good luck. And remember—this is her choice, it’s got nothing to do with you. Okay?”

Galen’s one extra run meant his opinion carried more weight than those of most men.

Ahiliyah walked past the desks into the corridor that held the hold’s ten iron-barred cells.

Eight cells were empty. Halfway down on the right lay Jane Xi. Ahiliyah’s second cousin on her mother’s side, the woman was only a few years older than Ahiliyah. Ahiliyah remembered playing with her when they were children. Jane had completed her five runs, but three of those runs had involved close calls with demons. On two of those runs, Jane’s crewmates had died horribly. The losses had affected her. Sometimes, with runners, that happened. There was nothing to be done for it but hope the person eventually got over the trauma.

Ahiliyah paused at Jane’s cell, thought about saying something, but Jane was passed out on the wooden cot, face hidden by her red hair. From the smell, Ahiliyah knew her cousin had shit herself. Jane was in lockup more often than not. A wasted life—it was all just so sad.

Ahiliyah reached through the bars and set one cupcake on the floor. Maybe Jane would have it when she woke up.

In the last cell on the left, Mari was sitting on the edge of her bed, staring into nothing.

“Hi,” Ahiliyah said. “I brought you a treat.”

Mari slowly turned her head. Dark circles under her eyes, magnified by her pale skin.

“Don’t bother,” she said. “I’m not going out there again.”

Those eyes—haunted eyes, eyes that had seen too much. Part of Ahiliyah felt for her, because Ahiliyah had seen the living nightmares up close, and part of her hated Mari for trying to get out of her duty to the hold.

“That’s stupid,” Ahiliyah said. “You only have two… I mean, four runs to go.”

Mari smiled a hopeless smile. “I was only punished two additional runs? How nice.”

“Cupcakes,” Ahiliyah said, holding up the tray. “They’re amazing. Want one?”

Mari stared blankly at the treats. She shook her head. “Not hungry.”

Ahiliyah set the tray down. She put a cupcake on the floor through the cell bars, then stood.

“Mari, they’re going to kill you.”

Mari shrugged. “Yeah.”

Ahiliyah had known this woman all her life. While not die-hard friends, they’d grown up together, shared in the joys and sadness of hold life. Mari had talked about raising a family, following in her parents’ footsteps and becoming a diver.

“You always wanted a kid,” Ahiliyah said. “Isn’t that worth keeping on?”

Mari stared at the floor. “I won’t bring a new life into this world of death.”

Ahiliyah thought of a hundred things to say, a dozen reasons why Mari should make those last four runs, but knew none of them would have an impact—there was nothing to be done.

“I’m so sorry.” Ahiliyah knelt, put the last two cupcakes on the floor inside the cell, then left. Jane was still passed out—now her cell smelled like she’d pissed herself as well.

Best to put both women out of her mind. It seemed the demons could take lives even from a distance. Mari and Jane had both given up. Ahiliyah would not.

She would never give up.
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Ahiliyah stepped onto the training pit sand. Many people hated phalanx reserve exercises. Not her. She loved all of it. And she’d been trying to get stronger—perhaps today would be the day she could finally show she belonged in the warriors.

She milled around with the other forty-seven Lemethians who had reported for this training session. Takwan and Tameika Baines had come, despite their three sons still lying in hospital beds. Mags Yinnish and Cruden Poller had put their wine-making and glass-blowing duties, respectively, on hold, or perhaps apprentices were doing the never-ending work. Master fisherman Callow Winden and all of his junior workers were there; there would be no fish tonight. Ahiliyah saw Lucas Kim and Tobias Penn, the runners from Mari’s crew. Would one of them become a crew leader, or would Aiko and Tinat give the promotion to someone else?

Everyone wore spearhead scabbards on their hips, had shaft holsters slung across their backs—they’d use the longer warrior spears, which were heavier and more awkward than the runner spear she favored. Ahiliyah eyed the big stack of heavy shields. In her quest to join the warriors, the shield was her nemesis.

In Lemeth, if you could walk, you trained. That included even those who would be basically worthless in a fight. If war came with another hold, the Margrave—as had his father before him—wanted to make sure Lemeth could field as many reservists as possible. While Ahiliyah had never been in a battle, she’d studied enough to know that war often came down to superior training and superior numbers. The phalanx had not worked against the demons, but if Takanta or Vinden should ever march on Lemeth, the Lemethians would be ready.

Phalanx training happened in two-hour shifts. There wasn’t enough room in the pit sands for everyone to show up at once. Ahiliyah was in the fourth session of the day. There would be three sessions more before the day was out.

Will Pankour stood at attention, waiting to call the training session to order. Ahiliyah hoped it was his first session of the day—the warrior got mean when he got tired.

“Liyah! Liyah!”

Ahiliyah turned to see her friend Panda running toward her. Waddling might have been a better word for his labored movement. In a place where no one knew for sure when the next meal might come, he somehow weighed almost twice as much as any other person his same height.

“Hi, Panda.” She gave him a big hug. “I haven’t seen you in ages.”

He pointed upward. “A signalmyn apprentice’s job is never done.”

Panda was the apprentice to Daneton Sander, Lemeth’s master signalmyn. The two spent weeks at a time in a small room near the top of Lemeth Mountain.

“The last two times I’ve visited you he’s been asleep,” Ahiliyah said. “You’re going to be the master soon.”

His face flushed red, but he smiled. “Someday, I hope.”

Panda was nineteen, the same age she was. He’d probably be named master signalmyn in a year or so, the youngest in the history of Lemeth.

There was something different about Panda. When he’d trained to be a runner, when Aiko had practically starved him in an effort to get him in shape, the best they managed was to make him stop gaining—but the boy had never really lost weight. Even without a pack that weighed ten bricks or more, Panda could barely climb a foothill, let alone manage fifty-mile hikes or scale a mountainside. Any run he went on would not only end in his death, but also, most likely, the death of his crewmates. On Aiko’s recommendation, the Council excused Panda from his obligation.

Fortunately for Panda, he was as smart as he was fat. Maybe not as smart as Creen, but intelligent enough to understand the math, maps and code needed to be a signalmyn.

Not as smart as Creen…

A thought struck her—if Panda became the master, he would need an apprentice.

“Has Creen Dinashin ever come up to the signaling station?”

Panda’s nose wrinkled. “He’s an asshole, Liyah. No one likes him.”

Creen was an asshole, true, but he was in her crew—it was her duty to look out for him. When he finished his mandatory five runs, if he didn’t have a job that was critical to the hold, the Council might make him do more.

“I think he’d love to see what you do,” she said. “Can I bring him up to visit?”

Panda shook his head. “No way. He always calls me fat.”

“You are fat.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean people have to be mean about it.” He glanced at Will, then back. “If you’ll help me get through the training today, though, you can bring him up.”

“Done,” she said.

Panda’s chubby face broke into a wide smile. “Thank you. You know I’m no good at this.”

She squeezed his shoulder. “I know. I’ll help. We’ll get through it together.”

“Ranks of twelve,” Will called out in his booming voice. “Assemble your weapon.”

Before Panda could protest, Ahiliyah pulled him into the front rank. The reservists lined up in four lines of twelve. People unslung their holsters and got to work. Panda drew his spearhead from its scabbard. Ahiliyah slapped his leg to get his attention.

“Put your blade away,” she said quietly. “Shaft first, remember?”

Panda nodded, slid the spearhead back into his scabbard, clumsily unslung his holster.

Ahiliyah assembled her own weapon. Butt-spike, then halfstaff, then coupler, then halfstaff. She took a knee, angled the assembled shaft over her thigh, drew her spearhead from its scabbard. She slid the spearhead’s hollow handle over the halfstaff’s tapered end, grunted as she twisted it tight.

She stood, butt-spike in the sand, spear tip pointed straight up. Ahiliyah was pleased to see she was the first one finished.

“You’re all taking too long,” Will called out. “The enemy is marching on us. Move it!”

Panda hadn’t even put the coupler on yet. Ahiliyah handed him her spear, finished assembling his weapon, then switched back just as the rest of the trainees were standing, their spears at their sides.

“Thanks,” Panda said. “I need to work on that.”

“Yeah, you do,” Ahiliyah said. “It’s not an optional skill.”

Will slowly walked in front of the first rank.

“What you do here today, you will do when the fighting is real,” he said. “You are not an invidual, you are a unit. If you fail, the man on your left or right will die. If he fails, you will die. Remember our motto—the strength of the phalanx is the spearman.”

“And the strength of the spearman is the phalanx,” Ahiliyah yelled in unison with the others. The call and response marked the true beginning of the training.

Will positioned himself on the formation’s left side. “Front rank, lower!”

Ahiliyah held her spear shaft not at the coupling—the weapon’s mid-point—but halfway between that and the butt-spike. When she lowered her spear parallel to the ground, the heavy butt-spike balanced out the weight of the rest of the shaft and the bronze spearhead. She held the spear easily, but at almost two bricks in weight, she knew it would soon feel much heavier.

On her right, Panda lowered his spear.

Will bellowed: “Second rank, lower!”

The second rank did as ordered, their spears leveled between the people in the front rank. Whoever was behind Ahiliyah missed, brought the staff down on the back of her head.

“Hey!” Pain blossomed, but she managed to keep her spear in position.

“Sorry, Liyah,” said Martin Yates from behind her. He was in his twenties, a big man, yet still as uncoordinated as a teenager in a first growth spurt. His spear dropped down on her right.

Twenty-four spears now pointed forward, parallel and deadly. Ahiliyah pushed away the pain, reveling in the moment. Even with reservists, it made for a fearsome sight: a hedgerow of shafts, metal blades reflecting the glowpipe light.

“March and turn,” Will said. “Takwan Baines, call out the steps.”

Takwan did as he was told. The phalanx marched forward.

The spears weren’t all parallel to the ground—some angled slightly up, some slightly down. The steps weren’t in unison, either; each of Takwan’s counts was joined by a muffled thump instead of the sharp report that came when the well-trained warriors did this same drill. When the reservists reached the training pit wall, Takwan called out the turn. Ahiliyah and the others in the front two ranks raised their spears to vertical. Everyone turned to their right and faced back the way they had come, reversing the formation. The front two ranks lowered their spears—Ahiliyah and Panda were now in the rear rank, spears pointed up. Were people in the ranks ahead of them to fall in battle, or lose a spear, Ahiliyah and Panda would step up to take their place.

“March,” Takwan called out.

Panda grunted with effort. “I can’t hold this much longer.”

“We only just started,” Ahiliyah whispered. “Come on, Panda, toughen up.”

They hadn’t even got to shield practice yet. How could the boy be so weak?

Will drilled them for the next twenty minutes, marching, doing full turns, half-turns, and practicing one-handed spear thrusts. Ahiliyah’s right arm began to burn. By the time Will called for everyone to set down their spears and fetch shields, she was sweating and breathing hard. At least she was better off than Panda—the boy was already shaking and looked like he might pass out.

The shields… would she fail again?

She pulled one from the rack, instantly feeling the weight—at five bricks or so, the bronze-covered wooden shield was one-quarter her body weight. She slid her left arm through the leather strap bolted to the shield’s concave side.

So heavy. She could do it this time. She could.

She moved to her position, held her spear in her right hand.

“Reservists,” Will called out, “shields up!”

Ahiliyah lifted her shield. The lines weren’t quite as neat as before. Even though most of the women and several of the men struggled to control both sword and spear, the phalanx now looked unstoppable, a moving wall of bronze with rows of deadly blades reaching far in front.

Will drilled them. They marched. They turned. They thrust. Over and over again.

After another twenty minutes, Ahiliyah’s left arm began to shake. Her muscles burned. She struggled to keep the heavy shield up and in front of her. She fared better than Panda, who stumbled on a turn, the edge of his shield digging into the sand.

Will was there in an instant. “Panda! You miserable maggot! You just let the people on either side of you die! Pick up that shield!”

Panda did, his eyes wide with fear, his face red with shame. Will screamed at him a few moments more, until the thump of another dropped shield echoed off the stone walls. Will moved off to scream at that person, then barked more orders—the drills continued.

Ahiliyah struggled on, sweat pouring, but she knew she wouldn’t make it. Warriors had to hold shields up and in position for at least an hour—thirty-five minutes into drills, the weight became too much. Her shield drooped once, twice, then, eventually, it hung down, throwing off her balance. She fell to the sand, found herself looking at Tameika, who had taken a knee.

“Don’t know… why we gotta do this.” Tameika’s face sheened with sweat. Her chest heaving, she shook her head. “We all know… how this drill turns out.”

Will raised his fist. “Phalanx, halt!”

Some people fell to one knee, unable to keep the shield up any longer. Those that remained standing, shields still in position, were almost all men.

“Those of you who stumbled or dropped your shield, get a bow,” Will said. “We will now practice combined phalanx and missile support.”

Tameika got to her feet. “About fucking time.” She dragged her shield to the rack.

Ahiliyah felt humiliated. She’d lasted longer than the rest who had failed, but she had failed nonetheless. As she had in many previous training sessions, she came to a frustrating and inevitable conclusion—she just wasn’t big enough.

Women couldn’t join the warriors, but did her gender even matter? The shield was a quarter her weight—if she couldn’t carry it properly for an hour or more, she couldn’t be a warrior. It was that simple.

“Liyah, you did well,” Will said. “Now, go get a bow.”

Fighting back tears, her arms shaking, Liyah carried her shield to the stack.
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From being humiliated to being honored—what a difference a few hours could make.

Bathed, dressed in a formal, sleeveless white shift, Ahiliyah sat on the Community Chamber’s stone steps, quietly watching the silent ceremony along with over a thousand people. Some two thousand more were still hard at work fixing crumbling corridors, working the mushroom farms, preparing food, repairing pipes… the labor needed to keep the hold alive went on and on and on.

Even the Margrave and the councilmen had come to the Community Chamber. No one spoke. Everyone watched the somber proceedings. That was the way of things.

Brandun and Creen lay on their backs, on cloth-draped tables positioned before the steps. Both boys were naked to their waists, wearing only nawton-fiber pants. No shoes.

Standing next to each table, a doctor and a child. Doctor Talbot for Brandun, Doctor Monique for Creen. Miriam—one of the girls who had begged for candy—assisted Doctor Talbot. Ahiliyah didn’t know the boy assisting Doctor Monique. A Nemensalter, by the looks of his big jaw. Each assistant held a ceramic pot of black ink in one hand, a tan cloth in the other.

The doctors worked slowly, methodically, each dipping a wood-handled metal stylus into the ink, placing the ink-wet stylus tip against the runner’s chest, then using a ceremonial stone dowel to tap the wooden handle.

Dip… tap-tap-tap-tap-tap.

They raised their styluses. Miriam and the Nemensalter boy wiped away ink and blood.

Dip… tap-tap-tap-tap-tap. Wipe.

Dip… tap-tap-tap-tap-tap. Wipe.

A heavy black line steadily formed on each boy’s left breast. Brandun already had one line; this was his second. Creen was getting his third.

When the doctors finished, Brandun and Creen rose without a word. Tears in Creen’s eyes. That was understandable—the tattoos hurt, Ahiliyah knew from experience.

Even Brandun had cried a little on his first line. That had been three months ago. He wasn’t crying now. His face had a hard set to it. He’d changed so much since being assigned to Ahiliyah’s crew, just six months earlier. He’d grown two inches in that time, added ten bricks in weight—all muscle. He was closer to the man he would become than the boy he no longer was.

Without a sound, Brandun and Creen took their seats in the first row: Brandun on Ahiliyah’s right, Creen on her left. Normally, they would have been tattooed together.

But not this time.

Ahiliyah stood, walked to the table.

Monique moved to the stone seats and sat. The Nemensalter boy pulled the fabric off the table, meticulously folded it as everyone watched, then sat next to Monique.

Ahiliyah still wore her simple nawton-fiber shift. She could not expose her breast in public, like the boys could. Women were tattooed on the right shoulder. Ahiliyah already had four parallel lines there. Each one marked a terrifying trek across the surface. This one, though—this one was a true badge of honor.

She lay on the table, stared up at the arched ceiling above. She heard the clack of wood on ceramic as Doctor Talbot dipped his stylus into the pot.

The voice of Aulus Darby broke the silence: “Miriam, sit. I will assist Doctor Talbot.”

Ahiliyah’s eyes widened. She forced herself to remain still, not to sit up and see if this was really happening. The Margrave himself would be part of her ceremony?

He leaned over her, smiling yet serious.

“Your bravery means everything, Ahiliyah. The warriors are our muscle, the workers our bones, the Council our beating heart, and the runners are our blood. We recognize your commitment to the hold. I salute your first five runs, and I salute your next five.”

Her chest tingled and pulsed. The Margrave, recognizing her in front of everyone.

The cold stylus pressed against her shoulder, sending goosebumps up and down her skin. Ahiliyah closed her eyes and prepared for the now-familiar pain of the tattoo. Her fifth—her slash.

Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap.
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Many had come to the tattoo ceremony, and many had continued to work.

Everyone came to the execution. People packed into the stands above the training pit, so much so that the wooden bleachers creaked in complaint. Children climbed support poles. Men and women alike sat on the edge of the pit, feet dangling over the side, arms and heads leaning on the lower rail.

A tattoo ceremony was a celebration of life. An execution, a reminder that death comes to all—some sooner than others. Ahiliyah should have watched the event alongside Brandun and Creen, but she wanted to be alone. She was afraid seeing Mari might make her cry; she did not want the boys to know she could be so weak.

Down in the pit, the warriors stood in ranks against the stone walls: bronze shields on their left arms, fully assembled spears in their right hands—spearheads pointed high, spear butts resting against the sand. The round shields were all the same: painted blue, with a yellow sun rising above the distinctive brown outline of Lemeth Mountain. While the paint was new, the metal beneath them was often gouged and battered.

The warriors’ armor consisted of helmets, chestplates, shin and foot guards, all made of bronze. The helmets’ riveted-on faceplates had one horizontal line to see through, and a vertical line that made it easier to breathe. The lines—both too thin for a spearpoint to slide through—formed a distinctive “T” shape. Like the shields, most of the armor was scratched and dented. Some of that damage had been incurred in the past few years, fighting off raiders, but the majority of it had come decades ago—possibly centuries ago—during the wars against the Northerners, or between the cities of Ataegina.

Everyone, warriors and spectators alike, watched the wooden doors set into the pit’s back wall. Ahiliyah watched as well, hoping—even praying—she would never have to come to an event like this for one of her own crew.

The wooden doors opened; Margrave Darby stepped out, Drasko Lamech at his side, dressed in the same armor as the warriors lining the walls. They strode to the center of the sandy pit. The Margrave tilted his head back, and spoke with the commanding tone Ahiliyah had come to know, love and trust.

“People of Lemeth Hold, this is a sad moment.”

His words caressed the stone walls and ceiling, came back even sweeter and louder. The man knew how to control his voice better than most warriors could control their spears.

“Everyone must contribute,” he said. “That is our way. We find work for all, no matter age, strength, physical deformity or mental inability. The hardest job—running—falls to our youth, for all must prove their worth to the hold if the hold is to feed them, clothe them, protect them, give them a warm, safe place to raise families, to grow old.”

The Margrave pointed to the stands, slowly sweeping his finger from left to right.

“Many of you have done your part. Those of you who are too young, someday you will bravely do your part as well. Is this not our way?”

The crowd responded in practiced unison: “It is our way.”

He lowered his arm. “When someone will not work, when someone will not contribute, we cannot sit idly by and let them do nothing. We cannot banish these freeloaders from the hold, for that was tried many times in the past. The banished always tried to get back in. They make noise. They cry, they scream, they beg… they draw the demons. Noise is the enemy.”

“Silence is strength,” the crowd chanted.

Aulus nodded, slowly turned in place as he looked up at the packed mass of people.

“Silence is strength,” he said. “To preserve the silence, to preserve our way of life, when a runner will not run, we all know the penalty.”

The crowd’s volume and intensity sent a chill over Ahiliyah’s skin.

“The penalty is death.”

Aulus turned toward the open doors. Rinik Brennus and Shalim Aniketos, in full armor, entered, each holding an arm of the gagged Mari Jolla. Her hands were lashed behind her back, her ankles tied together with a short rope. She did not fight. She didn’t even walk—Rinik and Shalim dragged her. Mari’s bare feet left two long, parallel lines in the sand.

Ahiliyah wanted to run to her, to try one more time, to say if you’re going to die, die on the surface while doing your duty! But there was no point. Mari knew the price of cowardice.

In a world plagued with demons, no one got a pass.

Rinik and Shalim dragged Mari before the Margrave. She hung between them, knees bent, completely defeated.

“You have failed in your duty to the hold,” the Margrave said. “You have failed your people. You will leech from us no more. Captain of the Guard, carry out the sentence.”

Aulus stepped aside.

Drasko dropped into a fighting position, shield in front of him, spear pointed over the top, tip aimed at Mari.

Something about the gleaming spearpoint, perhaps, made what was about to happen finally hit home. She screamed behind her gag, jerked her shoulders, tried to break free. Even if she hadn’t been tied, she couldn’t have come close to overpowering Rinik and Shalim.

“For the people of Lemeth,” Drasko said. “For our survival.”

He stepped forward and thrust the spearhead into Mari’s chest—the crack of her sternum echoed through the pit.

Mari Jolla’s scream stopped forever.

She hung there for a moment, arms held by the two guards. Drasko pulled the spear free. Rinik and Shalim let go. Mari fell to her side. Her blood spilled onto the sand.

Aulus walked to the doors, Drasko at his side, Rinik and Shalim falling in behind them. They wouldn’t move the body—Mari would lie there for a few hours, a symbol of the price of cowardice. Workers would gather her up, carry her corpse to the river and throw it in, to be unceremoniously swept downstream with the fish guts, the garbage, and the human waste that was carried away by the strong current.

The crowd dispersed.

Ahiliyah stayed. She was still watching when Mari’s small movements stopped. Still watching when her stare lost focus, when it became the endless stare of the dead.

Ahiliyah stood there, saying nothing, thinking nothing. Maybe she stood there for a few minutes, maybe for a few hours. She wasn’t sure. She stayed until workers came to gather up the corpse. Only then did she become aware that she wasn’t the only one watching…

Creen, high up in the bleachers. Sitting. Staring.

Brandun, on the edge of the pit, his feet hanging over the side, head resting on the rail.

Lucas Kim, Mari’s crewmate, sitting in the bleacher’s first row. Had he made one run with Mari, or was it two? Lucas had trained with her, bled with her, risked his life with her, and now she was gone, dead at the hands of her own people.

Fabian Acosta, sitting with his arms around the shoulders of Susannah Albrecht and Bruce Pindall, his new team members—two children. Susannah and Bruce were still in training. Had they seen an execution before? Probably. Everyone in the hold had, but Ahiliyah knew from personal experience that this one felt different for them. Now that they were close to making their own runs, the execution was something that could happen to them, it was now real.

There was no avoiding it. Everyone had to contribute. It was the way of things.

“How ridiculous.”

Ahiliyah jumped at the voice on her right, slid to her left, felt a splinter dig into her left thigh—Aiko Laster, sitting right next to her. Aiko had managed to not only sneak up on Ahiliyah, but sit down next to her without making a sound. The woman’s shaved head glistened beneath the glowpipe’s gleam.

“You scared me,” Ahiliyah said. She slid her shift up; buried in the back of her left thigh, a thick splinter. Blood oozed up around it. She saw the splinter’s dark outline beneath her skin.

“If you stop paying attention to your surroundings, you deserve to be scared,” Aiko said. “Turn toward me, I’ll pull it out.”

Oh, this was going to hurt. Ahiliyah turned her hips, letting Aiko at the splinter.

“You’re acting like a child,” Aiko said. “It’s only pain.”

It’s only pain. A mantra not just of the runners and the warriors, but everyone in Lemeth.

Aiko pinched the end of the splinter. With her other hand, she pressed down on Ahiliyah’s thigh. A fast pull, a stabbing sensation, and it was out—a shard of wood at least two inches long, a sheen of blood on one end. Aiko tossed it away.

“Sit,” she said.

Ahiliyah sat. When Aiko Laster told you to do something, you did it.

The older woman stared down into the training pit. She seemed to be looking at the blood spot where Mari’s life had spilled out onto the sand. Aiko wore a sleeveless shift—she wanted everyone to see her tattoos. Four lines and a slash, repeated four times down her left arm. Two parallel lines below the last completed group, soon to be joined by a third.

“Welcome back,” Ahiliyah said. “Did Jenna and Tomas make it?”

No emotion on Aiko’s face, only the stone-hard expression of a woman who’d just completed her twenty-third run. With her gaunt features, shaved head and taut, skinny body, Aiko sometimes reminded Ahiliyah of the demons.

“They did,” Aiko said. “I reported to the Margrave right before he had Mari murdered.”

Murdered? Ahiliyah glanced around, wondered if anyone else was close enough to hear.

“Mari refused to run,” Ahiliyah said. “I tried to talk to her, but… well, she wouldn’t run.”

Aiko’s head turned toward Ahiliyah, the gray of her eyes like chips of broken rock.

“And for that, Mari deserved to die?”

Was this a test of some kind? Aiko was always about tests, always trying to trick you, to make you think, trying to tie anything and everything to survival up on the surface. Ahiliyah felt trapped between the law of her hold and the question of her lead trainer.

“I… I don’t know,” Ahiliyah said.

Well, that was definitive. She felt like an idiot.

Aiko stared for an uncomfortable moment, then again looked out at the bloody sand.

“The Council told me about the run to Dakatera and Keflan,” she said. “They asked if my crew would go instead of yours, because this run is so important.”

Ahiliyah felt a surge of hope—maybe she wouldn’t have to go back out so soon after all.

“I told them to send you,” Aiko said.

Hope crashed to the ground, turned to guilt—why should she wish that Aiko’s crew go on no rest instead of her crew going on no rest—then to anger.

“But… you’re better,” Ahiliyah said. “Your crew is better.”

Aiko scratched at a scar atop her thigh. “You need the experience. I’m not going to run forever, Liyah. Our hold needs to know that someone beside me that can be counted on for a critical run. It’s your turn to carry the weight. Can you do it?”

Ahiliyah blinked, searched for words that were slow in coming. “I… I’ll do my best.”

“Your best?” Aiko’s eyes narrowed. “If you fail, how many do you think will die?”

Ahiliyah shook her head. “I’m not a doctor, I wouldn’t know.”

“Guess,” Aiko said, the one syllable loud enough to echo back from the arched ceiling.

Liyah realized, suddenly, that everyone else had left—she was alone with Aiko.

“Uh… well a lot of people are sick… maybe—” she felt a churning in her belly as she thought of what she knew, what she’d seen “—maybe fifty?”

Fifty people, dead if she and her crew didn’t make it back. Ahiliyah’s pulse began to race.

“Try a hundred,” Aiko said. “At least. Old people mostly. Children. Babies.” She again fixed Ahiliyah with those unforgiving slate eyes. “Get the medicine. Don’t screw this up. And remember to always be aware of your surroundings—if I can sneak up on you in the safety of the hold, you won’t know a demon is stalking you until it’s too late.”

Aiko stood and walked up the bleacher steps, somehow silent on the creaky old wood.

Ahiliyah sat there for a moment, alone, trying to control her breathing. More pressure than ever before. A hundred dead. At least. Old people. Kids. Babies. Mari’s blood was still wet on the sand. It was all too much, too soon.

Ahiliyah left the training pit behind. She set out to find Tolio and try to forget—at least for a little while—just how fucked up her life had become.
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“I don’t know why you’re making me do this,” Creen said. “Dumbdun could carry these fucking buckets with one muscly pinky.”

Ahiliyah wondered if anything could stop Creen’s mouth from running.

“Brandun did phalanx training,” she said. “You did not. So shut up and climb.”

“All this to see that big fat lazy fuck?”

“Panda isn’t lazy. And back off, he’s my friend. You need to see how things work up there, Creen. It might be the job for you.”

He huffed. “Fuck that. I’m too smart for it.”

Ahiliyah carefully watched her steps. A glowjar hung from her neck, but its light had almost faded. Creen’s glowjar was already out—in an effort to lug less up the stairs, the little shit probably hadn’t completely filled it.

“Just don’t be mean to Panda,” she said. “All right?”

“No promises.”

Here she was trying to do something good for Creen, and he was already getting on her nerves. Did he realize that if he didn’t get an important job, they would probably make him do more than the mandatory five runs? Probably not—Creen thought he knew everything. He didn’t belong on the surface. He was destined for something else. She didn’t know what, but she felt in her bones that, someday, as annoying and rude as Creen was, he would do something amazing for the hold.

“My legs are tired,” he said. “So are my arms.”

So were Ahiliyah’s. Her legs were screaming, in fact. She knew she was in amazing shape—one had to be to survive on the surface—but carrying two bricks worth of water up three hundred steps? That tired one out in a hurry.

“Just keep climbing,” she said.

“So many damn steps. How can someone be fat when they have to walk this many steps?”

Maybe he’d do something amazing. The more he whined, the less sure she was.

“Creen, do you ever stop complaining?”

“I prefer the term bravely stating the obvious.”

Anyone who climbed to the signal station had to bring two buckets with them—one full of water, one full of candles and food. Two full buckets up, two empty buckets down. That gave the signalmyn water to drink, and to flush their waste down shit-shafts that led straight to the river.

“Hey,” Creen said, “we must be close—I can smell his stink.”

So could Ahiliyah, although today, at least, the stink wasn’t Panda’s. He’d obviously bathed in the river before yesterday’s training. Had to be Daneton, then, or perhaps the stench of unwashed human bodies had seeped into the stone walls. There was no way to pump water all the way up to the signal peak—considering that signalmyn stayed in their perch for weeks at a time, hand-washing only did so much.

Ahiliyah thought her legs might give out on her, but a flickering light up above told her she was close. She fought her way up the last few steps, into the candle-lit signalmyn quarters, a small stone room that stank beyond belief.

“So gross,” Creen said.

Clothes scattered everywhere. A wicker basket full of food waste. Two beds—one empty, one filled by an old, snoring Daneton Sander, who had been a signalmyn longer than Aulus had been the Margrave.

Creen set his buckets down. He bent at the waist, hands on his knees, breathing heavily. He jutted his chin toward the sleeping Daneton.

“We should wake him up. Dump some of this water on him. That would be hysterical.”

Ahiliyah glared. “Do it and I’ll kill you.”

Creen rolled his eyes, but he made no move toward Daneton. Ahiliyah hefted her water bucket again, dumped the contents into the water trough carved into the stone wall.

“It’s so strange to see this much water just… sit there,” she said. “It doesn’t glow at all.”

Creen poured his bucket into the trough. “The bacteria that make the light need food and oxygen, just like we do. Without it, the bacteria die. We could make an agitator, I bet.” He stared into the water. “Yeah, I think it could work, especially if we made the trough bigger.”

An agitator? What he was talking about? When Creen spoke like that, about things that Ahiliyah didn’t really understand, he sounded like a different person. No whine to his voice, no arrogance… just a sense of wonder. When he talked about inventions and science, he sounded like someone else entirely—a person Ahiliyah might like to spend time with.

“I’ll tell you what would be funny,” Creen said. “If I peed in their trough, and they didn’t know and they drank it.”

Or maybe she already spent far too much time with him as it was.

“Let’s see Panda,” she said.

If he wasn’t in this room, he was out on the observation deck. At the back of the small room, opposite the stairs, was a sliding stone door. It had been built back in King Paul’s day.

Creen grabbed the metal handle and started to lean back, to slide the door open.

“Wait,” Ahiliyah said.

“You really think there’s a demon outside? Come on, Liyah, this gets so old.”

The boy needed to learn lessons, lessons he should have already internalized after his three runs. If he didn’t yet understand that one always had to be on guard, that lack of focus could put him in danger—and put her and Brandun in danger as well.

She stepped close to him. She was two inches taller than he was. He looked up at her, trying to pretend he wasn’t intimidated.

“I’ve seen people carried off, Creen. Have you?”

He tried to roll his eyes yet again—Ahiliyah grabbed his chin, forced him to look at her. They were so close their noses almost touched. Creen’s eyes flared with anger, but he didn’t push her hand away. As much of a jerk as he was, he knew her experience had kept him alive.

More important, he knew she could kick his ass.

She made a claw of her hand, put her fingertips on his chest, slowly dragged them down his shirt. “Sometimes, before they take you, demons cut you with their talons.” She raised her hand, thumb pressed up against flat fingers, a beak pointed at Creen’s face. “Sometimes, they use their toothtongues to bite you, knock you silly.” She jabbed her hand foreward—her fingers and thumb tapped Creen hard on the forehead.

He slapped at her hand, but she was too quick and had already pulled it away.

“I’ve watched two people carried off to Black Smoke Mountain,” she said. “When your crewmates get caught, you can’t help them. You can’t. I never saw them again. Once you hear a crewmate beg for you to save them, and keep begging until their voice fades away for good, you can’t un-hear it. It gets in your dreams. It stays there.”

No glare on his face now, no anger… just fear he couldn’t quite hide.

“So,” Ahiliyah said, smiling, “do I want to make sure there’s not a demon outside? You bet your tiny dick I do. If you ignore the rules, it won’t just be you who gets carried off. It will be Brandun. It will be me.” She stepped back. “Now, kind sir, would you mind following protocol?”

Creen rubbed at his face. “You can be one intense bitch. Anyone ever tell you that?”

“Only the people who piss me off.”

“Which I need to stop doing.” He’d lost the attitude. It would come back. It always did.

Creen looked to the right of the door, found what he knew would be hanging there: a wooden mallet. He lifted it off its hook, gently tapped on the stone door: tap-tap, pause, tap-tap.

A few seconds later came the answer from the other side: tap-tap, pause, tap-tap, pause, tap-tap. That simple code meant that all was clear on the other side of the door.

Creen hung the mallet on the hook. “See? Told you there was nothing to worry about.”

He gripped the handle and leaned back. Ahiliyah helped him. Together, they slid open the heavy door. Bright sunlight made her squint. Cold air rushed in, chilling the sweat she’d built up climbing the stairs.

Panda leaned in, smiling, his face red from the cold, a little snot under his nose.

“Liyah! So good to see you!” He looked at Creen, frowned. “You brought your friend.”

“Don’t worry,” Creen said. “I’m not friendly at all.”

He’d gone right back to being a jerk. Of course he had.

“Come on, Creen,” she said. “Step outside and see what Panda gets to look at every day.” She grabbed Creen’s wrist, pulled him through the opening and onto the observation deck before he could say anything else.

They stood atop Lemeth Mountain. Perhaps this space had been a natural plateau, or maybe King Paul’s men had leveled it. Whatever had brought it into being, there was no other place like it.

Creen slowly turned in place, taking it all in. “This is… this is fucking amazing.”

Ahiliyah couldn’t argue with that.

The mountains stretched out to the east and the south. Somewhere farther than the eye could see, those ranges reconnected, forming a rough circle around Lake Lanee. Near the shore, she could easily make out the tree-thick ruins of Tinsella. How huge it had been. To the southwest, Lemeth Mountain angled down to green slopes and lush plains that ran to the edge of Lake Mip. A century ago and more, those plains had held several towns, the smallest of which had been significantly larger than Lemeth Hold.

That was before the Rising, before the demons came.

Ahiliyah had heard the stories, how the beasts had rushed up the river valleys, swept through the plains, killing the warriors and villagers who tried to stop them, dragging survivors to Black Smoke Mountain. Those who survived those horrible years fled to the empty mountain holds, which had been abandoned after King Paul had been assassinated.

Ahiliyah pointed down. “See that grouping of trees there? That’s the ruins of Tinsella.”

Creen leaned out slightly, squinted. “No shit?”

“No shit,” Panda said. “That big gap in the mountains is Bigsby’s Pass. From the pass to the lake, people grew food, so much food people couldn’t eat it all and some of it rotted. No one went hungry.”

Creen huffed. “Just another made-up story. Don’t believe everything you hear, Fatty.”

Ahiliyah had been down there once, with Aiko. Some fruit trees remained, but gone were the things that the very old people called wheat, potatoes, strawberries and more.

Supposedly, there had even been a fruit called a pumpkin. Olliana used to tell kids about pumpkins, although few believed that there was a giant, hard orange fruit bigger than their heads. Ahiliyah believed, though—who could make up such a thing?

“I brought Creen up here to see your mirrors,” Ahiliyah said. “He needs to understand how we communicate with the other holds.”

Panda nodded. “I’m happy to help.”

Maybe Panda wasn’t cut out for running, but he took his job very seriously—in that, he was just as good a citizen of Lemeth as anyone else.

He glanced up at the sun, then at a straight staff sticking up from a stone hole.

“Sun shadow reads fifteen hours,” he said. “You’re just in time for us to talk to Dakatera.”

Panda walked to a contraption set up at the plateau’s edge. A wooden tripod, legs scratched, chipped and dented from many years of use. Atop the tripod, a metal U-bracket holding a square of four horizontal metal slats, each about two inches tall. From the base of the U-bracket jutted a metal arm that held a smaller, round mirror.

He moved the mirror, then angled it up. Doing so cast a reflection of light on the horizontal metal slats. He looked through a small tube, squinting tightly.

“Nice face,” Creen said. “Looks like you’re trying to squeeze out a fart. Do you fart a lot? I only ask because your room smells like ten farts merged together into an immortal superfart.”

Panda keep squinting, kept making slight adjustments.

“If I do get gas,” he said, “you’re so tiny I bet I can hold you down and fart on your head.”

Creen bristled. “Just fucking try it, fatso.”

Ahiliyah whacked Creen on the arm.

“If you’re going to make fun of people,” she said, “you should be able to handle it when they make fun of you.”

Creen’s face burned red.

“This device is called a sun-signaler,” Panda said. He stood, pointed northwest. “Dakatera is signaling. See?”

From a peak in the west, Ahiliyah saw a point of light, pulsing rhythmically.

Panda again leaned closer to the device. He flicked a lever on the side of the metal square. Doing so made the horizontal slats open and close.

“He’s answering Dakatera,” Ahiliyah said. “They send flashes, Panda reads them, then—”

“Yeah, I got it,” Creen said. “The obvious doesn’t need an explanation.”

God, why did he have to be such a jerk?

Creen stepped closer to the sun signaler. “The flashes are a language?”

“Exactly,” Panda said. From a pocket, he pulled out a small notebook and a stick of charcoal wrapped in nawton fiber. “The language is called Morse Code.”

“Morse,” Creen said. “What’s a Morse?”

Panda made marks in the book, shrugged. “Someone from history, maybe.”

Creen watched the flashes from the distant mountaintop. “I wonder if we could use flashes like this on runs. Hand signals only work when we can see each other. A system like this could let us communicate over greater distances.”

A thought Liyah had had before. “Up here is one thing. On a run is another. We don’t know if the flashes might attract the demons to us.”

Creen bit his lip, thinking. “Yeah, I suppose. Maybe I can figure out a way to do an experiment, see if they react to it. Hey, fatso, show me this code.”

Panda sighed. He flipped to the back of his notebook, handed Creen a small sheet of paper. Creen took it, studied it.

“The dots are short flashes,” Panda said. “The dashes are longer flashes. You combine them to signify letters, and—”

Creen offered him the paper back. “I’ve got it.”

Panda blinked. “You’ve got what, exactly?”

“The code,” Creen said. “I memorized it.”

Panda took the paper. He looked at it as if to make sure he’d given Creen the right one.

“There are twenty-six symbols here,” Panda said. “You just memorized Morse Code?”

Creen looked to the flashes coming from Dakatera Mountain.

“We… need… silk… from… Tak,” he said “Obviously Tak is short for Takanta, so they don’t have to signal as many characters. Right?”

Panda glanced at Ahiliyah. “This is a joke, right? He already knew Morse Code?”

Sometimes, Creen’s brain amazed her.

“If he says he didn’t know it, he didn’t,” she said. “Creen, what do you think of signaling? I thought this might be a good job for you. After your fifth run is done.”

Creen sighed heavily and rolled his eyes; Liyah cringed inside.

“Um, maybe I’ll find a job that requires brains,” he said. “Any idiot can count flashes of light. Stay up here in my own stink for weeks at a time? No thanks.”

Panda glared.

Ahiliyah wanted to punch Creen. He was so… damn… rude.

“Creen, let’s go,” she said. “Panda has work to do, and it’s a long way back down.”





12



Forty-four… forty-five… forty-six…

In the silence and privacy of her room, Ahiliyah focused on the push-ups, making sure her back stayed straight, letting her sternum touch the stone floor before extending her arms again.

Forty-seven… forty-eight…

Some runners could do a hundred push-ups, but not if they used the same form she used: slow and steady, five seconds for each decline, five seconds for each extension.

Fifty.

She hopped to her feet, grabbed her runner’s spear from where she’d leaned it against the wall. She worked through her forms—crouch, step, thrust, step back, crouch, step, thrust. She spun the spear, turned, went the other way, grateful for the space her room provided.

A knock on her door.

Ahiliyah ignored it, kept going through her forms.

“Ahiliyah, open up.”

She stopped. Had that been the Margrave’s voice? She stood, rushed to the door, opened it. Margrave Aulus Darby stood there, Drasko behind him.

“Hello,” the Margrave said.

Ahiliyah stared, stunned. Had she done something wrong?

Images of Mari, dying on the sand, flashed through her thoughts.

The Margrave smiled. “Now is when a polite young person would invite me in.”

“Yes… yes, of course. Please come in.” She stood aside. The Margrave entered. Drasko turned his back to the door frame, took up a position to block anyone else who might want to enter.

“Shut the door, please,” the Margrave said.

Ahiliyah did.

It hit her, suddenly, how messy her room was.

As a runner, she was in the minority in that she had a room all to herself. She’d been told that, back in King Paul’s day, rooms this size had been meant for a file leader, a soldier who commanded nine other men in the phalanx.

Nowadays only runners, councilmen, and the Margrave had individual rooms. Everyone else packed into the available spaces—husbands, wives, and children all in one room, or four warriors. Groups of orphans packed in ten at a time, five or six single people lumped together, and so on. There were only so many rooms to go around. With more than three thousand people living in a space originally meant for about thirteen hundred, space was always at a premium.

She had a pile of dirty clothes in one corner. In another corner, her laundered hidey suit was latched up on a net repair table. On her bed, sheets rumpled into a fabric mountain. A sink with running water—another luxury—and a shelf chiseled into the wall, holding her personal treasures and mementos of her runs: her mother’s bloodglass necklace; her father’s ceremonial dagger; three so-bad-they-were-cute wood carvings that Tolio had done himself; a pair of dolls dressed in the yellow and red clothing of the Dakaterans; a small pyramid carved from Bisethian salt; a hand-carved, green toy bow modeled after the famous longbows of Takanta.

“As well as you run your crew,” the Margrave said, “I would have assumed your room would be more organized.”

“Yes, Margrave. I’m sorry for the mess.”

He dismissed her apology with a wave. “May I sit?”

She grabbed the mountain of sheets and blankets, shoved them onto the floor.

“Please,” she said, gesturing to the bed.

The Margrave sat. Fortunately, he didn’t ask her if she wanted to sit next to him, so she stood there, sweating slightly from the push-ups.

“Ahiliyah, you know the importance of tomorrow’s run, yes?”

She nodded.

“There’s a reason we insist your crew makes it,” he said. “Aiko feels—and I agree—that you can not only perform this duty, you can take on even more. Are you ready for more?”

She was. So ready for more. “I am, Margrave.”

“What do you want, Ahiliyah? What do you want out of life?”

She couldn’t believe he was here, alone, asking her directly. Should she say she was happy doing her duty as a runner? Perhaps that’s what she was supposed to say, but an opportunity like this was unheard of—she had to speak her mind.

“I want to be a warrior.”

The Margrave stroked his beard. “You know that is not possible. Women can’t serve in the warriors. You simply aren’t big enough to properly use a shield and spear.”

“If I command, I don’t have to carry a shield.”

The words had rushed out before she’d even thought of them. She realized how ridiculous they sounded—she was nineteen, a woman, and had no military experience. She waited for the Margrave to laugh at her. He did not.

“Every warrior starts in the ranks,” he said. “How can you expect men to follow you into battle if you don’t know what it’s like to fight in the front row?”

“Using a spear is one thing. Knowing where to put the people using the spears is another.”

She was bordering on insolence, but she couldn’t stop herself—she might never have a chance like this again.

“I will not tell you that view is wrong,” the Margrave said. He stared off, nodded to himself, “But change takes time. I will think on this, I promise. ”

Ahiliyah felt more frustrated than she would have if it hadn’t come up at all. To keep such desires internalized was one thing—to voice them and have them rejected was another.

“For now, though, Liyah, there must be something else you want. Perhaps you wish to start a family? I could see to it that you are assigned a job that is less physically demanding, so you would have more time to spend with your children. Ginger Patrice is looking for a smart apprentice to take over for her as vintner in a few years. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

Make mushroom wine and crank out babies? Was that what he thought she was good for? The Margrave’s words stirred anger, but Ahiliyah pushed that anger down—most women in Lemeth did want to have children. He was making her an offer that many women would have loved, but Ahiliyah wasn’t like most women. She never had been.

“Margrave… I don’t think I want children.”

He regarded her for a moment. Kindness in his eyes, not judgment.

“Perhaps you will change your mind when you complete your ten runs.”

Ahiliyah thought of Mari, choosing death over running. She thought of her cousin, Jane, who spent her days swimming at the bottom of a wine flask. If Ahiliyah kept running, would she wind up like either of them? Would her next encounter with a demon be her last?

No. She was destined for more. She knew it.

“Maybe I will,” she said. “Maybe I’d rather keep running. No one likes running, but I know how important it is. If I can’t serve in the warriors, I may keep at it after my ten is complete.”

“If you do, I know who the senior runner will be when Aiko retires.” He leaned closer. “Or when I retire her. She is almost forty, you know.”

Ahiliyah hadn’t known that. Aiko kept to herself. Forty? She was in such amazing shape, but forty? How much longer could she keep going up there?

Ahiliyah Cooper, senior runner… it wasn’t the warriors, but it was a position of honor, a position of great importance.

“I think I’d like that,” she said.

The Margrave smiled. He had such a kind smile.

“Superb,” he said. “Now I must ask something of you, Liyah. Your intelligence has not escaped my notice. You leave for Dakatera tomorrow. I need you to study that hold.”

Something about his tone made her nervous. “Study it? What do you mean?”

“Memorize the approach, where you see traps,” he said. “When you return, I want you to be able to sketch their wall for me, tell me where their main door is, how many men guard it. When you go inside, remember where any warriors are. And, most important, count all the warriors you see—I need to know that most of all.”

There was only one reason to need to know all of that, but that reason simply could not be.

“May I ask why, Margrave?”

His eyes narrowed, and for a moment she knew he was going to say something like that is not your concern, but he did not. His expression softened.

“I could lie to you or dismiss your question, Liyah, but I will not. I believe the Margravine wants Lemeth Hold for herself. I believe she wants to make war on us.”

“War?” That made no sense. “But they’re barely surviving as it is. We all are. The demons are everywhere. Why would they go to war with us?”

“Because of their religion. There is no explaining it in logical terms. Have you not seen how they dress? Have you not seen their strange rituals?”

She glanced at the red and yellow dolls on her stone shelf. She’d got them in Dakatera, trading them for some rope.

“They don’t dress like us,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean—”

“They are zealots. Preacher Ramirus fears they will not rest until they have converted everyone to their blasphemous ways, or killed those who refuse. Demons or no demons, the Dakaterans want to rule Ataegina. Trust me when I tell you this, Ahiliyah—their hostile intentions are certain.”

Ahiliyah had been to Dakatera three times. The people there were doing better than the Keflanians, but not much—malnutrition and disease seemed more visible than hostile intentions.

But knowing the business of other holds wasn’t her job. That fell to the council. As much as she despised most of the men in that body, they knew about politics and economics. If the Margrave thought the Dakaterans were prepping for war, he must know something she did not.

She could not second-guess her hold’s leadership. She had seen with her own eyes what happened when runners did not believe in the training and the mantras. Rules and structure existed for a reason.

“I will get you the information.”

“Superb,” the Margrave said. “You’ve talked to the Margravine before?”

Ahiliyah nodded. “She insists on her people weighing our goods while she’s present.”

“I’m sending you to make a three-way deal, one that will undercut her pricing of plinton fruit to Keflan. She will not be happy about this, but if you stay the course, Ahiliyah, the Margravine will go along with it. Her hold needs the salt we can trade. We’ve learned that she has lost two runner crews that were sent directly to Biseth. Our shipment of salt is all she can get—we must press our advantage now. Do you understand?”

Like Lemeth, Dakatera’s crews consisted of three runners. Unlike Lemeth, Dakatera’s runners were volunteers. Six brave people gone, just like that.

“I understand, Margrave.”

“Superb. Be warned, Ahiliyah—once the Margravine senses what we are doing with the plinton fruit, she will try to take advantage of you. At all times, you must be wary of her conniving ways. Can you protect us against her? Can you perform these duties for your hold?”

“I will do my best.”

He smiled. “That is all we can ask. I know that your best will be exceptional indeed.”

A flush of pride. The Margrave was again singling her out. Not Brandun—her.

He stood. “Most of the hold is unaware of the threat of the Dakaterans. If war happens, our primary trade route to Keflan will be cut off. That is why it is critical you complete this run and bring back as much capertine powder as you can get, so we can not only cure the sick we have, but also lay in a supply for the future.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “I know you can do this.”

With that, Aulus Darby left her room, closing the door behind him.

Ahiliyah tried to process what had just happened. War? Between people? Could that really happen? Could people be so stupid they fought against each other when the demons had already killed so many, were still killing?

The Dakaterans were… different. Weird, even—but she’d never thought of them as warmongers. Maybe she’d missed those signs. Maybe she needed to pay more attention, not just to Dakatera, but to every hold she ran to.

Ahiliyah would not let the Margrave down.
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Cold wind caressed the mountainside. Summer was coming to a close, and fall wouldn’t last long. In a way, Ahiliyah was glad her sixth run had come before winter set in. In winter, snow and ice made finding new routes across the mountain far more dangerous, and the only warm place to sleep was bundled up in a vootervert burrow.

“Creen, call out,” she said. “Dakatera’s signal sound is—”

“The charmed rat, I know.” He rolled his eyes. “Not like I was here a few days ago, right?”

Brandun nudged him. “Quit complaining and just do it.”

Creen had a gift for animal sounds. Whether it be the humped gish, the vindeedee or the charmed rat, his calls were indistinguishable from the real thing.

Creen cupped his hands to his mouth, sounded out the charmed rats’ low whaNA-whaNA .

When an answering call came down from the broken wall, it brought with it relief from long-held tension. It had taken two days to reach Dakatera. They’d seen no sign of demons, but Ahiliyah couldn’t shake the sensation that the monsters were out there, in blazing daylight, searching… hunting.

“Let’s get inside,” Brandun said. “I got a bad feeling.”

Creen laughed quietly. “So big and yet so superstitious. Did you bring a lucky gish foot to ward away the evil spirits, Dumbdun?”

“Superstitious?” Brandun shook his head. “Demons are evil spirits, Creen. You know this. Preacher Ramirus says that evil magic is everywhere.”

“Ramirus?” Creen shook his head. “You’re listening to that twat? The demons aren’t evil spirits, they’re just animals. We don’t know enough about them is all. I swear, you’d think someone your size would have a big brain, but apparently not.”

Brandun’s shoulders slumped. He seemed to shrink in on himself. He was twice Creen’s size, yet sometimes Creen’s words delivered blows more powerful than Brandun’s fists ever could.

“Just animals wiped out our civilization,” Ahiliyah said. Creen didn’t have to be so mean—she felt compelled to defend Brandun. “Is that what you’re saying? Just animals?”

Creen tilted his head at Brandun. “Don’t tell me you’re as dumb as he is. Don’t tell me you believe in God and all that religion garbage.”

She stared at him, not knowing what to say. Of course she believed in God—everyone did. This wasn’t the time to argue, though; they needed to get inside. And she knew she couldn’t win an argument against Creen, so why bother?

“Let’s go,” Ahiliyah said, shrugging off the insult. “Follow my path, and follow it carefully. Dakatera’s traps don’t care if you’re a demon or a person, they’ll—”

“—kill you just the same,” Creen said, finishing her words for her. “Did I not just mention that we were here a few days ago?”

He was maddening. Just maddening.

“I’ll take lead,” she said. “Creen, you bring up the rear. Brandun covers our tail often enough, it’s your turn for a while.”

Ahiliyah started up the approach, her eyes scanning for traps. She saw a deadfall, silently pointed it out, then remembered the Margrave’s request—she needed to memorize the defenses.

As if runners didn’t already have enough to worry about.

*   *   *

Ahiliyah and her crew unpacked their backpacks, carefully arranging the cloth-wrapped, fist-sized parcels into rows on the map table. Ten in each row, eleven rows; the salt that runners from Biseth had brought to Lemeth.

The table was identical to the one in the Margrave’s Chamber, showing rising mountain peaks, the lakes, the ocean, and the locations of the surviving holds. Five people sat around it, a council similar to Lemeth’s, but with one key difference—two “councilmen” were women.

One of the women—Margravine Herriet Lumos—stood.

“Bring in the scales,” she said. “Weigh ten random parcels.”

The Margravine was the most impressive woman Ahiliyah had ever met. Grey hair, wrinkled skin, she looked like she was old enough to join the weavers in Lemeth Hold, although she seemed far sharper than those root-chewing old ladies. Like most Dakateran women, the Margravine wore a high-collared yellow dress that hung to the floor, with long sleeves that ended in fingerless gloves. That was the way of things here: Dakaterans showed as little skin as possible. Women all wore yellow, men all wore red. To Ahiliyah, these traditions seemed silly and repressive. Here, the light shift she wore back home would be considered sacrilegious.

Each hold had its own way of doing things.

The Dakaterans had their own military style as well. Many of their warriors carried crossbows slung over their backs. They wore metal helmets, painted red, but their white chest and shoulder armor was made of some type of stiff, heavy fabric. Where Lemethian shields were round and solid metal, Dakateran shields were rectangular, made of thick wood painted red on one half and yellow on the other. And there were so many warriors—from what Ahiliyah had seen, they had twice as many as Lemeth. The Margrave would not be happy about that.

The chamber doors opened. Two attendants—both men, wearing long-sleeved red shirts, red pants and red shoes—rolled in a cart holding an ancient scale from before King Paul’s time. Two square silver trays, one hanging from each arm of a lever mounted atop an ornate pedestal. Small metal weights nestled in wooden rows along the side.

Creen stared at the scale as if it were magic. His eyes flicked about madly, taking in every detail. Lemeth Hold didn’t possess anything as delicate, or as accurate.

The Margravine sat back down in her high-backed chair. It was the same yellow as her dress—exactly the same. A pretty color, but Ahiliyah imagined she’d go mad if she had to look at the same color every single day.

“Welcome back, Ahiliyah Cooper. You were here so recently,” the Margravine said. “You took a rather large shipment of paper and sizzle spice with you. I can’t imagine you need more of either so quickly, so what are you looking for in return this time?”

The woman was suspicious, just as Aulus had warned.

“Plinton fruit,” Ahiliyah said.

The Margravine frowned. “Which you plan to take to Keflan, no doubt. If you do that, you’re interfering with the trade rates between Keflan and Dakatera.”

Interfering? Is that what she called keeping medicine from the sick people who needed it?

“I wouldn’t know anything about that, Margravine,” Ahiliyah said. ”I’ve brought the goods I was told to bring, and I hope to get the goods I was told to get.”

The woman let out a sound that was half hiss, half clearing of her throat. Ahiliyah couldn’t help but notice that her councilmyn winced at that noise, as if they had heard it before and knew it accompanied bad things.

“Funny,” the Margravine said, “you don’t look as stupid as you’re pretending to be. Perhaps more of your people are sick with Glynnis than you let on the last time you were here.”

Did the Margravine think she was lying?

“It’s a disease,” Ahiliyah said. “It spread.”

The Margravine waited for more. Ahiliyah said nothing. Sinesh had taught her long ago that people used silence as a negotiating trick, trying to make the other person uncomfortable so that they would be the first to make an offer.

Silence is strength.

Ahiliyah waited.

Finally, a smile ticked the right corner of the Margravine’s mouth. “It spread, she tells us. Diseases do have a tendency to do that.” She turned to her attendant. “Weights?”

“Each parcel weighs one-point-six bricks,” an attendant said. “There are slight variations, but within acceptable tolerances.”

The Margravine drummed her fingers on the tabletop. She again stared at Ahiliyah.

“I can’t believe Aulus sent you out again, so soon after your last run. It’s as if he doesn’t care about your safety.”

Insulting the Margrave? Was this part of the manipulation effort he’d warned her against?

“Margrave Darby cares deeply about his people.” Ahiliyah tried to mask the pride in her voice, but knew she’d failed. Why shouldn’t she be proud? Lemeth was far from perfect, but it was home.

The Margravine stared. Was she trying to use silence again? Perhaps to get Ahiliyah to offer up information. Or… was it more than that? The Margravine’s silence didn’t feel like a game. It felt more like she was silent because she was thinking, analyzing.

“Ahiliyah, you will stay,” the Margravine said. “Everyone else, out.”

The councilmyn’s wooden chairs squeaked against the stone floor. Ahiliyah watched them stand and head for the door.

“You boys as well,” the Margravine said, pointing first to Brandun, then to Creen. “Out.”

Creen and Brandun exchanged a glance.

“Uh, we’ll stay,” Creen said. “One of our running tenets is always stay together. So, you know, we kind of have to.”

Brandun nodded. “We’ll stay.”

Ahiliyah felt a rush of pride—her crewmates were trying to protect her. Even Creen.

The Margravine stood. “Young men, get out before I have you thrown out.”

Ahiliyah turned to them. “Guys, it’s okay.”

The boys exchanged another glance.

“We’ll be right outside,” Creen said.

Brandun nodded. “Yeah. Right outside. Come on, Creen.”

They left the room. Some unseen person shut the door.

Ahiliyah suddenly felt very much alone. She was alone with the Dakateran Margravine, a woman that radiated a calm aura of power, of danger. In that, she was like Aulus Darby. In that, they were both a little like the demons.

“Ahiliyah, do you like Lemeth?”

“Yes, Margravine. I like it very much.”

“You have how many more runs ahead of you after this one? Four? That’s so dangerous.”

As if Ahiliyah needed to be reminded of the danger. “Four to finish my obligation. But I may continue on after that.”

The Margravine moved around the corner of the table, came closer. She sat on the table’s edge, close to Ahiliyah.

“Obligation,” the Margravine said, folding her hands in front of her. “We don’t have that here. Our runners choose to risk their lives for their hold.”

Ahiliyah didn’t know what to say. “Yes, Margravine,” was all she could manage.

The older woman glanced to the door. “Those boys are loyal to you. For now, at least. Do you think they will be loyal when their obligations are completed? Or will they treat you like breeding stock, like the rest of Lemethian men treat Lemethian women?”

Ahiliyah’s face grew hot. “That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?” The Margravine smiled. “Well, I don’t live there, so you’d know better.”

The older woman’s fingers drummed on the tabletop. Ahiliyah suddenly wished she’d fought for her crew to stay with her.

“You must be a good leader,” the Margravine said. “Do you think so?”

“I … I try.”

“If Lemethian boys are defending you, you certainly are.”

The Margravine squinted, stared hard. Ahiliyah felt like she was standing on one side of a giant scale, and the Margravine was slowly adding weights to the other side.

“We’ve lost runners, Ahiliyah. Far more than normal. Something out there has changed. We need to change with it. I want to make you an offer. I want you to move here, to Dakatera. I want you to train our runners.”

Ahiliyah looked down, no longer able to meet the Margravine’s eyes.

“Be your senior runner, you mean?”

“No, our trainer,” the Margravine said. “You teach our volunteers how to survive the way you have survived. You stay down here—you never have to run again.”

Safety. But to have it, she had to leave everything she knew. Her friends. Would Tolio come with her? To move to another hold. Such an overwhelming thought.

“I… I’ll consider your offer, Margravine. But…”

“But what?”

“The Margrave said he will make me the senior runner of Lemeth,” Ahiliyah said. “After Aiko Laster retires. I could stay home and train.”

The Margravine’s squint deepened. Ahiliyah felt another invisible weight placed on the imaginary scale.

“Senior runner,” the Margravine said. “Something tells me that’s not really what you want. What do you really want, Ahiliyah?”

Could this woman see right through her? Ahiliyah didn’t know why she was telling this woman anything. Had not the Margrave warned her? And yet, women and men were different—could this powerful woman better understand what Ahiliyah wanted out of life?

“I want to be a warrior,” Ahiliyah said in a whisper.

The older woman raised an eyebrow. “A warrior? That’s all?”

She hadn’t laughed. “I… want to be a general. Like you. To command troops in battle.”

The silence again. More stressful this time, with no one else in the room.

“We have women warriors in Dakatera,” the Margravine said. “And Anette Tasker is the Takantan general. Did you know a woman commands the Takantan military?”

Ahiliyah hadn’t known that. She wondered why she hadn’t heard it before.

“It doesn’t matter.” The Margravine dismissed the thought with a wave. “You can’t be a warrior in Lemeth, let alone a general. That fool Aulus would never allow it.”

This judgmental woman had no right to speak poorly of the Margrave.

“The Margrave said he would consider it. He said change takes time.”

“Ah, is that what he told you? Aulus has been in charge for how long now?” She tapped her temple, pretending to think. “He’s on his fifth term. Twenty-one years. How old are you?”

Ahiliyah fought back anger. “Is this some tactic so you get a better deal for the salt?”

The Margravine’s face clouded over, and for a moment Ahiliyah understood why the councilmyn had left the room so quickly—that expression radiated power and danger. Then, the woman smiled a half-smile, and the tension was gone.

“Fair enough, Ahiliyah Cooper. Being a bitch comes with the job. I just so hate to see talent like yours wasted. Consider my offer. I know people normally only move from one hold to another for love. I couldn’t help but notice that you are not married yet. I asked you how old you were—you didn’t answer me. Are you eighteen?”

“Nineteen.”

The Margravine shook her head, as if it were somehow a sin to be nineteen and unmarried.

“It’s my choice,” Ahiliyah said.

“Of course it is. Is there someone you plan to marry back in Lemeth?”

Ahiliyah thought of Tolio, of his constant pressure to start a family.

“I’m… honestly, I’m not sure.”

Why had she said that? It was none of this woman’s business. The Margravine’s silence hadn’t moved Ahiliyah to speak, but her questions apparently did.

“Love,” the Margravine said. “You could tell your people back home that you met someone here, that you fell in love. That would eventually wind up being the truth. There are many fine young men here.” She raised an eyebrow. “And young women as well.”

Ahiliyah couldn’t deny it might be nice to see different faces, perhaps kiss different lips. She’d grown up with all the Lemethian boys her age. Most had married years earlier, at fifteen, sixteen or seventeen, as was custom. Many of the married ones still wanted to sleep with her, in secret, but that wasn’t her way. It never would be.

Maybe it would be nice to come to Dakatera, where everyone would be new to her and she’d be new to everyone. She could become a different person here. She’d be a trainer. A trainer of volunteers.

And she could stop running.

But was this really any different from what Tolio offered? An end to running. A way to stay inside—to stay safe—for the rest of her life.

She didn’t want to be safe. She didn’t want to stop running.

“I’m happy where I am, Margravine.”

The older woman forced a tight-lipped smile. “Somehow I doubt that. But we make our own choices in life, do we not? The offer will remain open to you. If you change your mind, all you have to do is come back. Come home, to Dakatera.”

The Margravine returned to her seat.

“I’ll grant you your trade request for the plinton fruit,” she said. “You can make your trade with Keflan. Good day, Ahiliyah. As I told you, things have changed around here—I hope you have better luck than our runners have had.”
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From somewhere deep in the darkness came a man’s scream. The sound faded, then stopped. Had the man run away, or had he been caught?

Behind a fallen log, under the cover of a sparse caminus bush, Ahiliyah huddled with Creen. They stayed very still.

“We have to turn back,” he whispered. “The demons are out here. They’re hunting.”

Ahiliyah wanted nothing more than to leave, to work her way back to the safety of Lemeth, but that wasn’t an option. They’d reached the approach to Keflan—they had to get inside.

“We can’t,” she said. “We have to get that medicine.”

Creen leaned so close to her, his whisper seemed like a shout.

“If we die, how does that help the hold? We go back, wait until things die down.”

From their right, the sound of something crawling across the dirt. Ahiliyah froze, listening, analyzing—she recognized Brandun’s quiet breathing a moment before he slid next to her, on her left.

“I heard you, Creen,” he said. “My mother is sick. We’re going in there and getting the medicine. That is that.”

He wasn’t supposed to give orders—that was Ahiliyah’s role. But at the moment, she didn’t care who kept them moving, as long as they kept moving forward.

She rose up enough to look over the log. They were so close. The sloping approach was right in front of them. Fifty, maybe sixty yards up, the cloud-dampened light of the Three Sisters played off the broken wall of Keflan Hold.

Another distant scream—a girl’s, this time—tore at the night.

And from another direction, a different kind of scream.

“That was a fucking demon,” Creen said. “If we can’t leave, we have to wait. We can’t go up now, they’re out there.”

Ahiliyah fought to control her fear. She’d thought they could make it here before sunset—she’d been wrong.

Brandun reached behind Ahiliyah and put his hand on the back of Creen’s neck; whether it was a grip of comfort and support, or one of threat, Ahiliyah couldn’t tell.

“I know you’re afraid,” Brandun whispered, “but every moment we wait is another moment my mother gets worse. If you want to run, then run. Ahiliyah and I are going in.”

Ahiliyah couldn’t let Creen leave—she needed him to carry as much medicine as he could.

“The traps,” Creen said. “It’s dangerous for us to go now anyway. We have to wait. I saw vooterver burrows a few yards back. We can hide in those and wait for morning.”

He wasn’t wrong. Moving up that slope in the darkness brought with it the risk of serious injury, even death. But if they hid, if they waited for the sun to rise, that was another six or seven hours’ delay in getting the capertine powder back to Lemeth—in that time, how many would die?

“This is my third time here,” Ahiliyah said. “Just follow me, stay quiet, and we’ll be fine. You’re coming with us, Creen, so get your head around it. This is our duty.”

He sniffed, tried to choke back sudden sobs. “I don’t want to die. I’m so fucking scared.”

Brandun patted Creen on the back. “I’m scared, too. I’m scared shitless.”

There was something unique about Brandun. Other boys aspiring to be warriors were all swagger and fake bravado. They never wanted to admit they were afraid. Brandun not only admitted it, he did so openly, without jokes or artifice.

He was scared, and he was going anyway. So was Ahiliyah.

“Creen,” she said. “Call out.”

His face snapped toward her. “Call out? Are you out of your fucking mind?”

She felt the darkness closing in around her, and in it, long claws, sharp teeth, and vicious toothtongues.

“We have to let the watcher know we’re coming up,” she said.

Creen shook his head. “I’m not calling out shit, and neither are you guys. What is wrong with your heads? The demons are out there, they are hunting. Let’s get the fuck out of here!”

“My mother is sick,” Brandun said. “We are going up there. You’re coming with us.”

Malice in his voice—Creen didn’t seem to hear it. He sneered, his face a mask of arrogance.

“What good does it do our people if we die first, Dumbdun? Huh?”

“My mother—”

“Your mother will live,” Creen said. “And you know the rules—better to make it back late than not at all. Why don’t you pull your head out of your ass, Dumbdun, you—”

The bigger boy grabbed Creen by the throat, smashed him flat against the ground.

“I’ve had it with you calling me dumb!”

“Brandun, stop!” Ahiliyah grabbed his shoulder, tried to pull him away—his body didn’t move. He didn’t even seem to know she was there.

Creen gagged and choked. His face turned red. He clawed at Brandun’s hand, trying to grab a finger, to grab anything—but he wasn’t strong enough.

Brandun was killing him.

Ahiliyah threw herself on Brandun’s back.

“Let him go!”

She’d never realized how strong Brandun was—just a boy, but solid as a rock. He reached back with his free hand, grabbed Ahiliyah by her hair and yanked her off. She fell hard, dirt and rock knocking the wind from her lungs.

Stunned, she saw Creen reach to his belt. She tried to say no—she didn’t have the air.

The boy drew his little friend, drove the blade through the forearm of the hand that was choking him. Brandun cried out, fell back to his butt, stared, dumbfounded, at the knife handle sticking out of his arm, at the blood already staining his shirtsleeve, gleaming in the moonslight.

Ahiliyah stared, too, hoping she’d imagined it, hoping that the boys hadn’t actually been shouting so loud their voices echoed back from the hold wall.

Brandon blinked, looked at Creen.

“You stabbed me?”

Creen coughed, his hands clutching his throat. He rolled to his side, got to one knee. He stared at Brandun, wide-eyed and terrified.

In the strange bit of silence that followed, Ahiliyah heard a patter of liquid hitting dirt—Brandun’s blood, spilling down.

Demons smell blood.

She forced herself up, grabbed his wounded arm.

“Creen stabbed me,” Brandun said, quietly, calmly, as if he were a schoolboy tattling on a naughty classmate.

“Hold still,” Ahiliyah said. She grabbed his wrist, held his arm steady, examined the thin knife jammed through Brandun’s bleeding arm. With her free hand, she reached into a hidey-suit pocket, pulled out a bandage. “Creen, help me.”

“Fuck… him,” the smaller boy said, forcing out the words.

Ahiliyah turned and snarled, her own quiet anger matching Brandun’s violent outburst.

“Give me your fucking bandage unless you want to die.”

Creen struggled to his feet, dug in his hidey suit.

Ahiliyah focused on the knife. “Brandun, I have to pull this out.”

He stared at the handle, didn’t seem to know she was there.

“Brandun!”

His eyes snapped to hers. She saw the fear in them, the confusion.

“We have to get inside,” she said, keeping her voice quiet and calm. “The demons had to have heard us. They’re coming. I’m going to pull the blade out, then we’re going to wrap your wound as tight as we can, then we move. Do you understand?”

Brandun nodded, now looking every bit as stupid as Creen’s nickname insinuated.

“Hold still,” Ahiliyah said, “and do not scream.”

She grabbed the handle of Creen’s little friend. With one strong yank, she slid the blade free from Brandun’s arm, dropped the knife to the dirt.

Brandun hissed in a breath and his face wrinkled into a sheet of pain, but he did not cry out. She wrapped her bandage over his blood-soaked sleeve as tightly as she could, tied it off.

Creen knelt next to her, his breathing labored, raspy. He wrapped his bandage around hers, which was already soaking through with blood, then tied it off neatly and efficiently.

She took Brandun’s free hand and placed it on the bandages. “Keep up the pressure.”

Brandun nodded.

Creen stood in a crouch, searching the darkness. “I don’t see anything.”

“You won’t,” Ahiliyah said. “Not until they’re on you. We move fast but steady, we stay as quiet as we can. Brandun, follow me. Creen, bring up the rear. Do not move ahead of us. Got it?”

Creen nodded. She saw the trails of tears on his cheeks.

“Follow me.”

She started up the approach at a jog, eyes searching for linchpin rocks, trip-strings or deadfall covers. The darkness was a thick blanket cloaking the bushes and trees and logs, hiding death in its shadowy folds.

They were halfway up the steep slope when a screech echoed through the night.

Brandon stopped. Wounded arm held tight to his chest, he looked around, searching for the danger that sounded far too close.

“Oh, God,” he said. “The demons are coming.”

Creen slid off his backpack. “Lose your bags, we need to sprint for it.”

“Put that back on,” Ahiliyah said. “We need it. Keep moving.”

Creen did as he was told.

Ahiliyah continued up the approach. On the ridge, faint moonslight lit up the ruined battlements of Keflan Hold—a broken-down, ancient wall, stone overhang cracked and collapsed in many places. It was only a hundred feet or so up the slope.

They were so close.

Another demon screech—did that sound closer than the first one?

“Stay close,” she said.

Ahiliyah ran up the steep slope. No time for caution now—she had to trust her memory more than her eyes. In seconds, her legs began to burn.

That boulder… was the safe zone to its left, or its right? Left. Had to be left. She angled that way—something gripped her shoulder. Her body froze, her thoughts flooded with images of a demon tail driving toward her back before she realized the hand was Brandun’s.

“Wrong way.” He pointed to a branch, barely visible in the darkness. “Linchpin.”

The clouds broke enough for the light of the moons to shine through. She saw it—a log with many long branches spreading out in all directions. The top of the log was wedged beneath a moss-covered boulder, which itself held in place a dozen larger boulders. If she had hit one of those branches, the log would have given way to the weight above it. She and her crew would have died, or been trapped and forced to wait for the demons.

“That way,” Brandun said, pointing up the slope.

Ahiliyah didn’t question him—she ran. They followed.

The three runners reached the battlements, which themselves were laced with deadly traps. Behind them, yet another demon screech—no doubt this time, it was closer.

Ahiliyah looked at Brandun. “Which way?”

He stared at the battlements, looked left, then right. “I don’t know.”

Creen pushed past. Shaking, he stared at the broken wall, pointed to a section on the right.

“Not there,” he said. “See the chip marks on that bottom block? It’s a linchpin, we touch it and that whole area collapses on us.” He pointed farther to the right. “See?”

Ahiliyah squinted through the darkness. There, where he was pointing, a section of the wall had collapsed, revealing sheer stone behind it. Sticking out from the pile of rocks, she saw a foot—a foot as black as night, as gnarled as a tree root. The deadfall had killed a demon.

She saw something else in that pile of rock, something pale and pink… a human hand?

“Here,” Creen said.

Ahiliyah turned and saw him on hands and knees at the base of the wall.

“Less moss here, and it’s worn smooth,” he said.

He climbed, fast, fear driving him, hands and booted feet tapping, reaching, searching for the safe way up.

Ahiliyah thumped Brandun’s back. “Go. I’ll follow.”

He shook his head. “If I fall, you go with me. You go first.”

Could he climb at all with his wounded arm?

Another screech, then another, made up her mind for her.

Terror clawed at her, tried to control her, but she would not let it. Twice she’d been face to face with demons, and she hadn’t given in to the fear. She would not do so now.

She caught up to Creen, watched his every handhold and foothold, mimicked his every movement. He quickly reached the top. She followed him onto the deck, then they both leaned against the wall and reached down to grab Brandun, who was struggling to get over with only one hand working. Together, she and Creen hauled him onto the deck.

“Thank you,” Brandun said, his voice trembling. “Thank you.”

They helped him stand. Together, the three of them looked over the wall, back down the slope—they all saw it at the same time.

A demon, cutting through the darkness, coming up the slope far faster than any of them could ever hope to run. Thin black arms stretching out, thin black legs pushing hard. Moonslight gleamed off the long head, made its hideous teeth sparkle like tiny jewels.

“Creen, find a way to get the door open!” Ahiliyah shoved him toward the end of the deck—the door would be there, somewhere in the pitch-black beneath the stone overhang.

She should have helped him, but she couldn’t look away from the demon rushing toward them. It reached the boulder that had almost marked her death. It started left, then went right.

The beast’s gnarled body cracked against dried branches.

The log spun, only slightly, but it was enough; the deadfall gave way. Boulders crashed down with the sound of rolling thunder. The demon turned to flee; a smaller boulder smashed down on its foot. The beast screeched, fell to the ground. It tried to pull free—a boulder bigger than Brandun crashed down on it so hard that burning blood shot out in long jets.

Then, nothing. It was dead.

“Holy shit,” Brandun said. “Holy shit.”

But the nightmare wasn’t over. In the moonslight, down on the path, she saw two more demons sprinting up the slope. She ducked down, pulling Brandun with her.

“Come on,” Creen shouted, “it’s open!”

Ahiliyah and Brandun crawled toward his voice, staying beneath the top of the wall. In the almost total darkness beneath the overhang, she saw the patch of absolute black that marked the entryway. Creen was there, waiting for them.

“It was already open,” he said, his whisper edging toward hysteria. “Just sitting here, open. Where’s the wall watcher? Anyone see the watcher?”

The wall watcher had to be inside somewhere.

“Get inside,” Ahiliyah said.

They crawled into the darkness. No glowlight. No light at all. She couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. The stairs down were close, she knew, but she couldn’t spot them.

The sound of rattling rocks echoed up from beyond the ruined wall.

“If we run down the stairs in the darkness, we’ll kill ourselves,” Creen said. “We have to get the door shut. I can’t fucking see anything in here!”

“Brandun, help him,” Ahiliyah said, shrugging off her pack. She pulled her spear staves from their holster, started screwing the staves together. She reached to draw her spearhead from its scabbard when Brandun grabbed her wrist.

“I’m a better fighter than you,” he said.

“Not wounded, you aren’t.” Ahiliyah yanked her arm free. “Help Creen with the door!”

Ahiliyah twisted the spearhead onto the staff, looked back out toward the deck. The dimmest bit of moonslight showed her the space between the stone lip and the old wall.

“Here’s the lever,” she heard Creen say. “Come on, close it!”

“I’m trying,” Brandun said, his words barely audible grunts.

Ahiliyah held her spear in both hands. She squatted into a fighting position. She knew she couldn’t win, but if she could hold off a demon long enough for Brandun and Creen to shut the door, they might still complete the mission.

In that ever-so-faint light that turned the battlement into a soup of black and dark grey, she saw movement—a skeletal black hand reaching up and over the wall.

The sound of grinding stone made her jump—to her left, a slab of stone as thick as her arm was long started to slide toward her.

Hands grabbed her, yanked her into the darkness. She fell on her butt, dropped her spear.

Out on the deck, a demon crawled over the battlement. Its long head turned toward her.

With a heavy thud, the stone door slid shut in front of her, blocking out all light.
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Ahiliyah sat there on her ass, chest heaving. She fought to control her breathing, to make as little noise as possible.

“I can’t see dick.” In the darkness, Creen’s panicked voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. “We need light.”

“Not yet,” Ahiliyah said, her voice a harsh whisper. “And keep your voice down.”

Something smelled funny, like a broken sewage pipe, but with other scents mixed in—like millasis candy, but more powerful. From somehere below, down the stairwell, she heard the regular sound of water splashing on stone.

“I can reach the glowpipes,” Brandun whispered. “They feel solid. They must be broken farther down.”

A scratching sound almost made her scream. Talons on rock—demons outside the door.

Could they get through the thick stone?

Or… were monsters just like them already here, inside? No one had been on watch. When glowpipes broke, fixing them was a high priority. One break in the system could lead to entire sections of a hold falling into total darkness.

How long had the pipes here been broken?

The scratching grew louder.

“Liyah,” Creen whispered, “do something.”

He was about to lose it, she could hear it in his voice.

“Both of you, stay still,” she said.

Ahiliyah felt for her spear, found it. In the close confines, in the dark, she could hurt one of the others with it. She quickly broke it down, sliding the spearhead into its scabbard, putting the staves in their container. She slid her backpack on, tied it tight.

“Reach out to me,” she whispered.

She stretched both arms out into the total darkness, fighting the fear that a demon was about to bite. She managed not to flinch when she felt Brandun’s big hand, then she felt Creen’s.

“Stay quiet,” she whispered. Did the scratching grow louder when she did?

She placed Brandun’s hand on the small of her back, a silent signal that he needed to follow her, to not let go, something they’d all trained doing back in Lemeth Hold. She felt his fingers lock into her webbing. She then took Creen’s trembling hand, awkwardly fumbled around both boys to put it on the small of Brandun’s back.

Ahiliyah shuffled forward, feeling with the toe of her boot for the stairway. She hit it, lifted that foot, set it down lightly on the step below, making sure her whole foot was there before putting her weight on it.

Into the darkness they went, one slow step at a time.

One step down, the slight pull of Brandun catching up. Step after step after step. Thirty steps down, the stairwell turned to the right.

The scratching sound faded.

The water sound grew louder.

The stink was getting worse. She heard Creen choke off a cough. Brandun did the same. She’d never smelled anything quite so awful. She wanted to run away from it, but could not—down was the only way they could go.

She wanted to light a torch so badly, but if demons were close they would come so fast. They could be right in front of her for all she knew, lips curled, waiting for her, ready to sweep her in like a pouncing hookarm when she got close.

Creen wasn’t the only one on the edge of panic. The darkness seemed to press into her temples and fill her brain.

She stepped down; her boot slid on something wet.

Please let that be spent glowpipe water, oh God, please…

She gently felt with her toe, looking for a dry spot—her boot pressed against something solid and soft.

Something squishy.

A light double-tug on her hidey suit—Brandun wanted to know why she’d stopped.

Ahiliyah couldn’t stay in the dark anymore. She reached into her hidey suit, pulled out a match and a piece of kindling wrapped in oiled cloth. The match came alive on the third strike, blinding her for an instant. She lit the torch, paused for a moment to revel in the smell of the burning cloth and wood, a smell that chased away the sweet stink.

Her eyes adjusted, and she saw the squishy thing.

A bloated corpse, swelling skin stretching at shirt and pants. And on the next step down, another. A man and a woman? Too swollen to tell for sure.

“Oh, God,” Brandun said. “Oh, God.”

The awful stink hadn’t changed, yet now it seemed so much more, filling her nose and lungs and face.

The one she’d stepped on had a fist-size hole through the left temple and eye. The other one’s head was twisted at a strange angle.

Her torchlight played off the corpses, and off the stairs. Rust-colored stains on the stone. Rust-colored, but not wet—this blood was dry.

“Let’s go,” Creen said. “I don’t want to be here with those things.”

Those things. Dead people.

“Liyah,” Brandun said, “we have to keep moving.”

She knew he was right, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the bodies. They’d died long enough ago for their blood to dry, long enough for them to begin swelling with rot.

Her fear made the torch shake.

“They were in here,” she whispered. “The demons. Maybe they still are.”

She couldn’t go back up—the demons were still out there, still waiting, still scratching. She couldn’t continue down, because if the demons had got in, if they were still here, down was where they would be.

Her body shuddered so hard she almost dropped the torch. She willed herself to stop shaking—her body ignored her.

She felt Brandun’s hand on her arm, sliding up to her hand to take the torch.

“Get behind me,” he whispered. “It’s okay. I’ll take point now.”

Part of her wanted to argue with him; it was her responsibility to lead. Another part of her wanted to thank him, over and over again, because she’d hit a limit she hadn’t known existed. They were all screwed, but letting big Brandun go first might allow her to go on.

She moved behind him. She felt Creen’s hands, helping her, positioning her between the two of them. No attitude from Creen now, no fighting, no insults—the three of them were in this together. Together, they would live, or they would die.

Brandun stepped around the bodies and started down. Ahiliyah followed him. Creen followed her.

“One more flight,” she whispered. “Two at most. Then we’ll be in the main corridor.”

When they reached the next landing and turned the corner, Ahiliyah saw light—a glowpipe, bright on one side of a jagged break, dark on the other, water pouring down to the stone, coursing into narrow gutters on either side of the steps to vanish into drains carved into the stone. Keflan’s water had a bluish tint, different from Lemeth’s faint red hue.

Brandun tapped the torch out against the wall. He started down. Liyah followed, stopped suddenly as the overpowering stench of death made her stomach rebel. She swallowed hard, managed to stop herself from vomiting.

They descended the last flight, fighting against the stench of death. From there, the hold spread out in a fashion similar to Lemeth’s layout: wide stone corridors and smaller tunnels, rooms and ceilings, living quarters and common rooms. The light was dimmer than she remembered, but anything was better than the total blackness of the stairs.

Three more corpses—two people and a demon. A pair of crossbow bolts jutted up from the twisted black body.

“They got one of the fuckers,” Creen said.

A crossbow lay on the stone floor, wood etched where burning blood had scored it.

“And the fucker got them,” Brandun said.

Creen moved toward the demon’s corpse.

“Don’t touch it,” Ahiliyah whispered. “It will burn you.”

Creen paused. “It’s too old. Whatever makes the blood burn has burned out.”

He knelt next to the bodies, started poking at the demon corpse.

“Oh, God,” Brandun said. “That smell.”

He turned away, threw up into the gutter that lined the base of the wall. The smell of his vomit was just enough to push Ahiliyah over the edge; she threw up on her boots.

Wiping her mouth with her sleeve, she looked to Creen, expecting to see him throw up as well, but he seemed unfazed.

“The demon looks… deflated,” he said. He coughed, gagged, held a fist to his mouth, but didn’t throw up. “This one looks different than the ones we’ve seen on the surface, or the suit back in the training pit. Come look.”

Ahiliyah glanced at Brandun. He shook his head—he wasn’t going near the thing. She was the leader, though, and if she could get any information that might help keep her people alive, she had to push past her own fears.

Kneeling down next to Creen, she stared at the nightmare.

She never seen a demon this close up, living or dead. Gnarled ridges ran the length of the long head. The ones she’d seen on the surface had smooth heads. So did the training suit. The teeth looked the same, though—hard bits of metal that gleamed in the torchlight.

Creen poked at the corpse. “The hard parts are like armor. But they have soft parts, too. I didn’t know that from looking at them at a distance.”

Ahiliyah stood, looked up and down the corridor. The light let her see demons, but it would also let the demons see her. Hidey suit camouflage was worthless down here.

“We need to find their capertine powder,” she said, “then we’re getting out of here.”
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The trip down terrified her. An entire hold, empty, as hollow and lifeless as a getum bug shell. Behind every corner, in every shadow, in every room, there might be a demon. Each step brought with it the promise of death, yet she kept moving—the lives of her people depended on it.

The layout of Keflan was similar enough to that of Lemeth that Ahiliyah knew roughly where to go. Some areas were lit, the glowpipes working as designed, and other areas were pitch-black. They moved quickly, quietly, sticking to the main corridors and stairs down, using torches only when absolutely necessary. They saw no one, heard nothing.

Several rooms had been barricaded with furniture, furniture now broken and splashed with human blood. After looking in the second barricaded room and finding only rotting bodies, Ahiliyah decided not to look in any more. It was just too much, and they needed to move fast.

Four levels down, they found the mold farm. The large room was dark, the corridor’s glowlight reaching only a few feet into the entrance.

Ahiliyah lit a torch. The light barely dented the darkness in front of her, let alone chase away the chamber’s deep, heavy shadows. Rows of tables stretched off into the blackness. Trays of dirt lined each table, filled with clumpy, bluish mold clusters in various stages of growth.

“Good,” Brandun said. “Let’s fill our packs and get the hell out of here.”

He knew so little.

“The mold itself is no good,” Ahiliyah said. “It gets processed and ground down into capertine powder. We have to find where the powder is stored.”

How much powder had the Keflanians made since she’d been here ten days earlier? Would it be enough to help all the sick people back in Lemeth? She lifted her torch higher, as if that might somehow light up more of the long cavern.

The glowpipes… from what she could see, none appeared to be broken.

“Creen, find the water valve,” she said. “Maybe they shut it off.”

Capertine mold, like the mushrooms that grew in Lemeth, grew best in the dark. The Lemeth mushroom farms were often left without light.

“Found it,” Creen said.

The familiar chonk of a valve lever being pulled down. Then, the sound of water running through pipes. To her right, up near the ceiling, she saw the first faint glow.

“At least something’s working,” Brandun said. The glow flowed through the pipes, down to the chamber’s far wall, then back again, looping through the glass tubes. It reached the door behind her, doubled back yet again, and then halfway down the room, water gushed out of a crack, spilled down and splashed against an unmoving, bloated man lying atop a table. In seconds, his corpse glowed like a ghastly lantern.

Brandun pointed to the gushing crack. “The gardener must have seen a demon come in. I bet he threw something at the pipe, broke it so he could hide in the darkness.”

“That was stupid,” Creen said. “Half the room would still be lit up, like it is now.”

Brandun nodded. “Maybe it’s hard to think straight when one of those things comes for you. I hope we never find out for ourselves.”

Creen grunted in agreement.

The glowpipes lit up the right half of the chamber, casting a dim glow on the left-hand side. At least they could see the whole room now. Dark alcoves lined both walls.

A demon could be hiding in any of them. In all of them.

Ahiliyah took a deep breath, trying to remember Sinesh’s training. If she let fear take her now, she would run and never, ever come back.

“Find the processing station,” she said.

She glanced over her shoulder, toward the chamber’s open entry arch. The corridor beyond glowed brightly, or at least brighter than the half-lit, spacious room.

“Creen, watch the entryway,” Ahiliyah said. “If you see anything coming, shut off the valve and hide. Brandun, search the right side, I’ll search the left.”

Both the boys were terrified, but they obeyed. They wanted to finish the job and get the hell out of there, just like she did.

There were no glowpipes in the alcoves—the inky darkness inside the arched entrances seemed to radiate evil, danger… death. She stepped into the first one, letting her torch lead the way—empty. Nothing in the second one, either. Would a demon be waiting in the third?

Ahiliyah began to tremble. She breathed deep; slow in, slow out. No time for fear.

She stepped into the fourth alcove. Her flickering torch lit up stacks of empty trays speckled with clumps of dirt.

The fifth alcove stank like shit. She stepped in, saw stuffed canvas bags stacked against the side and back walls. They looked like the sandbags her people stacked along the river during flooding season. The bags weren’t filled with sand, though—they were fertilizer. The room reeked, but she’d take the stench of human feces over the scent of death any day.

“I think I found it,” Brandun called out.

Ahiliyah winced at his volume. How did he not understand the danger they were in?

She crossed the chamber, weaving between the tables of mold clusters, giving the splashing pipe and its lantern-corpse a wide berth. Brandun stood next to an alcove entryway. Ahiliyah slipped past him, her torch leading the way. Wooden racks lined each wall. On them, small, stuffed burlap bags, stacked in orderly rows.

For the people of Lemeth, this was life itself.

“There’s so much of it,” Brandun said. “They told us they’d given us all they could spare, that they needed the rest for their own sick people. Did they make all this extra in the few days we’ve been away?”

Of course they hadn’t. They’d had a large supply all along. The Margrave had been right—Keflan had been holding out. They’d lied, claimed a shortage so they could dictate a better price.

Why were people such assholes?

“We need to bring all of it,” Ahiliyah said.

Brandun picked up one bag, tossed it up and down in his hand.

“That’ll be tough,” he said. “These weigh about half a brick each.” He glanced at Ahiliyah’s backpack. “If you take out everything, I think we can fit thirty-five to forty of these in your pack. That’s nineteen bricks’ worth, Liyah. How much do you weigh?”

The thought of carrying that much made her heart sink. “I weigh twenty-seven bricks.”

“More than half your body weight.” Brandun said. “On a three-day hike. Four days, more like it, considering how much you’d be weighed down. You should carry thirteen, at the most.”

They didn’t have four days. They had to make it in three, even if they had to move at night.

Ahiliyah counted up the bags sitting on the shelves. “There’s one hundred and twenty-five bags. I’m taking forty.’

“Forty?” Brandun shook his head. “Liyah, you can’t—”

“We don’t have a choice. Creen is smaller than me. I need him to carry thirty-one. That means you need to carry the rest. Can you do it?”

Brandun’s eyebrows rose. He looked at the racks.

“I weigh thirty-four bricks,” he said. “You want me to carry fifty-two bags, a weight of twenty-six bricks.” He winced. “I’m strong, I know, but come on. Carry that much for four days? Through the mountains? We have to climb and descend along the way.”

She put her hand on his arm.

“We’ll make it in three days. Not four. Whatever you can’t carry, I have to take.”

He looked at her with a pained expression. Carrying that much weight might kill him. She knew it, and so did he.

“Brandun, yes or no—can you do it?”

He nodded slowly.

She slid off her backpack, handed it to him. “Start packing.”

Scowling, he took her bag and got to work.

Ahiliyah headed back to the chamber’s entrance, once again aware of the sound of water splashing down on rotting flesh and stone. She passed an alcove with a circular wooden press inside. That had to be the grinder—there was one like it Lemeth. The next alcove held long strings of mold clusters hanging down from the ceiling. Still drying? Could someone come back and grind those? Maybe, but the fact was that no one in Lemeth knew how to properly process capertine mold, and there was no one left in Keflan to show them.

Creen was crouched low, just inside the entrance, his little helper clutched in a shaking hand. He stared around the wall’s edge, out into the corridor. He looked so small.

“We found it,” she whispered. “You see anything? Any movement?”

He shook his head. “I might have heard something. Maybe it was a person. I don’t know.”

A person? The hold had seemed empty. Could someone still be alive down here? Could she take the chance to try and help a Keflanian if that meant risking a safe return of the medicine?

Ahiliyah tugged lightly at Creen’s hidey suit. She led him to the alcove where Brandun was tying off the top of her backpack. His overstuffed pack sat at his feet.

“Creen,” Ahiliyah said, “give him your pack.”

Creen did so, then watched, blank-faced, as Brandun shoved bag after bag inside. Brandun tied off the pack, handed it to Creen. Brandun let go, the backpack yanked Creen’s arms down, hit the floor with an audible whump.

Creen shook his head. “I can’t carry this. It’s too heavy.”

“You’ll carry it,” Ahiliyah said. “We don’t have a choice.”

“You don’t seem to understand what the word choice actually means, Liyah,” Creen said. “We do have a choice. We can choose not to weigh ourselves down so bad that we can’t fucking make it home. We can choose to live.”

“People are sick,” Brandun said.

Creen sneered. “Really? People are sick? Really? You big duh…” His voice trailed off, his eyes flicked to Brandun’s big hands. “Sorry. I’m losing it. Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Brandun said. “It’s okay, let’s just get home.”

Creen turned to Ahiliyah. “All three of us are so burdened down I doubt we’ll make it back. We need probably half of this to help the people who are sick right now.”

“And what about the people who get sick next?” she said. “Take a look around. The Keflanians are gone. They’re either dead or they’ve been carried off to Black Smoke Mountain. There’s no one here to make more medicine. The demons killed this place—they’re out there, hunting. That means this might be the last medicine there is. We have to take all of it.”

“Even if we do take it all, it’s going to run out eventually.” No arrogance in Creen’s voice, no insult, just a low monotone of dread. “What happens to us then?”

People get sick and they die.

Was that the accurate answer to his question? Maybe, but figuring that out wasn’t her duty—it was the Council’s.

She lifted her backpack, cringing at the thought of carrying that much weight through the mountains. She tried to put it on, staggered a step as she did. Brandun had to help her. Ahiliyah tied her chest straps, wondering if it was her imagination that her legs were already starting to burn.

Favoring his injured arm, Brandun slid into the straps of his backpack, showing far more grace than Ahiliyah had. The bigger boy fastened his straps, tied them tight.

The two of them then stared at Creen. He stared back, anger written across his face.

“I fucking hate you guys,” he said, then, with a grunt, he picked up his backpack and struggled into it. He tried to tie his chest straps, almost fell backward. Brandun steadied him while Ahiliyah tied off the straps. She finished, patted Creen’s chest, took a step back.

The backpack looked bigger than Creen was. “This is gonna suck.” He shrugged his shoulders, testing out the weight. “What now? Can we get out of here?”

They had the medicine. That noise Creen had heard… a survivor, a demon, nothing at all? The choice to run or try and help was hers and hers alone—she wanted to be sick all over again.

“We leave,” she said. “If we find survivors along the way, we help them, but we need to get home as fast as possible.”

They would not look for survivors. All three of them understood the magnitude of her decision. They might be abandoning human beings to a lonely, brutal death. Or worse.

“We should head back to the deck,” Creen said. “We follow the same way we came in. I’m sure the demons have left by now.”

Ahiliyah remembered the sickening sound of talons scratching on the rock. She imagined the demons sitting just outside the door, crouched, waiting…

“If we open that door and they’re still there, we’re dead,” she said.

Brandun bent at the knees, popped up, adjusting the weight of his pack.

“Keflan has a river, just like Lemeth,” he said. “We could try floating out?”

She hadn’t seen the river here. If its current was as violent as the Bitigan River’s back home, she didn’t like their chances. The medicine bags were waxed and waterproofed against rain, but would they hold up while soaking in a roaring river for an hour or more?

“Oh, shit,” Creen said. His face looked ashen. “Keflan has a signaling station.”

Ahiliyah sagged, thinking of all those stairs.

Brandun looked from Creen to her. “What’s a signaling station go to do with it?”

“It’s our way out,” Ahiliyah said. “We go up to the station, climb down the mountain.”

Brandun blinked. “Keflan Mountain is higher than Lemeth. The climb down could kill us.”

“It’s our only choice,” she said. “If we don’t make it back, our people will die. Your mother will die.”

Brandun paused a moment, then nodded. He knew what was at stake. He accepted the responsibility, the coming pain.

Creen glanced down. He started to shake again. “I’m not made for this kind of thing.”

“I’ll help you,” Brandun said. He gripped the smaller boy’s shoulder. “We can do this.”

Tears in his eyes, Creen looked up at Brandun. “I’m sorry I stabbed you.”

“I choked you first.” Brandun shrugged. “I would have stabbed me, too.”

Ahiliyah hoped the boys would remain unified for the coming ordeal.

“We need to find the signal station stairs,” she said. “Let’s go.”
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Her legs screamed. She was only halfway up, and that was if the Keflan steps were identical to Lemeth’s.

What if there were more?

“I need a rest.” Creen bent at the waist, hands on his knees. “Come on, we have to stop.”

Their heavy breaths sounded far too loud in the tight stairwell. If there were demons above them, there was no way they wouldn’t hear. Ahiliyah leaned against the wall, trying to draw in as much air as she could.

“Move,” Brandun said, his voice a harsh whisper. “Both of you.”

Creen glared at him. “Fuck you.”

Brandun reached out, sank the fingers of his good hand into Creen’s hidey-suit webbing. Brandun continued up the stairs, pulling Creen along.

“Asshole,” Creen hissed, stumbling up the steps. “This is fucking stone, you’re going to make me fall and hurt myself!”

“Then don’t fall,” Brandun said. “You’ll keep your balance better if you move on your own, right?” He stopped long enough for Creen to get his balance back. The smaller boy stared at the bigger one with such hate.

They were at each other’s throats again. Ahiliyah didn’t have the energy to get between them.

“Fuck you, Brandun,” Creen said, then he started up again, one heavy step after another.

Brandun’s chest heaved, but he stood straight and tall. He glared at Ahiliyah.

“Move,” he said. “Or do I have to drag you as well?”

She stared at Brandun with as much hate as Creen had… if not more.

“I’ve never liked you,” she said.

He smiled, wiped sweat from his face, then gestured up the stone stairs.

“After you, oh great leader.”

Ahiliyah pushed off the wall, tried to ignore the fact that her legs wobbled with each step. She continued up the stairs.

*   *   *

The signal station looked eerily similar to the one in Lemeth Hold, save for a lack of clothes tossed carelessly about. The sun signaler—wood tripod legs folded together—leaned against a corner.

No one home. No demons, no rotting bodies. She could still smell the dead—she feared that stench had sunk into her hidey suit, her backpack.

The sliding stone door that led to the outside was shut and sealed. Beyond that door, Ahiliyah and the others would begin a dangerous, grueling, desperate trip back home.

“Take a break,” she said, untying her backpack and sliding out of it. “We need to stop sweating before we go outside, it’s going to be cold out there.”

Creen didn’t bother taking his off, he just lay down in one of the room’s two beds. Brandun slid out of his pack, walked to the sliding door, put his ear against the stone.

On a table, Ahiliyah saw buckets similar to the ones she and Creen had carried to the Lemeth signaling station a few days before. Inside, some stale bread, a few broken bits of mushroom, some dried rivergrass, half a fish sausage. Broken bits of food had spilled on the table, even on the floor. The buckets looked like someone had grabbed what they could before rushing out.

“We need to eat,” she said, and started dividing up the food.

Creen pinched his nose. “I can’t get the stink of the dead out of my face. I don’t think I could hold down any food.”

Ahiliyah shoved crumbly bread and a chunk of the mushroom into his hands. “This is a brownie shroom, it will help settle your stomach.”

She took a bite of bread, another of the fish sausage. Ahiliyah hated fish sausage, but she needed the little bit of protein. She chewed as she joined Brandun at the stone door.

“Hear anything?”

He pressed his hands to the stone slab, as if he might feel vibrations in addition to hearing them.

“Nothing,” he said. “Wind. Sounds pretty strong, but no sound of a demon that I can tell.”

Which only meant that if there was one out there—one or more—they were sitting still, waiting.

Ahiliyah held out the sausage and bread. Brandun took the food. She gave the boys a few minutes to eat.

“Drink water from their cistern,” she said. “Then fill up your canteens.”

Even the thought of that little bit of extra weight made her want to scream. Her legs hurt.

“Creen, take off your pack,” she said. “You’ll open the door. Brandun, assemble your spear. I’ll be ready with a net. Once we know the way is clear, we’ll put the packs on and start down.”

Brandun screwed his spear together. Ahiliyah pulled a net free from the webbing of her overstuffed backpack, spread her hands, stretching the net wider. Her heart kicked. The net wouldn’t hold a demon for long, but hopefully long enough for Brandun to strike before it ripped free or its burning blood ate through the twine.

Brandun spun his spear—six feet long from butt-spike to spearpoint—and pointed it toward the door. He bent his knees, bounced lightly in place, maybe trying to loosen up his legs.

“Sooner started,” he said, “sooner done.”

Ahiliyah saw fear on his face. Despite it, Brandun was willing to be first in line. Only fifteen years old—was he naturally brave, or was this a result of his early warrior training?

Creen unbolted the door, winced as the mechanism made a metallic squeal. Everyone waited, listening for sounds from outside. There were none but the wind.

He gripped the handle and leaned back, little arms pulling, shaking legs pumping.

Ahiliyah held her breath.

The door slid open.

The night wind rattled papers, scattered crumbs of food. A few flakes of snow whipped around. Cold seeped in as well, instantly chilling her sweat-damp clothes.

The three of them waited—no demon.

Legs still bent, Brandun stepped forward, rear foot touching front, front leg stretching out, never crossing his feet.

Already shivering, Ahiliyah walked out behind him onto the small plateau. The cloud cover had broken. The Three Sisters gleamed down, showing the wide expanse of Lake Lanee. She looked northwest, across the water. The night was so clear that in the distance, silhouetted against the cloudy, star-speckled horizon, she saw the familiar outline of Lemeth Mountain.

So far away…

“Get out your climbing gear,” she said. She wanted to whisper, but she had to speak with volume to be heard over the wind that whipped at her hair and the bush leaves in her hidey suit.

Brandun stepped to the edge of the plateau, leaned out, looked down. “Climbing at night is suicide. Can we wait until morning? Go at first light?”

“Fuck that,” Creen said. “Demons could still be in the hold, they could be coming up for us right now. We have to get the hell out of here.”

Creen was right. If even one demon came up those stairs, there was nowhere to run. Climbing at night was extremely dangerous, true, but Ahiliyah liked her chances on the rock face better than her chances in this dead-end room.

“Get your packs,” she said. “We’re going.”

*   *   *

Creen was the best climber by far. He led the way down. Any child of Lemeth grew up climbing; scaling rock was second nature to them all, but not in high wind, and not in blowing snow. Ahiliyah guessed their chances of making it down alive at somewhere below fifty percent.

Normally nighttime meant hiding time. Maybe that rule didn’t apply any more. This high up, there wasn’t enough vegetation to hide behind. With the demons moving in the daylight, when the sun rose Ahiliyah and her team would be utterly exposed on the mountainside, visible and unprotected—there was no point in waiting until morning.

They moved down in stages, tying long ropes to their packs and lowering them to a boulder or crack in the rock below. If they made it to the foothills, they’d have to carry the heavy packs, but for now they let gravity do the work. Their hidey suits were heavy, too, but she and the others didn’t dare take those off. If the demons did come their way, the suits might be their only chance at survival.

The trio stayed close enough together that they could communicate with hand signals. No words were spoken. Their ears filled with the sound of the wind that drove snow against mountain walls, that roared off cliff faces, that chilled their sweating bodies.

It took them an hour—a freezing, bitter hour—to descend far enough that they left the snow behind. The vegetation was far from lush, but at least there were enough caminus bushes to provide cover.

Creen was the first to see movement.

He pointed to his eyes, pointed down and east, then tapped his right shoulder: the hide signal.

Ahiliyah scanned her surroundings, then moved toward a single caminus bush voluminous enough to hide her. Only when she was behind it, with a split boulder behind her, did she look for the threat. In the moonslight, perhaps a quarter-mile north and a few hundred yards down, she saw three demons moving in single file.

She sank down between rock face and crimson leaves. Slowly, methodically, she used her little friend to cut fresh branches from the bush. These she wove into her webbing, never taking her eyes off the black beasts.

The boys were nowhere to be seen. Good. She hoped they were well hidden. If they weren’t, she couldn’t help them.

The demons angled closer. The wind and cold didn’t bother them—they moved across the rocks with ease. She’d seen two demons working together before, moving through the night, but never three—how many more might be hunting?

Ahiliyah breathed slowly. In her mind she became part of the bush, rooted to the ground, bending with the wind. Eventually, the demons angled away, and vanished from sight. She wanted to wait, give the killers more time to move on, but there wasn’t time. She stood, gave the hand signal telling her crew to get ready to move on.

Another hour of climbing brought them to the foothills just as the sun broke above the mountains to the east. No more lowering the packs—from here they would have to be carried.

She’d never felt so drained.

Creen waved at her. He flashed the hand signals for rest and hide. Brandun, bent over at the waist with his hands on his knees, nodded in agreement.

They wanted to stop for a while.

So did Ahiliyah. But what she wanted and what had to be done were two different things. She made hand signals of her own: pack up, move out, and on me.

Ignoring their stares, she coiled her ropes and stashed her climbing gear. When she finished, she tried to slide into her backpack, but it was too heavy for her to manage on her own. Brandun had to help her put it on.

Days of hiking to go, yet every muscle already begged for her to stop.

Brandun leaned in close. “We can rest at Dakatera.”

Dakatera’s walls and warmth beckoned, but was that the right choice? Dakatera Hold was two days away, along a route frequented by runners. She’d seen a handful of bodies in Keflan—not the thousands there would have been had most of its people been killed there. The demons had carried many off to Black Smoke Mountain, but thousands?

Ahiliyah had no doubt that survivors would have fled toward Dakatera. On her way to Keflan, she and her crew hadn’t seen any of those survivors heading north, but they’d heard them, heard their screams in the night.

She waved Creen closer. The crew huddled together, their eyes constantly flicking left and right, looking for danger.

“Survivors would have headed north, to Dakatera,” she said. “The demons would have followed them. We need to go east, all the way around Lake Lanee.”

If they made good time, that route would also take four days to reach Lemeth, but the going would be much harder, much less traveled. Her team was already burned out, and she was asking for more of them than any leader should ask of anyone.

Yet it had to be done.

Creen stared at her with pure venom. Brandun stared, too, the fatigue written on his face.

“We don’t know that route,” Creen said. “You want us to go four days with no break?”

Brandun nodded; he understood. “Liyah’s right. We can’t risk going through Dakatera.”

“We need to go through Dakatera,” Creen said. “Just one night in that hold, just one night of real sleep.”

Brandun’s face hardened. “Time for you to grow the fuck up and be a man.”

He walked east.

Creen’s face wrinkled with fear, with worry.

“Please, Liyah—you’re in charge. Tell him to come back. Please.”

She should have been furious with Creen for being so weak, so cowardly, but she wasn’t. She just felt bad for him.

“You can do it,” she said. “I believe in you.”

With that, she started after Brandun.

It took only seconds for Creen to follow.

*   *   *

She forced them to walk all day long, deciding that they were all better off putting as much distance as they could between themselves and Keflan. Just past noon, they saw another trio of demons—moving in blazing daylight—but the beasts were far enough away that she and her team easily hid, savoring thirty minutes of rest.

Twice they had to break out climbing gear to get across steep ridges. Going down with the overstuffed packs had been hard, but nothing compared to going up. The packs slowed them significantly. When they had to ascend sheer cliff faces, Creen had to climb up, loop a rope around a rock, then she and Brandun had to pull, raising the pack until Creen could grab it and tie it off.

By dusk, they were so cold and weak they were beginning to stumble. She had to slow their pace to avoid a fall or slip that might result in a twisted ankle, or even a broken leg.

Just after sunset, things got even worse—it began to rain.

She pushed them as long as she could. Hidey suits and packs alike were waxed, able to resist the water, but only for so long. Once it started to soak in, the additional weight was too much to bear.

Near the bottom of a ravine, they found a network of abandoned vootervert burrows. A godsend, as they were the best places to hide, and the animals instinctively dug holes that stayed dry even in the worst storms. Ahiliyah chose three that were close to each other, but far enough apart that if one of her team was taken, the other two would likely be left alone.

They layered their nets with sticks, twigs, rotting leaves and even bits of stone—the same material that coated the sides of the ravine—then draped the camouflage over the burrows. The good news: the dens also blocked most of the wind. The bad news: their suits and underclothes were all soaked through, and there would be no warmth that night.

Ahiliyah stood in the rain, watched both of the boys crawl into their dens. She checked their netting, adjusting a stick here, a bit of moss there. In the darkness, the camouflage was perfect—the vootervert holes had simply ceased to exist.

Finally, she crawled into her own hole. She lowered her netting, embraced the darkness. Shivering madly, she gave in to her fatigue.

A few hours of sleep would make everything better.
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Ahiliyah came awake with no movement, with no sound. Her body felt stiff, but she did not stretch, did not yawn. She simply opened her eyes. Even as she woke, her training taught her to be still—silence is strength.

That training, that discipline, it saved her life.

Through the netting she’d spread over the hole she’d dug, she saw it.

A demon.

Close enough to reach out and touch.

The urge to scream came and went, as did the instinct to run, for to do either was to die.

It crouched next to her, back legs folded, talon-tipped hands flat against the ravine’s muddy, sloping sides. It was listening.

No… it was feeling. Feeling for the vibrations of something moving across the ground.

Ahiliyah took in a slow breath, as slow as she could manage, her mouth open wide. It had to know she was there. It had to. It was less than an arm’s length away.

Kill herself. She had to. She could not be taken, would not be taken. If she reached for her little friend, could she draw the blade and drive it into her neck before the beast crawled in after her, before the toothtongue shot out and broke her?

Breathe in, breathe out, calm, slow, steady. Enough wind out there to mask this tiniest of sounds. If she didn’t move, it wouldn’t feel her.

But… what about her heartbeat?

She was on her back. Her heart…could the demon feel that rhythm in the ground?

Morning light gleamed from his smooth head. The skull was almost translucent. Could she see through it, or was that the play of light and shadows?

The faint odor of moss peeled back from a rock.

She smelled of wet twine and wet caminus leaves—enough to hide her own scent? The cold of her clothes and hidey suit sank into her, reached her bones, made her body start to shiver.

The long head turned, angled right, toward her.

Ahiliyah fought against her shivering, willed her body to stop, to be still.

It knew she was close. It was looking for her, listening for her, feeling for her.

Her body shivered again.

The demon’s left claw slid slightly, moving across the dirt and rock toward her.

She again controlled her shivering, battling against her own body.

The creature stood as still as she was. They were two animals trying to outwait each other.

The demon opened its mouth, let out a low, long hiss.

Ahiliyah felt the deep cold throughout her very being, knew she could hold on no longer, that her next shiver would be her last.

A rattle of a rock rolling down the ravine face. A tiny sound, one she wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t been trapped in the utter silence of survival. The demon’s blank face snapped left, pointing somewhere down the ravine.

Another rattle, another stone tumbling down the ravine’s side, clattering against rock.

The demon shot forward, out of her sight.

A boy’s scream—Creen.

Footsteps running past her, human footsteps, big feet moving swiftly—Brandun.

In a frozen instant, Ahiliyah knew everything was lost. Creen would die, Brandun would die trying to save Creen—and hundreds of Lemethians would die without the capertine they carried. If she lay there and did not move, if she just breathed, she might survive, she might get at least some of the medicine home.

All she had to do was lie still.

Creen screamed again.

Her crew… her friends.

Before she knew what she was doing, Ahiliyah was up, fingers sliding through the net that had hidden her, ripping it free, bringing it with her as she scrambled out of the burrow and sprinted toward the sound of Creen’s cries.

She saw Brandun’s wide back as he rushed forward, feet splashing ravine mud, his full spear assembled and in hand, and beyond him, a hissing demon reaching into the vootervert hole that hid Creen.

Brandun drove his spear into the demon’s back. The impact knocked the monster to one hip, made it screech in pain, a piercing cry that seemed to fill the ravine. Brandun leaned on the spear, trying to drive it in further, trying to pin the beast to the ground.

Burning blood squirted out in wiggling bursts.

The demon twisted, bent, angled its long head toward Brandun—its hissing mouth opened, the toothtongue lashed out. Brandun ducked left as the small teeth clacked on empty air.

From inside the burrow, Creen screamed in agony.

“Get it off! It burns!”

The demon’s black arm whipped down, snapping the wooden spear staff. The beast scrambled to its feet just as Ahiliyah threw her net—a perfect, spinning throw that spanned it wide just as it landed on the reaching monster. Twine tangled in the talons, hooked on the backsticks. The demon clawed frantically, trying to cut the slack, fibrous threads.

“It burns it burns it burns!”

Brandun spun his spear, held it with both hands. He drove off his back foot in a perfect lunge, jamming the pointed metal spear butt into the demon’s shoulder—black shell cracked.

Burning blood shot out.

Brandun cried out, spun away, left hand holding his right wrist, his right hand smoking, sizzling, bubbling.

The monster fought madly at the net. Its feet tangled and it fell. Talons cut, teeth bit—twine snapped and tore, the net started to come apart. In seconds, the demon would be free.

A bitter cold wind blew with the force of a hurricane, but it wasn’t real, it wasn’t on the surface. Ahiliyah felt this wind inside of her.

Fear vanished—anger remained.

A weapon… she needed a weapon. There it was, to her right, half-embedded in the muddy ravine wall—a jagged chunk of rock, as long as her forearm.

The demon squealed and hissed.

Net strings snapped.

Creen screamed.

Brandun whimpered.

Ahiliyah’s fingers slid into dirt and mud. On the first pull, she wrenched the jagged rock free. Feeling the weight, she turned to face the monster.

The demon ripped the net in two, casting part of it aside, fighting at the other half still hooked between hands and back spikes.

Two strides took Ahiliyah past Brandun—the third brought her to the demon.

As Ahiliyah raised the stone above her head, the demon’s long head turned toward her—black lips curled back from jagged teeth, lethal jaws opened. With all that she was, with every ounce of strength in her being, Ahiliyah Cooper drove the rock downward.

The sharp stone point punched into the top of the demon’s smooth head, penetrated the hard shell with a satisfying crunch. The skull seemed to fold in on itself, blank face still pointed up at her, curved back end angling up and away.

She felt her hands burning. She didn’t care.

“I’ll kill you,” she said, her voice a throat-ripping roar of rage that sounded strange to her own ears. “I will kill all of you.”

The demon hissed and screeched at the same time. The mouth opened wider—inside, Ahiliyah saw the toothtongue flex, jut forward, but not far enough to get beyond the curled black lips. The rock’s point must have pinned it, or broken it. The demon sagged, fell to its side, broken head thumping against the ravine wall, blood spilling out onto the dirt and rock.

It last sound was a hiss so soft it sounded like distant music.

Ahiliyah smelled her own burning flesh.

She looked at her hands. Wisps of smoke rose up from her hidey suit, from the caminus leaves, from her skin beneath. The crimson leaves… spots of grey on them, puffy and powdery. Not quite ash but… something else.

Creen’s cries of pain brought her back. She turned to him, still mostly hidden in the burrow beneath his camouflage net. Ahiliyah drew her little friend. Leaves rattled as she sliced at the twine. Spots of powdery grey where the demon’s blood had splashed against flat crimson.

Beneath the net, Creen lay flat and shaking, his hands held in front of him like clutching claws, his eyes wide with terror. Curls of smoke rose up from his hidey suit—a great gout of demon blood had splashed his chest. Tiny yellow-red spots on his face where his skin bubbled.

“Help me,” he said. “It burns!”

Ahiliyah glanced back at Brandun; he was sitting on his butt, staring at the thin smoke rising up from his hidey-suit-covered hand.

She turned back to Creen. Visions of her grandfather, slicing away Sinesh’s ruined flesh.

Ahiliyah hauled Creen out of the burrow. She pulled at the chest of his suit, used her little friend to slice through the strands. If the acid had burned through to his chest and belly, he was as good as dead. She had to cut away any bubbling flesh before it was too late.

The stench of scorched leaves and cooking skin filled her nose and mouth, sank deep into her lungs. Creen panicked, started to fight her, to claw at her.

She elbowed him in the mouth.

He sagged back, stunned.

Ahiliyah cut his suit down the middle, from his collar to his navel. She sheathed the blade, then yanked his suit apart, exposing the undershirt beneath.

She stared, confused, at a dozen small holes burned through the shirt. The way his hidey-suit had been smoking… how could there only be a few small holes?

Ahiliyah slid the shirt up Creen’s chest. A dozen yellow-red dots on his skin, some still bubbling slightly, but they were minor—none big enough to threaten his life. She’d expected to see hideous wounds, sizzling muscle, even exposed bone.

A low moan from Brandun.

Ahiliyah turned, saw him still sitting there, still staring at his hand.

The bush leaves…

She ripped free handfuls of bush leaves from the legs of Creen’s hidey suit. She stumbled to Brandun, dropped the leaves at his muddy knees, then sliced at the netting covering his hand.

“Liyah,” he said, his voice a thin, distant thing, “Liyah, I—

“Shut up.” She exposed his hand—much worse than Creen’s chest, Brandun’s skin bubbled, dripping rivulets of yellow-red to splash into the mud. Ahiliyah grabbed the handfuls of leaves and pressed them hard against his injured hand.

He came back to his senses in an instant, shoved her away so hard she fell onto Creen.

Brandun looked at her with unhidden fury, with pure hate… then that expression faded. He looked at his hand. It still smoked. Half the skin had been eaten away.

But the bubbling had stopped.

Brandun stared at it, then at Ahiliyah, his mouth open.

“How—” he glanced at his hand, then back to her “—how did you stop the burning?”

How? She didn’t know. There wasn’t time to figure it out. She had seen the demons working in packs—she had to get her crew out of there.

Ahiliyah sheathed her little friend. She grabbed Creen, shook him.

“Creen, get up.”

He blinked slowly, perhaps not really seeing her. There wasn’t time for this—Ahiliyah slapped him. He blinked faster. She slapped him again, harder.

Creen shoved at her, tried to sit up. “Fucking stop it, you psycho bitch!”

She leaned in, covered his mouth with her hand.

“Be quiet,” she said. “Get your pack on, we’re moving out.”

Ahiliyah pulled her hand from his mouth, kept it close in case he shouted again.

Tears formed in his eyes. “I’m wounded, I can’t carry—”

She drew her hand back, threatening to slap him again.

Creen winced, pushed away from her. “I’m moving, all right? I’m moving.”

She rushed to Brandun’s side. “Can you walk?”

Still staring at his mangled hand, he nodded.

“Get your pack,” Ahiliyah said. “There could be more of them.”

Without a word, he stood on wobbling legs, jogged to his hiding spot, his burned hand held close to his chest. She started toward her own burrow, to get her own pack, but something stopped her. She turned to look at the demon.

Head caved in… yellowish blood spreading across the ravine bottom, sending up tendrils of acrid smoke. It was dead.

Ahiliyah walked to the unmoving beast. She stared down at it. Had this been someone she’d known? Vanessa Peters? A runner from another hold?

This close, looking at the dead body… no, no it couldn’t be a person. The legends were wrong—Creen was right. She didn’t know how she knew it, but she knew.

She put her foot on the broken head. She reached down—careful that her backpack didn’t send her tumbling to the side—and gripped the rock still sticking out of the demon’s head. She yanked; it came free with a squelch.

A rock. Not a magic weapon. Not a blessed blade. Just a normal, everyday rock. She set it down, carefully, so as not to make more vibrations in the ground. She drew her little friend.

Foot still on the demon’s head, that dark feeling of rage swirling in her chest and belly, Ahiliyah reached into the demon’s mouth. She grabbed the toothtongue and pulled. It resisted. With her other hand, she slid in her blade, angled it as far back as she could.

She cut, back and forth, slicing like a saw.

The toothtongue resisted. Cutting through the hard skin was like trying to punch through fergle shell. Instead of sawing, she started jabbing, driving the blade tip through the toothtongue—she heard and felt the shell give way with a satisfying crunch. With the shell broken, the knife sliced away at what lay beneath. Smoke and stink rose up—Ahiliyah realized the demon blood was melting her blade.

She yanked, felt something unseen give, but only partway. She leaned harder on the head, her foot pushing the broken skull into the mud, and she yanked again—she stumbled backward, the severed toothtongue in her grip.

Demon blood spilled on the leaves of her glove. She stared, stunned, knowing the burning would begin, knowing her skin would bubble. She felt the heat rise, instant and fast.

And then, nothing.

Coming to her senses, she wiped her gloves against the ravine’s dirt wall. She stared through the leaves that had turned from crimson to grey ash, stared through the strands, examined areas of exposed skin—red welts rising up, painful, demanding.

But no smoke. No bubbling flesh. What was happening?

She realized anew what she was held in that hand—a toothtongue. She had killed a demon.

From somewhere in the mountains, a demon’s screech echoed off stone.

Ahiliyah shook the toothtongue, splashing out the last of the burning blood. She pulled leaves from her suit, packed them into the pocket where she usually carried candy, then shoved her trophy in after them.

One last look at the dead demon. It was the first one she’d killed—it would not be the last.

Creen was waiting. Brandun had his pack on, had hers leaning against his leg. With his uninjured hand, he helped her into it. She tied it tight, and they headed for home.
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They spent the next two days marching in silence. Creen didn’t say a word, a strange development, but Ahiliyah thought she understood. She didn’t talk much, either, and on a run Brandun never started a conversation. Although, the big boy seemed gloomier than normal; perhaps the close call with death and the constant pain from his burns had got to him. Regardless, all three of them kept their focus on taking one step at a time, at making sure they got home—both to deliver the critical medicine, and to report on their strange discovery.

Hiking through the mountains, Lake Lanee to their left, they made good time. They saw no more demons. Ahiliyah drove her crew as hard as she dared, even considered marching through the night, but the weight of the packs made periodic rest imperative. They fell into their normal pattern, pushing hard through the day, sleeping at night.

Had demons learned that runners liked to hide in vootervert burrows? Maybe that was how the six Dakateran runners had been lost, so she avoided the burrows, opting instead for sleeping in thick patches of caminus bush. That made for frigid nights, but the beasts were too big to slip through the cover unheard—shivering from the cold was better than hiding in a hole, wondering when black hands would reach in to drag you out.

As sun set on the third day, they were only four or five hours from Lemeth. She thought about pushing through the night to reach home, but decided against it. Creen stumbled more than he walked. Ahiliyah fared little better—her legs either ached so badly she nearly cried, or they felt numb. Brandun, injuries and all, seemed tireless.

They found a caminus bush patch that ran right up to an overhanging ledge of stone, giving the crew shelter from a light drizzle and protecting them from one side. They’d no sooner cleared out a small area in the center and strung nets threaded with caminus leaves than Creen crawled under his net and curled up into a fetal ball.

Despite her own utter exhaustion, Ahiliyah could not sleep. Neither, apparently, could Brandun. He sat down next to her. He pulled off his hidey suit glove, kept looking at his wounded hand. Even in the moonslight, she saw the dark blood spots on his bandages.

“Can you move your fingers?”

He wiggled them, then made a fist. “Well enough, I suppose.”

“Does it hurt?”

He nodded. “Feels like it’s on fire. Has since we killed it.”

Ahiliyah reached to her neck, pulled loose a biting getum bug. “That was two days ago. You haven’t complained once.”

“It’s only pain,” Brandun said. “It won’t stop me.”

Ahiliyah thought of Letar Haines, not telling anyone how sick he was, staying at his job until he was beyond help. That was the Lemethian way—work hard, don’t stop, don’t complain.

“It’s all right if it hurts, you know,” she said. “You can tell me.”

He shrugged. “If talking about pain won’t make it go away, why talk about it?”

Brandun wiggled his fingers once more, then slid his hand back into the glove.

Ahiliyah reached into a suit pocket, pulled out the toothtongue, examined it. Had it been soft before? Flexible? She wasn’t sure. It had all happened so fast. Now it was a rigid thing, stiff as a board, far lighter than it looked.

A trophy. The greatest prize her people knew.

“You should be a warrior,” Brandun said. “I know you want to be one.”

She snapped a look at him, hating him for teasing. He wouldn’t look at her. Instead, he stared straight at the ground.

“That’s ridiculous,” Ahiliyah said. “Who told you I wanted to be a warrior?”

“I’m dumb about most things, Liya, but not all things.”

Blank-faced Brandun. Quiet Brandun. Creen called him stupid more often than not, but could a stupid person see through her so well?

“Well, I don’t want to move to Dakatera or Takanta,” she said. “So there’s no point in me wanting to be a warrior, right?”

“You killed a demon.” He couldn’t hide his mood, which seemed darker than the night. “Only three people alive in Lemeth have done that. You’re one of them.”

Sinesh, Tinat… and her.

Ahiliyah turned the toothtongue in her hands, feeling its ridges, the strange squarish shape. So light—strange to think these tiny teeth could punch through human skin and bone.

“Lemethian women can’t be warriors. Those are the rules.”

Brandun shrugged. “Then change the rules. You killed a demon.”

He made it sound so easy. He had no idea. He was fifteen—when he was older, he’d better understand how Lemeth worked.

You killed a demon.

But… had she? At first she’d thought this trophy was a symbol of her bravery. Now, holding it, she realized it was a symbol of cowardice. She wasn’t the brave one—Brandun was. If he hadn’t attacked the demon, she knew in her heart that she would have stayed in her burrow, cowering. She would have let Creen die.

That’s what the mantras and Aiko’s training dictated: a hidden runner stays hidden, even if another runner is in danger. That was why they traveled in threes, in the hopes that at least one would make it back. Ahiliyah been taught to stay quiet—that silence is strength—for so long she’d accepted it as fact. She wouldn’t have helped Creen. Leave it to a fifteen-year-old to show more bravery than she ever dreamed possible.

Ahiliyah held the toothtongue out to him. “Take it. Creen would be dead if not for you.”

Brandun’s thick head turned, slowly. He looked at the offered trophy, but didn’t take it.

“You killed it, Liyah,” He sounded… angry? “You’re the fucking hero. Not me.”

Hero. She finally understood his mood. He was bitter that she’d delivered the final blow? He could see through her, but they’d spent enough time together that she could do the same—when she actually cared enough to try.

She felt her face flush hot, felt shame overwhelm her. She glanced at Creen, who slept, unmoving, beneath his leaf-lined net.

“I wouldn’t have moved,” she said, her voice a hollow shell. “I wouldn’t have saved him.”

Brandun shrugged. “That is what Aiko trained you to do, is it not?”

“That’s what I trained you to do, too. But you didn’t hide. You were brave. You fought.”

He huffed. “Which was pretty stupid, right? A real dumbdun move.”

He was trying to be modest about it now? How infuriating.

Ahiliyah tossed the toothtongue into his lap. “Take it. If it wasn’t for you, Creen would be dead. Take it. That’s an order.”

Brandun picked it up, looked at it. A sliver of moonslight gleamed from the teeth, tiny parallel reflections winking in the night. He set the toothtongue in his lap, reached into his hidey suit, drew his little friend. With the tip, he punched holes in the sides of the toothtongue, near the ragged base where Liyah had cut it free of the beast.

“The run is more important than the runner,” he said. “You taught me that. Right?”

She said nothing.

From another pocket, Brandun drew a bit of twine. He slid one end through the holes he’d just made, his wounded hand making the movement awkward. He tied the two ends together.

“You said I was brave for trying to save Creen,” he said. “Then you saved me. So what does that make you?”

Again, she said nothing. It was bad enough that this fifteen-year-old boy had shown more courage than she ever could, and now he had to rub it in?

Brandun held up the necklace. The toothtongue swung slightly on the end of the string.

“I know I’m not smart like Creen,” he said. “But I’m good with the spear and shield. Real good. In training drills, I can already beat everyone except Drasko and Leonitos. Tinat says I’ll be able to beat them soon. I know I’m strong for my size, faster than most, but I win because I put in more practice time than anyone else. I work harder than anyone else. Do you know why I do that?”

She shook her head. The toothtongue swung out, then back, almost hypnotic in its rhythm.

“Because I want to be a hero for our people,” he said. “Ever since I can remember, that’s all I’ve ever wanted to be. I want people to write poems about me. Things are so bad right now… we need heroes. When my chance came to be one, I failed. You did not.”

His words held her, made her feel like he was talking about someone else—but he wasn’t. Brandun clumsily hung the toothtongue necklace around Ahiliyah’s neck.

“You saved my life,” he said. “You killed a demon. You didn’t hit it from a distance with crossbow bolts, then wait for it to die, like Tinat did—you smashed its head in with a fucking rock. No one has ever done that before. Someday they’ll write poems about you. Not me… you.”

She lifted the toothtongue, looked at it. Black and gnarled, yes, but the regular pattern of ridges down its length spoke to a certain beauty of order. The teeth gleamed like jewels.

A toothtongue. Hers. She wouldn’t have thought it possible, yet here it was.

“Thank you,” she said.

Brandun shrugged. He looked at his gloved hand, wiggled his fingers. He winced.

Ahiliyah reached into a pocket, felt for and found the twisted, thumbnail-sized knot of Lisa’s root. She offered it to Brandun.

“For the pain,” she said.

He stiffened. “I can handle it.”

God, but he was stubborn. “For your breath, then, because it smells like vootervert ass.”

At any other time, he would have laughed. Boys loved such humor. Now, though, it seemed as if laughing were a thing he didn’t remember how to do.

He took the root, popped it into his mouth, and chewed.

They sat in silence for a moment. He again looked at his hand—his eyes were already dilated, black as demonskin.

“Liyah, how come no one told us that the bush leaves stopped the burning?”

The same question she’d thought about for the last two days. “I guess they didn’t know.”

That answer seemed obvious, but also impossible. Crews had been running for over sixty years, since shortly after the Rising when people fled to the abandoned mountain holds. Maybe warriors didn’t march out to battle demons anymore, but in Sinesh’s time, they had. How could thousands of people, battling nonstop against a deadly enemy, not discover that one of the most plentiful plants in the mountains could help that fight?

Maybe because warriors didn’t cover themselves in caminus leaves—only runners did. And maybe because no runner had survived contact with a demon before.

“This changes things,” she said. “Maybe the leaves are a weapon against the demons.”

Brandun’s head fell forward. He jerked it up, tried to open his eyes wide, but could not—the root was already taking effect.

“It’s not a weapon,” he said, slurring his words slightly. “It’s only good if we live long enough to fix our wounds in the first place. Good thing there was only one of them. If the three we saw near Keflan attacked as a team, all the bush leaves in the world wouldn’t help.”

Ahiliyah thought of Brandun’s perfect spear thrust, then the follow-up blow with the butt-spike. The demon had fought on despite wounds that would have killed any human.

Brandun crawled to his netting, stretched tight between the bushes. He slid under it, his boots sticking out slightly. He stopped moving, already asleep.

Ahiliyah crawled to him, gently pushed his feet underneath so they could not be seen.

“Sleep well,” she whispered, then crawled beneath her own net. Would death come for them in the dark, just as it had two nights ago?

Ahiliyah touched her trophy. Her fingertips explored the toothtongue’s ridges. Feeling it, holding it… it made her feel better, made her realize, truly realize, that demons could be killed.

She’d killed one. Could she kill more?

Brandun was right—the leaves weren’t a weapon. And that was what Ahiliyah’s people needed, what all people of Ataegina needed: a new weapon.

When she returned to Lemeth, she was going to find one.
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