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      “I’m sure you’ve had worse ideas,” Elzeth said, “but none come immediately to mind.”

      Tomas grunted softly as he looked through the eyepiece of his looking glass. “You say that every time.”

      “Doesn’t make me wrong.”

      The sagani lapsed into silence as Tomas studied the scene. He was prone, hidden in thick bushes across a clear lake from a new settlement. The pounding of hammers and the cutting of long saws echoed over the crystalline water, and Tomas watched the builders with a curious eye.

      Even from a distance, Tomas felt the camaraderie the settlement enjoyed. As soon as one man finished framing a wall, he turned to help another. A woman brought a jug of water from the nearby stream, offering refreshment. Though sweat stained the backs of most shirts, the men and women smiled to one another as they passed.

      When they finished, it wouldn’t just be a town. It would be their home. Hells, it already was, even if the houses were unfinished.

      They’d chosen an idyllic location. The forests were thick with oak and maple, and the lake and nearby streams provided plenty of fish. Tomas couldn’t turn around without spotting a deer. It was a plentiful land. The location wasn’t the farthest west Tomas had traveled, but it was farther than most. They’d have a decade or two of peace before the flood of humanity marching across the nation reached them.

      Hopefully by then, the world would be a much different place.

      Tomas let the looking glass drift left and right. Only the outskirts of the town were visible through the trees. They’d wisely decided to build away from the water, unsure how high or low it would rise and fall throughout the seasons and the years. But Tomas could see enough, and he dared not approach closer until he knew more.

      The winter had been the hardest he’d ever endured. Temperatures had been cold enough to freeze eyelids shut. Sharp winds tore through clothes as though his layers of protection were nothing more than an illusion. Animals had become almost impossible to track in the blowing, drifting snow. And through it all, almost no shelter to be found anywhere.

      He’d become used to being pursued over the years, but nothing could have prepared him for the hunt the massacre at Chesterton had launched. As Ghosthands had promised, the story had run in every paper in the country. For a month or more, Tomas’ name had been on everyone’s lips, and his likeness on every street corner. Even now, half a year later, towns were as dangerous as battlefields had been during the war.

      At any other point in his life, Tomas would have sounded the retreat. He would have fled to the mountains to the west and maybe even farther. The risk of remaining near others was too great, and the reward too little.

      But Chesterton had been a turning point for him, too.

      Fate had thrown him up against the church for years, always nudging him toward greater action. For all those years he’d struggled against it, satisfied with winning one small battle after another. But Ghosthands and Narkissa had sealed his fate as firmly as the day he’d made his pact with Elzeth. He couldn’t let the church continue as it had. And if the stories he heard were any indication, he didn’t have much time.

      So he’d risked entering towns that wanted him dead. He listened to rumors and whispers, and he braved the coldest winter anyone alive could remember. The bitter conditions had forced him to steal to stay alive, but he’d survived.

      All to end up here.

      “You notice anything?” Elzeth asked.

      “Not yet, but it hasn’t been that long.”

      Elzeth didn’t reply, but Tomas felt the sagani’s doubt alongside his own. Tomas was certain this place was the source of all the rumors he’d followed, but the important question remained: were the rumors true?

      The morning was early yet, and Tomas had nothing but time, so he watched and waited. The pace of the builders wasn’t hurried, but there was an energy to their motions Tomas could sense from across the lake. The work was hard, but they were excited to complete it.

      Hours passed before he spotted the sign he sought. One of the builders working on a wall had a small seizure right as Tomas had the looking glass on him. The hammer dropped from his hand and he spun in a full circle, his motions erratic. The episode lasted for no more than a few seconds, and when it was over the man looked around in a daze. Tomas’ heart beat faster, as it always did at the sight.

      That same future would be his before long. He didn’t know when the day would come, but he didn’t take the time remaining to him for granted.

      He kept his glass trained on the man, who picked up his hammer and looked around sheepishly.

      The telling moments came just a few seconds later. Others, who’d been beyond the narrow focus of the looking glass, rushed toward the builder. They encircled him, the looks on their faces easy to decipher. They were concerned for their friend. And there was something else, a shared fear they tried to hide behind reassuring smiles.

      The same fear Tomas had lived with every day since he’d become a host.

      Tomas let the glass drop, then slowly collapsed it and stowed it in his pack. “What do you think?”

      “Still hard to believe,” Elzeth said.

      “True enough, though it seems like it had to happen eventually, right?”

      “I suppose.” Elzeth paused. “You sure you want to get them involved?”

      Tomas frowned. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “It looks like they’ve got a pretty peaceful place over there. No walls, and if you didn’t notice, no swords or weapons, either. And they chose a place where they won’t run into any trouble for years to come. But if you so much as step foot inside there, their whole future is in jeopardy.”

      It wasn’t that the thought hadn’t occurred to Tomas, but he’d forced himself not to let his attention linger on it. Despite his best efforts, he brought chaos wherever he traveled, and his motives today weren’t exactly altruistic. “We need allies.”

      “But if they’re out here, looking for some sense of peace, you won’t find allies. Even if they share some sense of your purpose, they wouldn’t be here if they wanted to fight.”

      Tomas rolled onto his back and stared at the tree branches as they rustled in the breeze. Elzeth was probably right. He hadn’t expected such a sense of peace.

      But perhaps it was only an illusion. They’d only seen the outskirts of the town. Maybe there was more to it than they suspected. Still, even if what they’d seen was a true indication of the town’s nature, Tomas couldn’t just turn around. Not after all he’d been through to get here.

      “I have to know,” Tomas said.

      Elzeth didn’t reply, but Tomas felt the sagani’s assent. Their arrival might send the town into chaos, but at least that would be an answer.

      Tomas stood. Though the town was only about a thousand feet across the lake from him, it would take at least a mile of walking to reach it. He backed away from the shore and into the comforting embrace of the forest, well hidden from any casual glances the townspeople might throw his direction.

      The day was almost as idyllic as the location. Brutal as the winter had been, it had at least been short-lived. Spring had moved in early this year, and the land was as green as Tomas had ever seen it. After so long looking over his shoulder, Tomas reveled in the opportunity to enjoy a leisurely stroll.

      He’d rounded the end of the lake and was approaching the new town when he smelled the other man, the soft scent of soap carried downwind on the breeze. Tomas considered for a moment, then proceeded carelessly. He stepped on twigs and brushed loudly past branches.

      The sound attracted his company. Less than a minute later he heard the unmistakable sound of a bow being drawn.

      Tomas held up his hands and looked in the direction the sound had come from. A young man stood there, bow in hand, arrow aimed at Tomas’ chest. He looked angry. His nostrils flared and fire danced in his eyes.

      “You have one minute to tell me who you are and why you’re here,” he said. “And if I don’t like the answer, that’s the last step you’ll ever take.”
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      “Name’s Tomas, and I’m here because I’ve been hearing rumors about this place for months now. Figured I’d see it with my own eyes.”

      The young man’s eyes narrowed. “Tomas? As in, the Tomas?”

      “That’s what people keep telling me.”

      “You don’t look like him.”

      Tomas looked down at himself. “You were expecting something different?”

      He got the feeling he’d said the wrong thing, because the young man fixed him with a suspicious glare that didn’t bode well for Tomas’ immediate future. A moment later, Tomas’ growing fear was confirmed. The man pulled back on the bowstring and brought it to his cheek.

      “Can’t say I trust you, friend. But if you are him, then this shouldn’t be a problem.” He launched the arrow.

      Without the warning, the arrow might have killed Tomas. The distance was too close to dodge, even with Tomas’ quick reactions. But Tomas heard the threat in the archer’s voice, and Elzeth flared to life within him. His sharp gaze caught the first relaxing of the young man’s fingers, and he stepped to the side.

      The arrow passed to his left, and Tomas sprinted forward. He didn’t intend to wait around for the archer to try again.

      The archer reacted faster than Tomas expected. With impossible speed, he nocked another arrow and drew the bow again. But Tomas was too close now. He slapped the bow aside with the back of his hand as the archer fired again, then followed the deflection with an uppercut from his other hand.

      The young man avoided the punch, proving Tomas’ suspicion he fought a host.

      It didn’t matter, though. Tomas was close, and though the boy had speed and a fair amount of natural aptitude, Tomas’ years of training and experience still won the day. The fight ended just as quickly as it had started. Tomas stood over the young man, bow in hand. “Now do you believe me?” He extended his free hand.

      The young man took it. “No, but you’re definitely one of us, which is good enough for now. I can take you to the mayor.” He paused, suddenly sheepish. “Name’s Ross, by the way.”

      “Still Tomas. Pleasure to meet you,” Tomas said dryly.

      Ross’ cheeks flushed. “Yeah. Same.”

      Tomas handed Ross his bow and waited while the young man retrieved his arrows. Then they started toward the town, Ross in the lead. Whatever worry had first motivated him to fire on a stranger was gone. He turned his back on Tomas as if they were long-lost friends hiking through the woods together.

      “How long have you been here?” Tomas asked.

      “Coming up on a year,” Ross answered. “I got here last summer.”

      “How long you been a host?” That was a question he didn’t dare ask anywhere else in the world, but here it seemed an easy one to ask.

      “About twice that. Had an accident out hunting and a sagani saved my life. The rest, as they say, is history.”

      “Mind if I ask what brought you out here?”

      Ross gave a bitter laugh. “Same as what brings everyone out here. I had a girl back home I was hoping to marry. My parents had a shop that was doing well. Life was good. But I couldn’t hide the fact I was a host for long, especially as I was getting used to the new strength. Church was making life impossible for hosts and anyone who befriended them. Parents were recent converts, and they kicked me out of the house when they found out. Claimed they didn’t want to share a home with a monster. The girl was even worse. So I took all the money I had and wandered west. Never could stay in a place for too long, though, afraid that someone would find out. Eventually I started hearing rumors about this town, and here I am.”

      Ross turned back to look at him. “What about you? If you are who you say you are, then you’re in a whole mess of trouble.”

      Tomas debated how much he should say. With the number of questions he had about the town, he figured it was best to keep his cards close to his chest to start. He chose to share some of the truth. “I’m looking to make things better for hosts. When I first heard about this place, I thought I might find some allies here.”

      Ross might have been quick to attack, but he was no fool. “What kind of allies you looking for?”

      “I suppose that depends on what your mayor says when I speak to him.”

      “Her,” Ross corrected. He slowed to a stop. “You here to find fighters?”

      Tomas winced. It was the one question he really didn’t want to answer. But now that it was out in the open, he felt like he had no choice. “Maybe. Don’t really want to say much until I talk with your mayor.”

      They reached the outskirts of the town, not far from the place Tomas had been observing through his looking glass less than an hour ago. The sounds of construction were louder here, the energy more palpable. Ross led him through, nodding his greetings to others as they passed.

      Tomas attracted attention, as any stranger in a town this small would, but less than he expected. They might have heard his name out here, but the church and marshals hadn’t been through with piles of posters, so his anonymity held for the moment. With Ross as his escort, no one seemed too concerned about his presence. Tomas returned nods to those who offered them, but mostly he let his gaze wander around.

      The first and most obvious detail he noticed about the town was that everything looked new. He couldn’t find any peeling paint, faded signs, or broken windows no matter how hard he searched. He’d suspected the town wasn’t old, but everything he saw led him to guess the whole place hadn’t been established more than three or four years ago.

      For a tiny town, though, the streets were almost as busy as a city. It seemed everyone was out of their homes, running errands or working on projects. Everyone they passed walked with a sense of purpose. It felt surreal.

      Ross navigated around the construction projects until he came to a small house. An old woman sat in a rocking chair, watching the activity with a wary eye. Ross bowed as he stopped in front of the porch. “Ms. Ulva, this here man claims to be Tomas. Says he wants to speak to you.”

      It took a moment for Tomas to realize he was looking at the mayor of this town. Skin hung from her bones and her back looked as though it was permanently bent forward. Tomas was a terrible judge of age, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if the woman in front of him had personally seen over ninety years of history. She might have been the oldest person he’d ever met.

      How in the three hells had she become mayor of this town? Was Ross playing some sort of trick?

      Then a mosquito made the unfortunate decision to approach Ulva. Her hand snapped out and she caught the bug, squishing it between thumb and forefinger. She looked up at him with sharp eyes that missed nothing.

      Well, that explained that.

      Tomas offered her a bow that would have satisfied any of his most demanding superiors in the army. She bowed her head in return. When she spoke, her voice was strong and clear. “Tomas, eh? Well, let’s mosey on inside where we can talk without disturbing the peace.” She turned to Ross. “Thanks for bringing him straight to me. I’d appreciate it if you keep his name quiet until I can decide if he’s telling the truth.”

      Ross nodded, bowed, and left. Ulva glared at him as he walked away.

      Then she stood from the rocking chair, rising with a strength and grace people twenty years her junior would have been jealous of. “You look like the kind of man who appreciates a good cup of tea. Do you appreciate a good cup of tea, Tomas?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Then get on in here, and we’ll see if we can settle things before your presence starts a war in this town.”
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      Ulva stepped inside before Tomas could question her cryptic remark. He looked up and down the street, but no one paid him much attention. That, at least, was a nice change. He shrugged to himself and followed the old woman into her home.

      She was hunched over a stove, warming a kettle. Tomas took off his boots and sat at a small table. After a few minutes of fussing with the water, she came over with two chipped cups and poured him tea.

      “What’s this about a war?” he asked.

      “What war?” she asked in response.

      Tomas swore to himself. The woman moved like a host, but what if her mind was already being devoured by the sagani within? Or maybe she was just succumbing to old age. “You said we should talk before my presence set off a war in town.”

      “As well it might.”

      “So—what war?”

      “Between those of us who think you’re a hero and those of us who don’t want a thing to do with you. You’re a popular topic of conversation in these parts, assuming you’re the same Tomas who’s the most wanted man in the country.”

      Tomas noted she placed herself in both possible camps. “If I was, what would you do?”

      She smiled. “Probably invite you into my house for tea.”

      Tomas grinned. In a battle of wits, he got the impression he was completely outclassed. But he charged forward anyway. “I was hoping to speak to you about some of my plans.”

      Ulva cackled as though he’d told a joke. “I’m sure you were! Everyone has such grand plans. As if I don’t have anything better to do than listen to you young ones tell me how you’re going to change the world. I won’t be around forever, you know. I’ve got better things to do with my time.”

      Tomas blinked and shook his head. If this conversation was a battlefield, his opponent was making all their moves under the cover of dense fog. He had no idea how to proceed. “Any suggestions here?” he asked Elzeth.

      “She’s more than she seems,” Elzeth said. “There’s something about her I can’t quite place, something with her sagani I’ve not felt before.”

      Tomas sniffed the tea, then sipped it. The brew was tasty. He took another sip. He studied the mayor for a moment, debating how to ask what needed asking. After coming up with nothing useful, he defaulted to his normal tactics. He’d always found blunt, straightforward truth a useful approach. So he tried it here.

      “I want your town’s help to fight the church.”

      Ulva drank her own tea. Then she put the cup down and shook her head. “I like you. Straight and to the point. Not wasting my time. You could probably teach the people here a few things. I’ll be equally straight with you. I will not do a damned thing to help you.”

      “Why not?”

      Ulva snorted. “You even listen to yourself when you speak? No one can meaningfully fight the church, no matter how strong they are. Hells, I’m not even sure the army could at this point. Besides, I’m old enough to remember the war before the war you all fought in. As tempting as violence is, it solves nothing.”

      Her words left a cold feeling in the pit of his stomach. He clenched his fists. “Do you know what they’ve done?”

      “Horrible things, I’m sure. But it doesn’t change the facts. Your own life is proof enough of that. What good did the Chesterton Massacre accomplish? You didn’t hurt the church, even though you killed dozens of them. From what I hear, their ranks are swelling with members, and more people want to outlaw hosts than ever before. The whole damn west is flooded with believers out to start some sort of holy land.”

      The quiet question was like a slap to the face. And her description of the consequences was accurate. Ghosthands’ plan had proved to be nearly prophetic. “I never wanted a massacre.”

      Ulva spread out her hands. “I’ve never wanted a massacre, either, and I’ve found it surprisingly easy to not commit one. And I dare say I’ve done less to help the church in the past year than you have.”

      “I was forced to.”

      “I very much doubt that. Perhaps it felt that way, but it was your choice. You chose poorly.”

      Tomas gritted his teeth. He’d hoped that if there was any place in the world he would find understanding, it would be here. A town full of hosts, all escaping the prosecution of the church. If he found no allies here, he’d find them nowhere. But Chesterton damned him, even in their eyes.

      With a conscious effort he released his anger. It did him no good. All that this meant was that he would have to find a different way. There was nothing for it.

      He finished his tea, then stood up and bowed. Despite Ulva’s decision, he respected what she attempted here and hoped it succeeded. “I’m sorry I’ve wasted your time. I’ll be on my way.”

      “Oh, sit down! You’re wound up tighter than a new watch.”

      Tomas frowned, well and truly confused. “But you said you wouldn’t help me.”

      “And if I was the only person in this town whose opinion mattered, you could be on your way. But I’m not, and you also happened to have the good fortune, if one could call it that, to run into Ross, who I’m sure is running as fast as he can to go find Hardin.”

      “You told him to keep it quiet.”

      Ulva gave a bitter snort. “You think I run this town with an iron fist? All I ever wanted to do was start a refuge, a place where I and a few like-minded folks could escape the church. I never set out to start a town, and I sure as hells didn’t plan on running one. What authority I have here is only because no one else has stepped up to lead the place.”

      “Ross said you were the mayor.”

      “They all say that. I keep trying to tell them to leave me alone, but it seems I was voted in without my consent.”

      Tomas scratched his head. “So…?”

      “So sit down, and if you’re capable of it, we can talk like civilized adults before Hardin and his crew show up. Maybe you’ll at least have the good sense to listen to me.”

      Tomas sat back down, and Ulva poured him another cup of tea. She continued. “Perhaps it’s best if you tell me what you know about this town, what your plan is for dealing with the church, and how you think we’ll help.”

      Tomas sipped at the tea and collected his thoughts. “Well, I don’t know much about this town. Only that it serves as a refuge for hosts, a place beyond the church’s vision. I have no specific plan for fighting the church yet, but I have an idea to seek out and destroy some of their research facilities. I can’t do it alone.”

      “Do you even know this town’s name?”

      Tomas admitted he didn’t. “Never had one in any of the rumors I heard.”

      “Jonasson.”

      “Nice name.”

      “Thanks. Came up with it myself. But that’s beside the point. You clearly don’t know much about us, so how about your plan for the church? Why their research facilities? Why not assassinate the Holy Father?”

      “Pointless,” Tomas answered. “There will just be another one, and it will only make a martyr of the current one. I’m not a fool that believes I can destroy the church. But they’re trying to wipe out hosts and sagani alike, and their researchers will go to any lengths to succeed. Have you heard any of the rumors of a new weapon?”

      Ulva shrugged. “I hear rumors of all sorts of things. Doesn’t mean I believe any of them.”

      “I do, and I mean to put a stop to their work, or at least delay it for as many years as I can.”

      “And you figured you might find allies here?”

      There was more bitterness in the question than Tomas expected. “Can you blame me? As far as I know, this is the only place in the nation that welcomes hosts.”

      She stared into her cup. “Might as well let you know what’s what around here. I started Jonasson about three years ago, never intending for it to be an actual town. A lot more people found their way here than I ever expected. But it’s been good, and I’d like to think we’ve served as a refuge for many who had nowhere else to turn. We had our first weddings here last year, and this summer we’re expecting our first children.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.” Ulva’s gaze hardened as she met his eyes. “I never wanted this place to be anything more than a refuge. I lost my husband in the first war and my boys in the second. There’s no reason for fighting, so far as I can see. Just causes more fighting down the road. But not everyone sees it that way.”

      “Hardin?” Tomas guessed.

      Ulva nodded. “The one and only.”

      “What’s his story?”

      “Wife fought in the unnamed units during the war. They met on the battlefield and fell in love. Jump forward a few years and she started going mad. Ended up killing herself before it took her dignity. A sad story, made worse because they spent the last years of their lives together on the run from the church. From what I hear, it wasn’t pleasant.”

      “He became a host just to get revenge?”

      “Sure did. People tell me he’s a great swordsman, and I can tell you he’s as clever as they come. He came here two years ago, on the run after hitting an army caravan.”

      “Why’d you let him in, if you’re so against violence?”

      She stared out the window of her home, and Tomas thought she was searching for something. “It’s a question I’ve gone back and forth on dozens of times. The short version is that I wanted this to be a place that welcomed people no matter what their past was like. I told Hardin he was welcome so long as he kept out of trouble.”

      “Did he?”

      She scoffed. “Recruited a few of the younger hosts and hit another supply wagon less than three months after moving in. He and I argued then, and he left. Set up a place about a mile north.”

      “Doesn’t seem far enough.”

      “It did at the time. But the town has grown, and Hardin’s enclave has as well. Now it’s only a half mile away from the outskirts of town, and the families of each are close enough we might as well be a single town.”

      “Why’d you let him?”

      “What was I going to do? I’ve already told you I have no appetite for violence and never sought to run this town. For the most part, I let him be and he leaves me be. Don’t think that’ll happen with you around, though. He’ll want you.”

      Tomas finished this cup of tea. “It sounds like he might be the one I want to speak to, anyway.”

      “For what you’re planning, yeah, you’re probably right. Might you permit an old lady one suggestion, though?”

      Tomas found he didn’t have much interest, but the mayor had been kind enough to him, and he typically found the wisdom of his elders worth considering. “Of course.”

      “Leave this place. Leave now and never return. When I look at you, I’m reminded of Hardin. You’re both polite and respectful, but stubborn as mules. You’re so convinced about the rightness of what you’re doing you never really stop to think.”

      “I—“

      Ulva barreled through his objection. “Think about this, then. If you drag Hardin into whatever schemes you plan, you’ll be dragging this town right along. And most people here don’t want the first thing to do with you. They came here to escape the church, maybe even forget about it in time. Not fight it. You work with Hardin, and the consequences will spread far beyond just the two of you. You’ll be risking the happiness of no small number of families. Families with hosts, the very people you claim you’re protecting. It would be a monstrous deed.”

      Tomas swallowed the sudden lump in his throat.

      Her words struck true, and they echoed Ghosthands’ accusations.

      He’d debated those questions with Elzeth endlessly over the long winter nights, and they still weren’t any closer to an answer.

      Was he as much a monster as the church?

      He didn’t have any answer today, but Ulva was right. If he and Hardin did work together, the church wouldn’t see any difference between Jonasson and Hardin’s enclave. But if he left, it felt like surrendering to the church. There were allies here! He couldn’t just abandon the possibilities.

      In the end, Ulva’s request came too late. Outside, Tomas heard horses galloping down the street toward the house. Ulva’s shoulders slumped in surrender.

      Hardin had arrived.
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      “Looks like you’ll get to meet the man himself,” Ulva muttered.

      Tomas glanced from the window back to the mayor. This meeting had left him unsettled and more uncertain than he’d been in months. The church’s actions cried out for justice, but at what cost? Was he willing to sacrifice this oasis of peace? He stood and bowed to the mayor, deeper than before. “I’ll keep your warning in mind, truly.”

      Ulva didn’t look satisfied with the promise, but she swallowed her disappointment and nodded. “See that you do.”

      Tomas stepped from the house in time to see three riders pull their mounts to a stop. The two on the flanks were younger men. Hardin rode between them. Though they’d never met, there could be no doubt. He looked to be several years older than Tomas. If he’d become a host after the war, it stood to reason they were of almost the same age.

      A presence surrounded him, though. A powerful air of command Tomas hadn’t felt from anyone since leaving the service. Hardin dismounted in one smooth motion. He stood a full head and then some above Tomas, with arms that looked strong enough to squeeze the life out of a bear in a wrestling match.

      The other two riders also dismounted, and Hardin handed the reins of his horse to one of them. The young man looked damn near ecstatic to be honored with the task. The other young man looked at Tomas the way believers stared at portraits of the Holy Father. Tomas’ eyes narrowed at the sight. He sought allies. Not fanatics.
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