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“What is a demon without a human to contain it?”


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


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


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


My gut twisted with revulsion.
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As dusk divides the night


Forever from the day,


I stand before the light


And hold the dark at bay.


I am the guard at the gloaming.


From ruination’s tide


I ward the twilight shore;


Against the fires that bide


I seal the fatal door.


I am the guard at the gloaming.


While mortals fall to dust


And mortal hearts must fail,


My stone will keep its trust,


My heart of bone prevail.


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


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


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


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


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


The demon I must not become again.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Yet.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“What?” I snapped.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“What do we do, then?” he demanded.


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


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


Everyone along the parapet tensed, waiting for her answer.


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


“I told you—”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Carnage rolled her neck and shrugged her shoulders.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“That’s not better.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Carnage rolled her neck and shrugged her shoulders again.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


It was about to.


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


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


“Carnage,” I greeted her.


Her eyes narrowed. “Do I know you?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Disaster.”


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


“Yes,” I admitted.


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


It was hatred.


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


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


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


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


“You killed me,” I blurted.


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


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


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


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


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


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


That’s good, because I have forgotten.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Oh, Hells.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“War isn’t supposed to be fun.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Her eyes narrowing, Carnage raised her blade.


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


I almost laughed. Thanks, Severin.


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


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


“I might if I had any plan to die.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“That’s not good, either!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


The bridge tumbled down in a great clamor of stone, taking Carnage with it.
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The Rookery came running around the corner at once; Kessa let out a low cry and threw an arm around Ashe, careful of her wounds.


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


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


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


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


“I can with the right potions. Bastian?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Twice,” Foxglove murmured.


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


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


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


Well, pox. “I don’t doubt it.”


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


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


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


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


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


“Severin,” I muttered, my face heating.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I’ll take what small miracles I can get.”
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“They think you’re some wise hermit, down in the village.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Morgrain was never safe.”


“You know what I mean.”


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


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


“Yes.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I’m afraid,” I whispered.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Do you mind if I touch you?”


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


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


“All right.”


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


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


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


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


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