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To my brother,

whose love of computer games

somehow brought us this.




Don’t know how the hell that happened,

but here we are.








CHAPTER ONE







“YOU ALMOST GOT me that time,” Jinua encouraged, her shoulders rippling as she twirled her sword. 

On the muddy ground at her feet, her opponent, Celia, groaned. 

Jinua bit back a snicker. “Come on. Let’s go again.” 

“You’re just going to beat me again.” 

“Probably,” she admitted, “but you’re already showing so much improvement! And the more you practice, the better you’ll get.”

Lia (as she was known to her friends) huffed and rolled onto her feet, scraping off the mud clinging to the back of her leather practice armor and cotton sleeves.

Last night’s storm had pounded the abbey with fierce wind and rain, churning the grounds to mush, while the thunder and lightning had kept Jinua awake half the night. So far, she’d managed to avoid getting mud on her own clothes, but sweat soaked through her tunic and her muscles burned with exertion and energy.

They bowed to each other, then crossed swords again, wooden shields raised to protect their chests. Jinua tightened her grip and waited for the younger soldier to strike first so she would have an opening. Lia was smaller, her shield covering more of her body, while Jinua was over a head taller and wide enough such that Lia would drown in her coat. She needed the girl to move before she could effectively strike. 

To her pleasant surprise, Lia didn’t move, instead waiting for her to attack first. They’d been working on her patience. 

Jinua slapped Lia’s sword and went for her neck. Lia blocked with her shield, Jinua’s dull practice blade scraping on wood as her opponent turned herself into a battering ram. Lia grunted loudly as she threw all of her strength behind the shield to strike at Jinua.

A mistake.

Jinua smiled and darted back and to the side, neatly sidestepping her opponent. Most people took one look at her height and girth and expected her to be slow, so she prided herself on her speed. Lia almost blew right past her, only stopping when they were shoulder-to-shoulder.  

Too late. 

Lia stabbed to the side of Jinua’s shield, trying to get around the wood to the bigger woman’s chest, to no avail. 

Jinua blocked, pivoted, and struck Lia on the shoulder before she had time to properly turn.

Lia yelped at the hit, again falling to one knee on the sodden ground, dropping her heavy shield and groaning. Jinua lowered her sword. “Better. You may be muddy, but you’re making me work up a sweat just to get these hits.” 

The girl beamed in a not completely sincere manner. “Thank you, Holy Jinua.” 

Holy Jinua. The title still made her chest feel warm and giddy, even after a month. 

“We’re friends, Lia. None of that Holy nonsense,” she said.

The girl rolled her eyes. They’d only known each other for a few months, Lia joining just as Jinua was finishing her five-year training. The older recruits were encouraged to train the younger, and Jinua hadn’t stopped that practice even after graduating and receiving the rare honor of a paladinship. 

“I don’t know who I’m going to convince to kick me into the mud when you leave,” Lia lamented, pouting the way only a teenager could.

“Just bat your pretty eyes at one of the older boys. They’ll help you.”

“Jin!” 

Jinua laughed, reaching out her hand to help up her companion. “Come on. Let’s go…”

The word Again died on her tongue as an older man strode into the training ground, his gilded sword flashing in the morning sun. Both she and Lia bowed. “Holy Livius.”

The weathered paladin motioned for them to rise. He wore a simple cream tunic and black sash that looked almost laughably clean against the weathered, muddied boots that protected him from the wet grounds. Hardly the grand robes or armor a paladin and High Priest would traditionally wear, though he never stood on pretense. 

“Holy Jinua. Recruit,” he greeted. “Jinua, you have a visitor in the temple.” 

Electricity shot through Jinua’s body. “Is it…” 

He nodded. Lia gasped.

Jinua became very self-aware of her appearance, even as she scrambled out of her training gear. She had an old gray sleeveless knee-length dress that frayed a bit at the hem and displayed the large, muscled arms she’d built in this very abbey, and it was soaked in sweat. It was too hot even for leggings and she wore on her feet only muddy sandals. Ebony hairs stuck to her sweaty forehead, even after she wiped it. “I hope they don’t mind that I look like a sweat-drowned rat,” she said with a nervous laugh. 

Livius snorted. “He won’t. Appearance and people’s thoughts on it are as worthless as a horse’s shit on a shoe. That goes doubly so for us.” 

Feeling better, Jinua handed Lia her wooden armor and sword, stammered a thank you, and sprinted across the abbey to the temple. 

The temple was on the exact opposite side of the abbey from the training yard, and she had plenty of experience running from one end to the other to make it in time for drills and classes. Just shy of two minutes was her record. 

However, Jinua was no longer a greenhorn recruit, and the honorable title of Jadiim’s Paladin lent more than status to one’s name. She poured fire into her veins, feeling them burn under her skin. A rush of energy, strength, power filled her from her crown to her toes, roaring in her ears like a wildfire. The abbey’s pale gray walls tinged pink from the rising sun blurred around her as she moved at blinding speed. She made it to the temple in forty-eight seconds. 

Jinua stood in front of the grand doors, panting, still not quite used to her paladin powers. It had only been a month since Jadiim had sent an angel to give them to her, touching her forehead with a single finger. It had felt like a brand, searing, painful heat that had made her scream as the flames consumed her from the inside out before flickering down to something manageable. A month later and she still had a bit of that fire in her chest, ready to flare at her command.

Flare and consume. Her stomach growled, reminding her both that she hadn’t eaten breakfast yet and that channeling divinity came at a high caloric cost. If this visitor had been any less important, she wouldn’t have done it. 

She adjusted her black braid, brushed herself off, and took a deep breath before muttering, “Appearance and people’s thoughts on it are as worthless as shit on a shoe.”

She opened the heavy temple doors. 

Built like an arena, the temple was large enough to accommodate three hundred people, half of all the soldiers trained and stationed at Erynis Abbey. Several circular rows of intricately-carved seats looked down toward a central stage. The path from the doors led directly to the bottom of the stage, meaning any latecomers were seen by everyone. A partial roof shaded the seats while allowing sunlight to illuminate the stage. During holidays and special occasions, the place would be adorned with banners. When her class had finished their training, going from recruits to militia soldiers, flags of red and gold had hung from the roof like tongues of fire, and again in crimson and silver when they’d celebrated her ascension to paladin. It had felt odd to have a whole day of celebration and feasting in her honor.

Now, the place was still and quiet, almost completely dark this early in the morning. The sun wouldn’t even hit the lip of the open roof for another couple of hours. But that didn’t matter, as the figure standing on stage glowed with his own profound light. 

Jinua swallowed and approached. When she stood at the lip of the stage, she dropped to a knee. “Angelic one.” 

“You must be Jinua,” he rumbled, his voice like molten rock. “Rise.”

Jinua did, looking the being in the face. Of course, this was not Jadiim, King of the Gods, Lord of Fire and Light, Champion of Truth and Justice, himself, but one of his angels. Not the one who had ordained her, but they had a similar look. Where he’d once had eyes, two orbs of divine fire smoldered and flared. On his back, wings protruded of matching flame, which lit the whole arena like a red sun. Given his dark skin and wide nose, Jinua thought he’d been born in one of the nations on the other side of the Great Steppe. Even the clothes he wore bespoke that region—a white kilt and sleeveless shirt.

Jadiim’s armies were open to practically everyone with the desire and ability to serve. Only one in a hundred of his militia became paladins. And only one in a hundred paladins became angels, who served as his lieutenants in battle and most trusted servants. Forever.

“I am Ayize,” he said.

Jinua brightened. “Sir! You passed through my birthplace during your time as a mortal.” She almost mentioned that she and her brother used to reenact the great battle where Ayize had finally defeated Sua, paladin of Khwane, god of war, on the very field where it had happened. But she bit it back just in time, deciding that he likely didn’t want to be reminded of the day that he had technically died. She cleared her throat. “What does the Lord of Fire wish for me?” 

Ayize sniffed. “He originally wished for Livius, but he begged off due to age and health. He asked that we send you, instead.” 

Disappointment and pride fought for dominance in Jinua’s chest. Disappointed that Jadiim hadn’t asked for her specifically. Pride that Livius believed in her ability to do whatever it was the angel needed him to do, which was no small feat. “I will do everything in my power to live up to his expectations,” she swore. 

He grunted. “There’s a necromancer we need you to dispose of.”

Excited though Jinua was, she could not say she was surprised. Necromancers had always been bad news. Unlike paladins, who had to earn their divine powers through hard work and the explicit approval of their god—and who could very easily lose those powers if they became corrupt—necromancers were born with their abilities. 

Because of this, they had no accountability—no form of checks and balances—nothing truly stopping them from doing, being, or enabling evil. It had led to an all-out war between the holy warriors of Jadiim and the necromancers, who at the time had the numbers and power to be a true global threat. The war had been a long, brutal struggle that had thankfully ended with Jadiim’s victory and most of the corrupt necromancers dead. Though, despite all this happening almost two hundred years ago, they still lingered. 

“Where?” she asked. 

“Glyrta. It’s a village not far from Hordosa Lake, a little over a week’s ride if I can still judge a horse’s run.”

“Why so distant? If I may ask, is there not an abbey closer?”

“We have—had—a temple, and a handful of militia in the village. No paladins, though, so the militia were killed down to a man, and the temple’s been destroyed.”

She gritted her teeth. The audacity! “I see. Who is this necromancer?”

“Her name is Enejel. She’s taken over the area with a small army of undead, using the local cemeteries for ‘soldiers.’ At this point, she has about a hundred of them under her command, maybe more.”

“Surely there are more than a hundred bodies she could raise for her purposes?” Jinua asked. Then, remembering herself, added, “Ah, Angelic One.”

He didn’t seem to take offense. “The village has been cremating their dead for the last few years, so most of the bodies available in those cemeteries are too decomposed for her to use. That’s why sending fresh meat into this is not guaranteed to end in complete disaster.”

Jinua nodded in agreement. Risking the life of one paladin was preferable to risking the lives of a hundred common soldiers. Precious lives that, once extinguished, would continue in a horrific half-life as the blood servant of an insane necromancer.  It was, after all, one of the main reasons paladins were created—to hunt down and destroy necromancers. Alone. 

Of course, sending an angel would be preferable, as they were immortal and more powerful—almost gods in their own right—but there were very strict rules governing their actions in the mortal world, the breaking of which could result in the godly equivalent of an international crisis. No one wanted to trigger another round of the God Wars, especially not over a single necromancer, no matter how nasty.

Ayize studied her through unreadable eyes of fire. “You seem remarkably calm.” 

“Angelic One?” she said, confused.

His face twisted into a surprisingly human snort. “Paladins these days are so much softer than they were in my day. If you’d told me back then that you could get the title and all its respect and honors through a damn tournament, I’d have laughed at you. Possibly punched you for the insult.”

Jinua grinned, imagining what he must have been like as a mortal. “That would’ve been a fun fight.” 

For the first time since meeting her, he smiled. Even chuckled, his sonorous laugh echoing and warping through the empty arena. “Probably.” The humor quickly faded from his flaming eyes. 

“We have no tolerance for people like Enejel,” he continued coldly. “Necromancers are bound to go bad; it’s in their nature. Every day she draws breath is another day innocents suffer. Do you understand that?” 

She nodded, tugging on her black braid before realizing what she was doing. She’d never killed someone before. All the times she’d donned armor and held a weapon had been for training purposes only. 

 “I didn’t ask to learn the blade without believing I’d one day stain it red, Angelic Ayize,” she said. “Today, I serve.” 

He studied her for another moment, then nodded. “Very well. I shall tell our lord that you’ll be leaving today to handle it. You have to the end of the month to dispose of the filth.” 

Jinua bowed. Ayize erupted in a pillar of flames so hot and bright that she had to step back, her hair singeing and curling at the very ends. When the flames vanished, only wisps of smoke remained where the angel had stood.

Jinua took a deep breath in the now silent arena and wiped her sweating brow. She glanced down at her sweat-stained dress and sighed as her stomach rumbled again. 

“Fine,” she grumbled at it. “I’ll eat.”








CHAPTER TWO







NORMALLY THE FARMLAND around the abbey was relatively empty and contained little more than a few houses belonging to peasants, who worked the fields so the soldiers could eat. Beyond that stood a bit of woodland and prairie with a path cutting through, which led to the nearest town a few miles away. Today, however, friends and family of the graduating recruits filled the fields outside the abbey. 

After five years of harsh training, the recruits had endured a gauntlet of challenges meant to test their strength, skill, endurance, and honor. Completing all tasks meant that they were now soldiers in the god Jadiim’s global army, and if someone performed exceptionally well, the god noticed and blessed them with the status of paladin. 

Because of that, friends and family were encouraged to come and watch the days-long ceremony and sequential celebration. By now, many of them had already left, but many still lingered. And because there was barely room enough in the abbey for the soldiers, they stayed out here. Luckily, Jinua’s people were always prepared to sleep under the stars.

When Jinua stepped beyond the abbey walls, she found the familiar, comforting sight of Lykhuusi tents—each one circular and made of colorfully tied pelts, felts, or other fabric wrapped around poles. The colors and patterns told fellow Lykhuusi exactly where each family lived and what they’d done, even if they’d never before heard of them. That pattern of pigs meant they were swineherds. Those crossed swords housed at least one great warrior. A scale meant merchants. Bow and arrow meant warrior and hunter. On and on. 

Most of the people spoke their native Lykhuusi tongue, but a few slipped in and out of the Glokassan language that was far more widespread in the eastern lands. That was what Livius, Lia, and everyone else in the abbey spoke. Jinua had been fluent since she was seven. Hearing her own language again was such a comfort to her, like fitting into an old coat. 

Several people waved to Jinua as she passed. She waved back, her smile dimming just a little. They’re not going to be pleased to hear this…

She found her family’s tent near the edge of the camp, overlooking the prairie where the band’s horses and oxen grazed. Almost a hundred animals dotted the adjacent meadow, enjoying some relaxation before they had to haul the camp back to the Great Steppe. Jinua’s practiced eyes found her family’s livestock: their six horses and four oxen, a respectable herd for one family. 

Their tent was reinforced with pelts to keep the inside cool or hot, depending on the season, and the outside was decorated with woven wool. One side detailed Jinua’s mother Cirhina’s accomplishments with duel swords and bow, horses she’d stolen from enemies, and enemy soldiers she’d put into the ground. It was a dark but vibrant portrait, more a warning than a brag. 

The other side was Jinua’s other mother Hiryme’s accomplishments, and they were depicted in much lighter colors, namely the blankets, pots, baskets, and jewelry she made and sold to outsiders, helping to bring prosperity to her family and band. She had made and sold much more than that, but they’d need an ocean of cloth to accurately depict all the things she could create. Jadiim’s symbol—a sword on fire with a crown above it—was in the middle of the two sides, and was seen on a lot of tents. 

The two mothers sat outside their tent now, enjoying the early morning light. Hiryme was making a stew over an open fire—rabbit, carrot, sweet pea, and a bit of orange zest if Jinua could trust her nose—while Cirhina sharpened her twin swords and all of her arrows. Their eldest son and Jinua’s brother, Atar, lay on the vibrant green grass, complaining to the sky and his long-suffering mothers. 

“…but if I ask her and she says no, then I’d have made things strange and she might not want to be my friend anymore, which would be even worse!” he lamented.  

“So then don’t ask to court her,” Cirhina said, not looking up from her curved swords. 

“But I really want to!” 

“Then ask her.” 

“But what if she says no!” 

“That’s a risk you’ll have to take.” 

“I don’t know what she’ll say, though. She hasn’t given any sign of her affection.” 

All three women gave him deadpan looks. “That girl blushes and swoons whenever you look at her,” Cirhina said bluntly. “She’s also given you quite a few tokens—bracelets, leather-working tools, a basket, many of the things Hiryeme gave me when she was trying to catch my eye.” 

“She gives gifts to everyone, though,” Atar pointed out. “You both do.” 

“He does have a point,” Hiryeme said. 

Cirhina grunted and glanced up at Jinua. As Jinua’s birth mother, they both shared the same tall, thick build and ebony hair, though the freckles smeared across Jinua’s face probably came from her unknown father, and Cirhina’s ebony braid was going silver. Hiryeme, on the other hand, was Atar’s birth mother and had given him her wide nose, brown hair, and stick-like figure. All four of them had the olive-toned skin common among the Lykhuusi, and despite the stereotypes that some recruits had hurled at Jinua during her training, they did not wear animal skins or trot about naked. They traded for clothes in cities and towns, so every band was an odd mix of western wool, northern furs, and coastal cotton. 

“The other band leaders and I talked last night,” Cirhina told her. “We’ll have to move out in a few days. Hopefully, by then your brother will have found his balls.” 

“Hey!” Atar cried. 

“Dear,” Hiryme scolded. 

Cirhina shrugged unapologetically. 

Jinua gave them a grim smile. “I’ve been given an assignment.” 

Atar shot up to a sitting position. “What?” 

“What happened to fulfilling your paladin duties with the band?” Hiryeme asked, voice going high with outrage.

That had been the plan. While some paladins, like Livius, stayed in temples—which they often built themselves—and were thus easy to find, others traveled and brought Jadiim’s light out into the wider world. Now that her training was complete, Jinua had made plans to accompany her nomadic Lykhuusi people as a protector and return to the Great Steppe. Both Livius and the band leaders had approved it, and Jinua had admittedly been looking forward to traveling with her people again after so many years of living in one place. 

“I’ll have to meet up with you afterward,” she said. 

“What’s the assignment?” Cirhina asked. 

Jinua told them, unable to hide her rage at the necromancer Enejel’s audacity or excitement for this first mission. It was an odd mix of emotions. Hiryeme sucked in a breath, then made a face that was supposed to be a smile. “I am so proud of you.” 

Cirhina raised an eyebrow while Jinua and Atar snickered. “Wow, Ma,” he laughed. “I’m impressed you got that through such tightly clenched teeth.” 

The tradeswoman grumbled and smacked her wooden spoon against the pot of stew. Jinua’s stomach gurgled again. That rabbit would be perfectly tender right now, swimming in black pepper and orange zest.

“I’d like to have words with that angel about sending my little girl out so soon,” Hiryeme muttered.

“Ma, I’m twenty-one, and I’ve been training since I could stand,” Jinua said. “I was the best soldier at this abbey besides Livius even before becoming a paladin. And Ayize approves of me, so…” 

“You spoke with Ayize?” Atar gasped. 

She grinned and nodded. 

“What was he like?” 

“Stern. Focused. Burning eyes… literally. Agreed that he and I would’ve been evenly matched if we’d met while he was mortal. The usual angelic agent of god stuff.” 

“Amazing,” he breathed. 

“Is there a reason he didn’t ask for Livius?” Hiryme asked. 

“He did, but Livius bowed out due to age. He can’t go traipsing off the way he used to,” Jinua said. 

“Sounds to me like he’s getting lazy in his old age.” 

“Come on, now,” Cirhina scolded. “I can’t fight the way I used to, and I’m a decade younger than that man. Jinua’s got all the training from the abbey and me, to say nothing of a god’s blessing. She can handle this.” 

Jinua warmed at her mother’s praise. Both of her mothers loved her, she knew that, but gaining Cirhina’s overt approval and praise was as hard as breaking stone. 

Hiryeme sighed. “I just worry.” 

“That’s your job, Ma,” Jinua said kindly. 

“Is the abbey at least sending you off with decent supplies? Rooted people don’t always know how to travel.” 

“Livius is making imtiat potions now, they’re giving me plenty of coin and food for the journey, and loaning me a horse.” 

Hiryeme made a face and looked at her wife. Cirhina hummed. “Their horses aren’t as good as ours, and you should never borrow if you can help it. Take one of ours.” 

Jinua blinked. Horses were everything to the Lykhuusi, more valuable than coin or even their tents. Without horses, they couldn’t fight, trade, or communicate with each other. They’d be rooted. “Are you sure?” 

“Your mother and I were planning to give you one anyway for your graduation. The mare, Athos.”

“You’re lucky I finished the saddle early,” Atar said, crossing his arms and pretending to be annoyed. While his birth mother could create anything with any material she got her hands on, Atar specialized in leather, making him one of the band’s best saddle-makers. 

Jinua had to blink back tears. “Thank you.”

Hiryeme beckoned Jinua forward. “Come on. If you’re leaving today, you’re enjoying a meal with your family, first.”




THE NEXT SEVERAL days passed in a blur of roads, forests, and the odd town. There wasn’t much in the way of empires or kingdoms on this side of the Steppe. Not anymore. Instead, it was all cities and city-states, hundreds if not thousands of mini-kingdoms scattered throughout the entire continent. Which meant the state of the roads for travelers was hit-and-miss, depending entirely on which territory they were going through. Some roads were wide enough for several wagons and easy on the horse’s hooves. Others were little more than crumbling paths of stone that Jinua feared would break her poor mare’s legs. While still others were simply non-existent, and she had to use the stars to ensure she was going the right way. 

Despite having lived in the abbey for years, Jinua didn’t have much to pack. The barracks had squeezed her in with her fellow recruits as if the building was wringing them for their juices, keeping space at a premium. Regardless, all Lykhuusi learned to travel light, even if they planned to stay in one area for a long while. Her armor, shield, and weapons were the bulkiest items she had, and she wore those while riding. Everything else fit either into her saddlebags or—as in the case of the heavy blanket Hiryeme had given her—got rolled up and strapped to it. Atar had crafted the saddle and its bags beautifully, and it still smelled of fresh leather. There were more pockets than she knew what to do with, though she did not doubt they’d fill up soon enough. Her sword stayed on her hip, a gladius with a leaf-shaped blade almost twice the length of her forearm that she’d received upon her graduation. 

Most nights were spent under the open sky, near a stream or river. She’d set up camp, do her nightly prayers to Jadiim, meditate, and go to sleep. Sometimes she’d find a village and get to sleep in a bed; they took one look at her expensive bronze breastplate and the fiery sword emblem on her shield, and refused to charge her. Though someone usually asked her to use her paladin powers to heal some injury or illness, or even just to give them her blessing. 

“Uh, sure,” she said awkwardly, the first time someone asked for a blessing. They knelt at her feet, and she put her hand on their head, muttering a prayer to Jadiim for a happy, honorable life. Her face was so hot she thought it would catch fire—from embarrassment, not her powers. She was no god; without a specific focus for her powers, her words meant nothing (unless Jadiim was actually listening, which was ambiguous). Though, the villagers didn’t seem to care. Her blessing was good enough for them.

A couple of days later, as the sun began to sink, Jinua thought she saw buildings in the distance and spurred her horse forward, hoping she wouldn’t have to give any more blessings. She’d rather pay gold. 

She was half-right. There were buildings, but they were long abandoned. Holes in the stone rooftops and walls, ivy and grass growing wild on the cracked streets, and not a soul in sight. Jinua slid off her horse to better lead her through the tattered streets.

“What do you think happened here?” she asked Athos. The mare nickered at her. Jinua petted her snout and continued to explore, wondering if one of these buildings were sound enough to act as a shelter for the night. The sun had given her a beating today, sweat soaking through her white dress beneath her heavy armor. She had to wear her armor otherwise it’d slide right off the saddle. And because she was on horseback, she also had to wear buckskin trousers under her dress, which tied up the sides of her legs. It protected her from getting welts in some very unfortunate places and were yet another layer for her to wear in the summer heat. 

Most of the stone buildings weren’t crumbling; rather they were all smoothed from centuries of wind and rain. It was amazing the elements had left even this much standing. She imagined she’d ridden over most of this town on her horse, and hadn’t even noticed it.

“This must be from the Glokassan Empire,” she mused to her horse. It had stretched from the Great Steppe to the sea, and had even conquered several islands beyond the coast. She couldn’t recall much of its history, but she’d seen the old maps. It’d been big. It had completely collapsed during the God Wars, shattered into little city-states and kingdoms that rose like waves on the ocean, and fell just as fast. But they all still spoke Glokassan. 

Closer to the center of the dead town, she found a building that looked similar to a temple, but smaller and starker. Her first thought was that it was one of Jadiim’s earliest temples, or perhaps his wife Mebew’s—or any of the other gods—but when she stepped inside, she saw half a human skull and several other dusty bones on the altar.

Jinua reeled back. This wasn’t a temple to the gods. It was a temple to one of the Primordials, their parents.

“This better not be how they worshiped the Sisters,” she muttered, looking around for more clues. Primordials were some of the earliest deities, worshiped by humans for thousands of years. When the Primordials birthed the gods, including Jadiim, there had been the inevitable, “Who will rule the universe now” conflict, resulting in the God Wars. Gods turned against Primordials, and humans turned against each other depending on who they followed. Entire empires were destroyed just like this village, and the buildings were left to rot. Some were considered cursed sights even today. Eventually, the gods were the decisive winner, and Jadiim was named their king. 

Which didn’t mean that no humans worshiped the Primordials anymore. Most of the Lykhussi continued to revere the Sisters: the Primordial Life and her sister, the Primordial Death. They just did it without the gods-damn human sacrifice.

No matter how much she scoured the ruins, she couldn’t figure out which Primordial this sacrifice was supposed to be for. Likely either Life, Death, or Hatred. Maybe Terror? Or it could’ve been for all of them. Jinua gathered up the remaining bones she could find, some of them crumbling in her hands, and took them outside. Some flint later, and the bones were burned with a proper send-off, centuries overdue. 

The sun continued to lower. She had to find shelter soon. The temple was raised higher than most of the town, with crumbling stone steps that led to some sort of open area that might have been a marketplace, next to what looked like it might still be a fairly stable residential area. 

As she led Aathos by the reins, the horse suddenly whinnied and shied back, obstinately planting her hooves.

“No?” Jinua asked, putting a hand on her sword. In the week she’d traveled with this mare, she’d rarely seen her spooked. Cirhina had specifically raised her to be a war horse, after all. “What do you see?” 

Athos whined and stomped her hooves. Jinua was armed and armored, but her shield was strapped to the horse’s back. 

As she reached for it, the ground down the street erupted. Jinua could see only a large shape rushing toward them through the dust and dirt. Athos pulled free and sprinted off. 

Jinua rolled to the side, away from the blood-stained temple so she wouldn’t be cornered. The shape smashed the spot she’d been standing a moment ago, stone cracking under its blow. She backed further into the abandoned marketplace, and as the dust settled, got a good look at her opponent. 

Its body was roughly the size of a horse, though it had six legs rather than four, making it look like an oversized spider. Fine hairs covered its entire being, and it had no eyes over its elongated snout full of teeth. 

A trapper, she realized, cursing the fact that she couldn’t get to her shield. Some lived on the Great Steppe, essentially massive spiders that, instead of spinning webs, dug holes in the ground and covered them like a trap door. More than one Lykhuusi had been lost to their jaws. 

She had never fought one before. She’d only been in a handful of life-threatening situations, only one of them an actual fight, and always, always with a team. Never alone.

It wasn’t fear that gripped her, or panic. No thoughts rushed through her mind. It was more of a heightened sense of awareness. The evening air in her lungs, the crumbling cobblestones beneath her sandals, the way the trapper shifted its weight, almost swaying its massive body between its six legs. 

It had no eyes. Instead, it hunted by sound, smell, and…

Its many nostrils flared as it sniffed the air. Jinua tightened her grip on her sword, not quite ready to make the noise required to draw it. The beast stomped on the ground with one leg, sending vibrations that echoed in Jinua’s bones. It turned to her.

Tremors. 

She drew her sword and charged. 

The trapper swiped at her with a clawed leg. She blocked, trying to go for its belly, causing the beast to snap at her, biting her sword arm. Its teeth ground against the bronze bracer, preventing it from tearing into her flesh but still trapping her. 

A blow from one of those six legs to her torso knocked the breath out of her. The trapper pummeled her again with its front legs, beating her in her armor. Something in her chest cracked, pain flaring immediately after. Gritting her teeth with growing rage, Jinua reached with her free hand and drew the knife out of its sheath on her waist. 

The trapper stopped beating her and instead shook her, like a dog with a ragdoll toy. Jinua heard her trapped sword arm snap before she felt it, screaming as agony rippled through her with every jolt. Her sword clattered to the ground.

Finally, the shaking stopped. Jinua panted, sucking in raspy breaths. By some miracle, she’d kept her grip on her knife, and in a fire-augmented flash, drove it into the trapper’s neck. 

The creature dropped her to the ground, shrieking, its legs pummeling the dirt as it writhed. She pulled herself to her feet, arm screaming in pain, every breath like drawing in razors. 

Fire breathes, Livius had told her when she’d first gotten her powers. Without air, without breath, it dies. 

Jinua forced a deep breath and turned it into fire. 

Her olive skin glowed with barely-contained flames that had an odd pinkish tinge. The heat suffused around her arm and ribs, becoming so hot it was almost unbearable. Her bones shifted back into place and mended with an audible pop. She breathed out smoke, and while the heat remained, the agony vanished, leaving not even a faint soreness behind. Her bones and muscles burned, filling her with godlike strength and speed.

The trapper got itself under control and hissed at her, blood leaking out of its neck wound. Fury at this beast for daring to hurt her clashed with the sheer elation of the thrill of the fight. She knew how to win, now. 

Jinua grinned, scooped up her sword, and charged again. 

The trapper tried to swipe at her with its legs. Knocking them aside was child’s play with the fresh fire in her veins, and she drove both blades into its torso. 

The beast stiffened. Jinua pulled out her weapons, unleashing a waterfall of blood on herself. She darted out of the way just before it collapsed. 

Jinua’s body cooled, the heat leaching out of her. Even as she sagged with exhaustion, she whooped, cheering her victory into the darkening sky. 

The growl from her stomach was the universe’s only response. She wrinkled her nose. She hadn’t used that much power, had she?

Athos trotted up to her as she wiped the blood from her eyes. She looked at the trapper’s corpse, then the ruins. Predators were territorial, so the rest of the place was likely safe. But she didn’t want to sleep in a land of so many ghosts and bad memories. 

“Let’s set up camp by the river we passed earlier, shall we?” she decided.








CHAPTER THREE







THE VILLAGE OF Glyrta lay cradled by a pine tree forest, a cluster of rough huts that amounted to about a hundred buildings huddled together. Almost a small city. Somewhere in the forest beyond rose a hill, and Jinua could just make out a darkened, crumbling fort or castle of sorts up there, shrouded by the trees. More ruins, since the presence of nobles or royalty tended to create hubs of human activity far larger than a little town. They must have died off or moved out generations ago. 

Jinua didn’t bother with stealth, wearing her bronze breastplate, helmet, bracers, and greaves, all the blood washed off and everything polished to a shine. She was no mercenary or assassin, sneaking through shadows and hiding her face. She rode her horse straight down the main road, looking for someone in charge.

Glyrta was only a little better than the ruins. The buildings—wood, not stone—were more stable and didn’t have any holes in them. Except for the blackened, burned crater of what had once been a large circular building at the heart of the village. Now it was ashes and black timbers. Jinua gritted her teeth. Jadiim’s temple. 

About two-thirds of the homes stood dark and empty. Old brown blood was smeared on a few doors and windowpanes. She saw a man half-heartedly scrub at one such stain with a rag and bucket, but couldn’t tell if it was his house he was cleaning or a dead neighbor’s. 

The people might as well have been ghosts. Everyone wore dark, drab clothes and kept their heads down, barely speaking more than a murmur even in the open street or marketplace. Jinua got the impression of a rabbit very aware of a predator’s presence and trying not to catch its attention. 

It didn’t take long for her to be noticed, eyes following her down the street. She dismounted, drawing in a breath to ask who ruled this village when someone called, “Holy one!” and ran up to her. “You must help! Please! The necromancer’s threatened to kill me if I don’t pay!” 

“Don’t say anything!” someone else snapped. “You want to die sooner?” 

“Holy one! My son is sick and I can’t get the medicine,” an older woman cried, rushing to join the first. “Please heal him!” 

It was as though a dam had broken, and suddenly Jinua was surrounded by a flood of pleas and desperate faces. Athos whinnied and shied away. 

“The necromancer stole my brother’s body. Please, bring it back!”

“We’ve no more money to give her…” 

“She’s going to break my legs!” 

Athos stomped her hoof, ready to bolt. Jinua tightened her grip on the reins so the mare wouldn’t trample anyone. She drew in a breath and whistled, loud and shrill, cutting through the noise. Everyone went silent. 

“You’re spooking my horse,” she said gently. “Please, give us some space. I’ll help as best I can, but first, tell me who’s in charge of this village.” 

“The necromancer,” someone said bitterly, though the crowd did back up a little. They seemed either unwilling or reluctant to get too far from her, like she’d forget about them if they left her sight. 

“I’m in charge,” an older man said. “I’m the only one left of the town council.”

“Do you have a place to stable my horse?” Jinua asked. 

He did. The councilman led her to his home just down the street from the charred temple ruins. His house included a small stable and a servant, who tended to her animal. A man with graying hair and mud-stained rags sat against the stable wall, glancing up briefly with glazed eyes when Jinua passed him. 

“Spare’a coin, ’am?” he slurred.

She dug out two coppers and tossed them in his clay bowl, wrinkling her nose when she got close enough to smell the beer on him. She followed the councilman to his home. 

The house itself was small and plain, with the luxury of separating the main room—kitchen and living area for entertaining guests—from the bedroom. The wooden floor was broken up by rough rugs and mats woven from reeds. The councilman motioned for her to leave her saddlebags by the door and pulled a vase of wine from the cupboard. Unlike the beggar outside his home, the councilman was clean and relatively well-dressed, with a dark shirt and trousers and even a pale vest that only had one visible line of mending in it. “I’m Albin. We can speak freely here.” 

“Thank you. My name is Jinua, I’ve been dispatched to deal with this necromancer. Please, tell me about Enejel.” 

“There’s not much to say. She arrived a couple of months ago and crowned herself queen, demanding taxes and offerings. We laughed at her at first. Then she raised our cemetery.” He shook his head. “We only started cremating a few years ago. She had plenty of dead to choose from, and they slaughtered a quarter of our people, including the rest of the council.”

He finished pouring the clay cups of wine—watered down—and handed one to her. 

“So she uses her undead army to rob everyone in town?” Jinua clarified. She sipped the wine. It was an even mix of sharp and sweet, made from pomegranates. 

“Not just the undead. A handful of men joined her immediately after the slaughter, offering their services.” 

She choked on her wine. “Some of the people here willingly work for her?” 

Albin made a so-so gesture with his hand. “Some of them are doing it only out of fear, hoping that by currying her favor she’ll spare them and their families. Let them have enough money for food, medicine, and house repairs. But others… there are always rotten people. The ones who just like to see others suffer, especially if it makes them feel powerful.”

She remembered something Livius had told her: never take people, even supposed allies, at face value. They aren’t like Jadiim paladins, who were sworn to tell the truth. They hide information and lie.

Jinua set her cup on the table and gently gripped Albin’s arm. She looked into his eyes, pouring a drop of fire into her hand. “And you? Who holds your allegiance?” 

“Myself,” he blurted, then blinked. “And my town. I would have called for help sooner, but I was too scared of what Enejel would do to me.”

He looked down at where she was touching his arm. “I’ve never told anyone that.” 

“You can’t lie to Jadiim’s paladins,” she said, withdrawing her hand. “The important thing is you got over your fear. Where is she now?” 

“The castle. She took it as her own.” 

Of course she did. Buildings like that were designed to withstand attackers. There was probably a crypt or cemetery of the long-dead lords she could use for her armies, too. 

“A few of the young men got together to fight back,” Albin continued. “Fifty of them, thereabouts. They went up there one night to ambush her. Never came back.”

“None of them?” Jinua asked. 

He shook his head. 

The stableboy that had taken Jinua’s horse burst in. “Pardon, sir! Your holiness. But the enforcers are here.” 

“Those are Enejel’s volunteers?” she clarified. 

At Albin’s nod, Jinua drained her wine, handed him the empty cup, and grinned. “I’ll be right back.”




THIS TIME, JINUA made sure she had her shield on her arm.

When she stepped out of Albin’s house, the street had already transformed back into a ghost town. She saw the swishing hem of a woman’s skirt as she disappeared inside a muddy hut and slammed the door behind her. Everyone was gone, except for the old man who’d begged her for coins. He dozed against Albin’s stables, likely too drunk to realize what was going on. Jinua ignored him and stepped onto the street. 

The cause of everyone’s distress revealed itself soon enough. Three men strolled into the marketplace as though they owned it. Their clothes weren’t nearly as ragged as everyone else’s, and they all wore dark red cloaks and carried heavy clubs. They laughed and jostled with each other, right up until they saw Jinua. 

For a moment, the two parties just stared at each other. Her skin vibrated, heart pounding, anticipating the fight, but what type of paladin would she be if she didn’t at least give them a chance? She cleared her throat.

“By the order of the Fiery Lord Jadiim, King of the Gods and Light of the Sun, the necromancer Enejel has been sentenced to death. Any who continue to stand with her will meet the same fate. If you return to your homes now, you will be spared.”

Silence. 

The three men burst out laughing. “Yeah, right!” one guffawed. “We’re supposed to believe the gods sent a young girl?”

Young girl? They were barely older than she was!

“I’ll bet you’re not even a paladin,” one of them chuckled. “Where’d you steal the armor from, sweetie?” 

She grinned, showing her teeth, and bowed to them. Jadiim’s soldiers learned how to properly bow before they learned how to swing a sword. As Livius had once told her, Always bow and respect your opponents—no matter how slimy they are—especially when you intend to kill them. 

Then she smacked the flat of her sword against her shield, emblazoned in painted silver with the red-and-orange symbol of the holy flame engulfing a sword with a crown hovering overhead. From that flame, light erupted, bright and blinding. One man yelped, and they all shied away, covering their eyes. 

Jinua could see just fine, even when she looked directly at the divine light. She stalked toward them. One heard her footsteps and blindly swiped with his club. She smacked it out of his hands with her sword and cuffed him over the back of the head. The other two were similarly disarmed, and she gave them a moment of being completely blind, unarmed, and helpless before killing the light. 

“I don’t want to spill your blood if I don’t have to,” she said as they blinked their vision back. “Go tell Enejel that her reign ends today. Or better yet, just go home—”

The nearest thug pulled a knife from his belt and lunged at her. She barely got her shield up in time, the blade shrieking against it inches from her throat. 

She batted his arm away with her shield and, in a move practiced so many hundreds of times it was instinct, slashed her sword across his chest. 

The blade cut clean through his clothes and gut, stopped only by his spine. He gargled up blood, dark red liquid falling down his chin and chest like a curtain. 

Numb, Jinua pulled her sword free. His body dropped to the ground. 

This wasn’t like killing the trapper, a mindless beast in the wild. This was a person. A person she’d killed. 

The second man shoved his other companion at Jinua, and she had to turn so he fell on her shield instead of her sword. The shover took the opportunity to sprint away while his friend immediately let go of Jinua’s shield and dropped to his knees, hands clasped over his head in prayer. 

“Coward!” Jinua accused, chasing after the shover. “Scoundrel!” 

He went straight for the old drunk. The nerve of the man, sacrificing one of his comrades and using an innocent as a shield!

The enforcer hauled the old drunk onto his feet and pressed a knife to his throat, hiding behind him as Jinua prowled forward. The old drunk slumped, halfway to unconsciousness, making the enforcer hold him up. “Drop your weapons, paladin.”

You have paladin powers, she thought to herself. Divine speed. If he dies, it’s on you. 

She knew she could move fast, but could she move fast enough? Could she beat the blade before it split the old man’s throat? 

Just as she was figuring out the safest way to pry the enforcer’s arm away, the old drunk cracked his eyes open and winked at her. 

“Drop your sword!” the enforcer ordered. 

The old drunk closed his eyes again. His right hand was hidden behind his back, such that Jinua didn’t see him pull the knife. 

She did see the enforcer’s face as the blade went into his gut, shock and pain widening his eyes and pushing the breath out of him. 

The old drunk pushed the enforcer’s arm away and pivoted out of his grip. He pulled his knife out of the enforcer’s gut and shoved it into his neck. The enforcer dropped to the ground, dead.








CHAPTER FOUR







JINUA RE-ASSESSED THE surprisingly sober old man as he cleaned his bloody knife. The baggy rags did a good job of hiding his body and any muscles he may have had, but he moved with a quiet grace and confidence that wouldn’t have looked out of place in Erynis Abbey’s sparring ring.

She didn’t have time to ask him about it. The two of them stood over the kneeling enforcer on the street, who had moved just enough so that his friend’s blood wouldn’t soak his knees. 

Jinua wiped her sword with a kerchief, making sure not a drop of it remained to rust the metal. She ought to feel something after killing a human being, shouldn’t she? Some sort of guilt or satisfaction? 

She felt the same way she did after completing the most miserable of her chores: grateful it was over. For now, at least. 

She knelt so she was eye-to-eye with the enforcer, leaning on her sword as it reflected the sunlight in his eyes. “What’s your name?” she said, her voice even and low but free of anger.

“Bonol, m’holiness,” he stammered. 

She touched his shoulder, ignoring the way he cringed. His red cloak heated under her fingers. “How many more enforcers does Enejel have?” 

“Maybe twenty? I don’t know for sure.”

“And her undead?” 

“I don’t know for sure, ma’am. One or two hundred? She doesn’t do a census.”

“How smart are the undead?” the ragged old man asked from over her right shoulder. He spoke with a slight accent that Jinua couldn’t identify. Something from the south, maybe? 

“Um…” Bonol stared up at him, as if only just now noticing he was there. “Not very. They only do what they’re told. They can’t talk. Some of us like seeing how many times we can get them to walk into a wall or a pit.” 

Jinua’s mouth thinned. “Charming.” 

“Meaning no offense, holiness,” he quickly added. “They only attack people when Enejel says so, or when someone trespasses.”

The man was trembling under her hand. Albin had said that some of the enforcers served Enejel out of malice, others out of fear. She wondered which one Bonol was. 

“Why did you become an enforcer?” she asked. 

“I… I didn’t see any better option.”

She hummed. Cowardice, then. “And how will Enejel react when she hears what happened today?”

He gave a weak laugh. “She could kill me, for failing to get the money. Then raise my corpse to fight you again. Maybe then I’ll have more luck.” 

Jinua withdrew her hand. “Go home, Bonol.” 

He scrambled to his feet and sprinted away. 

She stood, brushed the dirt from her knees, and greeted the old beggar. “What’s your name, sir?” 

“Ontiku,” the older man replied. “And I’m no sir.” 

“Are you a soldier?” 

He laughed—a sharp, bitter sound. “No. Just good with a knife.” 

“Where’d you learn?” 

He shrugged. “Wherever I’ve had to fight.” 

She leaned closer and sniffed. His rags still smelled like cheap beer. The type that tasted like acid. “How drunk are you?” 

“Not as much as my clothes are.” He motioned to the castle in the distance. “You should wait for her to come to you.” 

Jinua glared at him. “We’re in a village full of people. We can’t endanger them.” 

“You go up there, she has all the advantage. But if you draw her out here, you’re dividing her forces and emptying her castle. You can fight them where they don’t have the home advantage with all her traps and guards and nasty surprises. Or even slip past them and fight her while they’re all gone. That’d be the smarter move.”

“Right. And while I’m doing that, her enforcers and undead army will slaughter this whole town,” she snapped. 

“Your priority is killing the necromancer, isn’t it?” he goaded. “That’d be the most effective way.” 

“So? The ends do not justify the means! Saving innocent people is more important than killing evil ones.” 

He gave her a dubious look. “Really.” 

She wanted to slap him for even insinuating that risking an entire town—which had already suffered unspeakable horrors—could be sacrificed to execute one woman. Instead, she crossed her arms. “Thank you for the advice that I did not ask for, but I know what I’m doing.” 

“Uh-huh,” he said doubtfully. His tone gentled, somewhat. “Well, if you’re that concerned about the town, then send away the people who don’t want to fight. They have time.”

Jinua turned away from him, fully intending to walk away entirely, and accidentally found herself looking at the man she’d killed. The pool of blood crept across the dirt street, and it was so morbidly fascinating that she couldn’t bring herself to move.

“Does your magic take much energy?” Ontiku asked, throwing her off with the change of subject.

“It’s not magic, it’s divinity,” she corrected, “and it does take some endurance to use and sustain, yes.” Too much, in her opinion. Livius assured her, those first few weeks, that it was like any other strength training: you start weak and eventually, with practice, get stronger. 

The stranger was right, though. She couldn’t kill every one of these people on her own. She needed more power. Or at least a plan.

Ayize should have insisted on sending Livius, she thought, watching the blood leak out of the corpse. He’d know what he was doing. I don’t. 

“I’ll bet that necromancy is the same way. Force her to use her powers and it’ll weaken her,” Ontiku continued, oblivious to her inner turmoil. “You’ve challenged her. She’s going to throw everything at you no matter what you do. If you force her to do that down here, where you have allies, then you can attack her later when she’s weak.” 

She studied him out of the corner of her eye. Ten minutes ago she would’ve said he was too drunk to stand. Now he was laying out a battle strategy similar to what she’d learned at the abbey. 

She didn’t like the dishonesty. “You were pretending to be drunk. Why?” 

“No fun for the enforcers, beating up a man too drunk to move,” he said. “I pick and choose my battles. And until you showed up, that wasn’t one I was going to win.”

She hummed. She could admit to the cleverness of the strategy, even if she didn’t like it. Then she again remembered what Livius had said about appearances and shit on shoes…there was more to this man than met the eye.

“Paladin or not, you can’t fight a hundred bodies,” he said. “Not alone.” 

“That’s the whole reason I’m here. Paladins were created to handle these things alone!” 

Ontiku gave her a deadpan look. “You’re telling me that there is not a single paladin in the history of Jadiim’s temples that has led ordinary people into battle?” 

“Of course they did!” Some of the most famous paladins’ stories were about just that, most notably in the Necromancer War. Paladins were powerful but rare, and even they needed help against thousands of enemies. A paladin who stayed in a city-state was almost guaranteed to be one of that city-state’s head generals in times of war.

“There you go.” 

“That’s different,” she insisted. “That’s war, and they were leading trained soldiers. Not civilians.” 

Ontiku motioned to the blood-stained houses and the corpses littering the street. “These people are under attack by a literal army of undead. Their lives and livelihoods are on the line. If that’s not war, then what is?”

She said nothing. 

“I don’t like the gods,” he said with sudden acid in his voice. “But I’ve seen how people react around paladins. Especially Jadiim’s. You can inspire them. I’ll bet there are at least some people here who want the chance at revenge. You can help them get that.”

She tugged on her black braid. She didn’t like to think that she couldn’t handle this with her power and training alone, but she had barely managed against three opponents, never mind the one or two hundred Enejel had at her disposal. She couldn’t ask these people to risk their lives to compensate for her own weakness. 

Then again, if the townsfolk wanted to fight back…

And if she died, which was more likely if she was alone, then it would take weeks for Jadiim to get another paladin here. Weeks that Enejel would spend further brutalizing the town. Would there be anyone left to save at that point? 

She straightened her shoulders and turned to the councilman’s house. “Albin!” 

He poked his head out of his door, his eyes widening at the sight of the dead men. After seeing no more enforcers, he came out all the way. “Holy Jinua?” 

“I need you to call a town meeting. We’re fighting back.” 

“We?” he choked. “Can’t you handle this? That’s the whole reason you’re here!”

She gritted her teeth. “I need to ask for volunteers willing to fight. Everyone else needs to evacuate for the next day or two, so they’re out of the way.” 

“Evacuate where?” 

“Anywhere an undead ghoul isn’t going to find them and rip their hearts from their chests,” Ontiku interrupted. “Call the damn meeting.” 

Albin sputtered, then shuffled away. “The day I take orders from a drunk…”







JINUA LOOKED ACROSS the small sea of dirty, sunken, hopeful faces and felt her stomach clench. She wished she was doing this in a temple rather than the street. That was half the reason temples were built: not just as a place of worship, but as a place big enough to hold a large audience for any occasion. Instead, they all stood in front of the blackened, charred ruins that had been Jadiim’s seat in this little corner of the world.

Two hundred of them shuffled there, crammed together. Mostly women, children, and old people. It seemed most of the men had already been killed or recruited as enforcers. 

She’d spent the time Albin had been assembling the town tugging on her braid and thinking over what she wanted to say. Now, with so many eyes on her, she forced herself to stop fidgeting and took a deep breath. “My name is Jinua, and I’m a paladin for Jadiim. I was sent here to execute the necromancer Enejel, but… I’m sorry. I need your help.” 

Several faces turned into confusion. Some dismay. Some anger. Some intrigued. 

“The enforcer we questioned said that the necromancer has more than a hundred undead at her command,” she said in a rush. “That’s more than I can handle alone. However, he also said that they were rather simple creatures.” 

“Simple creatures that killed half the town!” someone argued from the back. 

“In an ambush!” a blond woman snapped back. Albin had called her Iu. “We didn’t know they were coming. We didn’t know what was happening until it had already happened. That’s not how it’s going to be this time.” 

Jinua nodded at her. “She’s right. They may have numbers, but they’re just shambling corpses. They have no minds. It’ll be easy to out-think them, and intelligence beats muscle every time.” 

She was guessing, but it was a guess she believed, and that was enough. Some of the crowd turned contemplative. 

“I am not ordering anyone to do anything. If you don’t want to fight—and if you have young children, I encourage you not to—then Albin will lead a temporary evacuation out of town, just for a few days. If all of you decide to go, then I’ll figure something out. But.” 

She looked at every one of their faces. She grinned. “I will wager that at least one of you wants the chance to knock a few undead heads.”

Some people—mostly those around her age—grinned back. Jinua pressed her advantage: “For the people you lost to the necromancer’s treachery. For your husbands, brothers, and sons who fought back for you.”

That got some cheers. Jinua pressed harder: “For the insults and terror you’ve endured at the hands of Enejel’s thugs. For being kept in poverty because she stole from you.”

More cheers. Some curses. 

Harder: “For the grace and glory of Jadiim! With him on our side we cannot fail!” 

The townsfolk didn’t just cheer, they roared at her. It was a feeling more potent than holy fire in her veins. 

“Those of you who wish to stand and fight with me, gather whatever weapons you have and meet me back here in two hours,” she ordered. “Everyone else, pack enough food and supplies for five days, just to be safe. Albin will lead you away. I’ll send a runner to get you when Enejel is dead.” 

“And if you fail?” he asked. 

She gave him a flat look. “Then you keep going to the next town, and we wish better luck to the next paladin Jadiim sees fit to send.”

The possibility of death sobered the crowd, but they did as she told them. Ontiku stayed, leaning against the building that stood next to the blackened ruins of the temple. He jerked his chin over. “We should handle the men we killed while everyone figures out whether to fight or leave.” 

Jinua agreed. Jadiim was no god of death, and most funerals were overseen by specially elected townsfolk or the family itself, but nobody stepped forward to claim the bodies. Albin waved her off when she asked if he wanted to step in, claiming that “I need to focus on the living, not the dead.” She couldn’t fault him for that, though she did notice Ontiku wrinkle his nose. 

They borrowed a wagon to move the bodies, assembled a pyre on the edge of town, and piled the corpses on top. Jinua looked down at the face of the man she had killed. Still nothing. Just hollow grief. 

“You had to go for the knife,” she muttered, stepping away from the pyre. She wondered if Bonol would mourn his two comrades or if he was glad to be away from them.

Ontiku motioned for her to light it. She patted her pockets. “I haven’t any flint.” 

“Don’t you Jadiim paladins control fire?” 

“Someday I’ll get that power. Right now I can only heal and strengthen my attacks, that sort of thing.” 

He grunted and produced a bit of flint from his pocket. Smoke and burning flesh filled their nostrils. Jinua prayed: “No life without death, no joy without sorrow, no light without darkness. What comes from the Sisters must eventually return, but we keep and cherish the memories forever.” 

It was a standard prayer for anyone who died on the Great Steppe. While Jinua would never “cherish” the memory of these men, they would be remembered. 

“The Sisters?” Ontiku asked. 

“The Primordials Life and Death,” she explained. “My people—the Lykhussi—we still worship them.”

“Ah…” He motioned to the shield on her back. “How does he feel about that?” 

She chuckled. “Just because Jadiim is my primary god does not make him the only god. Life gave me the gift of my existence and, eventually, Death will take it away. This is true of you, me, and everyone else. But I choose to spend that precious gift by following Jadiim in the service of others, and ultimately, that’s what matters for a paladin.”

He grunted again. She didn’t press. Most people prayed to multiple gods throughout their lives, but she’d always gotten questions about her people’s choice to follow a pair of Primordials. At least he wasn’t insulting her about it, calling her savage or a barbarian or worse, godless. Her fellow recruits had learned that any variation of those words resulted in a fistfight, damn the consequences. 

They stood in silence for a while. Ontiku gave a heavy sigh, as though he were about to do something that he knew what a bad idea. “That was your first kill, wasn’t it?” 

Her mouth thinned. “Yes. You?” 

“I’d say yes, but I hear it’s bad luck to lie to one of you.” Ontiku looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “This is your first mission. You have no experience.” 

“I have training!” she snapped. 

He grunted again. “Training and experience are two entirely different worlds, as I’m sure you’re starting to realize.” 

She glared at him, the flames of the funeral pyre reflected in his near-black eyes. One minute he was giving her support and genuinely good advice, the next he was criticizing her. It was infuriating. “Who are you to question me?”

His smile was a small, rueful thing. “Nobody. I just don’t like the idea of sending young people off to die, even if they are paladins.” 

She crossed her arms. “Who says I’m going to die?” 

He looked at her, sighed, and turned back to the fire. “Common sense. You have training, but no experience. Everyone else in this town is worse off. There are no swords or spears here, and nobody would know how to use one even if we did.” 

A heavy weight settled on her shoulders. She gritted her teeth. “This was your idea.” 

“Yes. And it’s the only way forward,” he said. “Doesn’t mean I like it.” 

“If you don’t like it, you can leave.”

“Oh, I think I’ll stay.” He gave her a sharp smirk. “You need all the help you can get.”








CHAPTER FIVE







OF THE NEAR-TWO hundred villagers, about fifty agreed to stay and fight: Young women in their teens or closer to Jinua’s age of twenty-one. Middle-aged women. Some of the heartier old folks. A handful of teen boys and middle-aged men that had decided against marching on Enejel the first time. Most were trained in farming and chopping wood, so the good news was everyone had axes.

“All right,” Jinua said, her sandals brushing against the soot of Jadiim’s ruined temple. She focused on the little army before her, ignoring how quiet and empty the rest of the town was. Even more than before. “The last time the undead attacked, did any of you notice any specific weaknesses?” 

They shuffled their feet. Iu shook her head, blond bangs swishing with the movement. “My husband put a knife in one of their chests. It didn’t even blink.”

“My neighbor burned the house down with a couple of undead in it,” a teenage boy offered, his voice cracking and acne still on his chin. “That seemed to stop them.” 

“Well, that’s good.” Iu motioned to Jinua. “Jadiim is a fire god!” 

Jinua grimaced. “I’m a new paladin. Someday, yes, I’ll be able to call destructive fire. But for now, my flames only heal.” 

“Destroying the head will work,” Ontiku added. “Chop it off at the neck or bash its brains, and it’ll stop moving.” 

“How do you know, foreigner?” Iu asked. 

“I overheard some things.” 

“He’s right,” the teen boy said. “My pa buried a scythe in one of their heads, and it died. Uh, properly.” 

“They attacked anyone that moved, but it was easy to hide from them,” an older woman shared. “My husband hid me and the children under the floors of our barn. That’s the first place a man would think to look, but those undead walked right over us. Not smart, their kind.”

“So striking the head, burning them…” Jinua glanced at the black scar in the ground behind her, distantly hoping that nobody had been in the temple when it burned. “What if we lured them into a building and set it ablaze?” 

Iu looked over her shoulder to the street, frowning at the empty town. “We’d need a big building for that many dead. The temple’s already destroyed.” 

“Maybe we can build something really quick?” the teen boy asked. “It doesn’t have to hold up for long.” 

“No time. But good thought.”

“Marius’s farm,” the old woman said, raising her voice above the others. “That whole family got wiped in the last attack. Nobody’s there now, and Marius would be glad to give those bastards a comeuppance.”

The others nodded in agreement. Jinua had them lead her to the farm, leaving a couple of fast runners in the marketplace to act as a look-out in case Enejel’s forces attacked early. During the walk, she asked Ontiku, “Foreigner?” 

He did look different from the rest of the town. Everyone here, like most of the people at her abbey, had sharp noses and peach-pale skin that turned red in the sun. Ontiku’s skin was bronze. She hadn’t initially noticed because he’d been covered in mud and filth, but the more time she spent with him, the more she saw.

“Passing through,” he said. “I ran out of money and had to stop here. Bad timing, I know.” 

“I disagree. We need everyone we can get.” She wondered if Ayize or even Jadiim had put Ontiku in her path on purpose, subtly guiding her to victory. She thanked her god for her fortune in encountering him all the same.

They reached the farm at the edge of town. Marius had grown corn, and this year’s crop was already chest-high, making the entire field easy to hide in. The leaves looked a tiny bit yellow, already thirsty from lack of care and irrigation. On the edge of the farm stood the barn, where animals had once been kept. Jinua tried not to think of what had happened to them as she gaged the size of the building. She nodded. “It won’t fit all of Enejel’s forces, but if we can bring most of them here, it’ll strike a deadly blow.”

“How would we draw them in?” Ontiku asked. 

“I act as bait,” she said. “The rest of you hide in the field, set it afire when the place is full, and hack up anything left.”

“And how are you going to get out?” 

“I’ll handle that part.” 

He grunted, disapproving. She ignored him with a confidence she didn’t entirely feel.

“If we move the hay from the inside outside, that’ll make lighting it easier,” Iu suggested. “Then we’ll just have to light torches and toss them.” 

They bounced a few more ideas around, then agreed to clear the barn of anything remaining inside so they could squeeze in a few more undead. The work took the better part of the afternoon. With the day heating up, Jinua took off her armor, bracers, and greaves, sighing at the light weight of her dress. She’d kept the armor on for this long to further inspire the people, but since nothing was trying to kill her yet, she decided comfort was more important.

They took a break to eat lunch and drink watered-down wine. With Enejel claiming most of the money and food, they didn’t have much. A handful of people brought just enough rice that, cooked in a single pot, was enough for every person to have one small bowl. They added a handful of other things: kernels from the underripe corn in the field, wilting lentils, and a few bits of sausage. They had no spoons, so everyone used their fingers.

Jinua sought out Iu after the woman got her bowl. “Albin should make you part of the new council. Your leadership has been really helpful.” 

Iu was at least a decade older than Jinua, crow’s feet on the edges of her wide eyes, but she practically glowed at the praise. “Thank you, Holy One. We elect our council, and with everything that’s happened that’s been one of the last things on our minds.”

“Well, when everyone gets around to it again, I hope you get a seat.” 

“My pa worked for the council,” the teen boy chirped. He shoved a handful of rice in his mouth. “He said it was boring.” 

“Dru, don’t talk with your mouth full,” Iu scolded. 

He turned red. “Sorry.” 

Jinua recognized that tone. As Dru hurried away, she asked, “You’re a mother?” 

“Two little boys,” she said wistfully. “They’re with their grandmother.”

“Their father?” 

Her face hardened. “Killed in the first raid, with my third boy.”

Jinua put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry.” 

Iu’s eyes burned. “I want that necrotic bitch dead,” she growled. “Her and everyone who put on her red cloaks.” 

“We’ll make it happen,” Jinua swore. The sheer vehemence in the woman’s tone unsettled her, but as she walked away, she realized it could be useful. How many times had she won in a sport or spar or fist-fight not just because of her skill, but because her opponent angered her so much and she wanted—needed—to spite them? 

She went from group to group, person to person as they ate, and spoke with them of their loss. Alea, the old woman who had suggested Marius’s barn, had lost her husband in the first attack of the undead and a grandson to the town’s first retaliation. Dru lost both of his parents to the attacks and a sister to illness when they couldn’t afford the medicine thanks to Enejel’s gouging. She listened as everyone shared the names and suffering of their parents, grandparents, siblings, friends, lovers, spouses, children, and grandchildren. Nervous fluttering turned to grief that crystallized into rage and hate.

Except in Dru. He turned melancholy almost immediately. “I want to join the Jadiim militia,” he said, picking at his empty bowl. “I’m old enough to enlist, and my parents had been saving up for my travel. But with the town the way that it is, we’re going to need everyone here to rebuild.”

“There’s no shame in that,” Jinua assured him. “Jadiim is a god of honor before all things, and a healer, too. It’s far better to build something than make war.” 

“I suppose,” he said, still looking glum. 

“And nothing is stopping you from enlisting later in life,” she encouraged. “I know recruits who joined when they were almost thirty.” 

He brightened. “Really?” 

“Absolutely.” The woman who’d slept in the bunk next to Jinua had been twenty-nine, a mother of four, and had the stinkiest feet she’d ever had the misfortune of smelling. She’d been a good storyteller, though.

“And if you’re a raw recruit who’s already faced a necromancer’s army?” Jinua added. “Oh, you’ll never get a moment’s rest. Everyone will be pestering you for stories and to join their team during drills, and I would be shocked if you didn’t have a lover in a month.” 

Dru turned red and chuckled. 

About half the people had finished their meals, but they had time to linger and talk to one another. Jinua sat a little ways away from them and watched, stomach twisting, but not with hunger.

Ontiku joined her. “You haven’t eaten.” 

“They have so little. I’m not taking what I don’t need.” 

“I thought paladins had to eat more, not less.” 

Jinua reached into her belt, which had leather containers specifically designed for three little vials. She held one up. “Ever hear of an imtiat potion?” 

“No.” 

“It’s designed for paladins, especially Jadiim’s. His power burns right through us, and if we go into battle on empty stomachs, we burn out quickly. Some have even died from malnutrition over a single day. Drinking one imtiat potion is the same as eating an entire feast.” She uncorked and swallowed it down, and almost gagged. The ingredients were a variety of different herbs and a handful of monster parts, boiled together in holy fire. The result was a mix of tastes including bile, mud, and confusingly, coffee.

“That looked pleasant,” Ontiku said as Jinua shuddered. “And you still look troubled.” 

She put the now empty vial back. Unpleasant though the taste was, she could feel her stomach filling, as if she were steadily gorging on a whole roast goat with a side of sweet potatoes and carrots. “I’m fine.”

“Out with it. I may very well die tonight anyway, so anything you say will remain secret.” 

“That’s the thing,” she blurted. 

He tipped his head. She grimaced, tugging on her braid. She didn’t know this man. He was a liar. “Forget it.” 

“You’re worried about us dying,” he said at length.

She glared at him, even though he was right. She had signed up for fighting necromancers and battling evil in all corners of the world. She knew that there was a very real chance that she would die painfully and bloodily, be it tonight or ten years from now, but none of these villagers had agreed to such a thing. Not Iu, not Alea, certainly not Dru. The fact that she had enlisted their help made their lives—and deaths—her responsibility. 

“I said forget it,” she ordered. Don’t think about it. Focus on the problem at hand. Focus on killing Enejel. 

He gave her a deadpan look. “They know what we’re going to be fighting tonight far better than you do. You’re not responsible. You’re giving them hope. Even if tonight goes sour, we have a fighting chance that we didn’t before you arrived. That’s worth more than you know.” 

Her ire soothed, a little. “But is it enough?” she muttered. 

He shrugged. “We’ll find out.” 

Iu finished her bowl and approached them. “Holy one. Sorry to disturb you, but the others and I were talking, and we were wondering if you could lead us in prayer? For strength and courage.” 

Jinua found herself relaxing at the request. Leading people to battle was new and unknown. Leading a prayer was something she’d done hundreds of times. She stood. “Everyone! Let us pray.” 

Heads bowed. Except Ontiku’s. He leaned back on the ground and looked up at the sky, as though he was about to doze. 

“Fiery Jadiim, King of the Gods, you led the other gods to victory against the Primordials in the God Wars centuries ago. You inspired your paladins against the necromancers in the Necromancer War two hundred years ago. We ask for but a fraction of that strength, courage, and wisdom to win our war today. As you gave guidance to your followers in the Necromancer War, we ask that you guide us in this. You are our commander, our general, our king. We are your soldiers, warriors in your never-ending fight against corruption and evil. Our victory today ensures a brighter future, for the people of this town and all the rest of the world. Your leadership will make that happen. Today, we serve.” 

“Today we serve,” the others echoed, some—like Dru and Alea—cheering it. 

Give me the ability to keep them all alive, Jinua silently added. 

They went back to work, putting the finishing touches on the barn. She helped Ontiku to his feet. “You didn’t join us in prayer.”

“The gods have never answered me before.”

They were still touching. He spoke true. Or at least, he believed it. 

She frowned. “The gods don’t answer every little prayer, just like kings don’t answer every inquiry.” 

“And I don’t have a high opinion of kings, either,” he countered, showing his yellowing teeth in a smirk. “Let’s get to work.”








CHAPTER SIX







JINUA STOOD IN the middle of Glyrta’s town square, watching the sun set over the thatched roofs and pine trees. It was hard to tell through the thick forest, but she could’ve sworn she saw a flicker of candlelight from the ruined castle atop the hill. 

She waited alone, everyone else in position by the barn on the other side of town. Whatever came at them from the castle had to pass by her to get there. She was back in her armor, including bracers, greaves, and helmet. They somehow felt heavier than usual. 

The shadows on the street grew longer and darker. Stars flickered to life above her head. She spent her vigil quietly praying, first for success, then for all the villagers to survive, then for the welfare of her friends and family—just in case she didn’t make it out. Eventually, she slipped out of prayer and into meditation. Simple breathing exercises that Cirhina had taught her. Breathe in. Hold it. Breathe out. Hold it. Breathe in. Hold it…

Livius had told her that the first time he fought in an actual battle, he pissed himself. Cirhina had told her that she’d thrown up before and after her first fight. Fear made the body do strange things. 

And there was fear, gnawing at Jinua’s gut, but the more she focused on her breathing exercises, pushing it away with every breath, the more she fell into that heightened sense of awareness. Hearing the crows caw to each other overhead. The smell of the dry dirt road. The feel of her breastplate wrapped around her chest.

Night finally blanketed the land. Despite not being able to see more than the vague shadows of the houses, Jinua didn’t bother with a light. Not yet. 

There. Just through the trees, one lonely torch. 

Just one? she wondered, watching it get closer. Did the undead need to see?

As the light reached the edge of the village, something hummed. Distantly, but gradually getting louder. Jinua squinted. She could see the person holding the torch, barely, and some other shapes on the edges of the light. 

Closer, now. The torch got brighter. The humming got louder. 

No, not humming. Groaning.

Jinua tightened her grip on her sword and her shield. She could hear the dirt shuffling under the feet of whatever was on the edge of that light. She knew that sound—she’d heard it all her life traveling back and forth across the Great Steppe—the sound of dozens, hundreds of people walking. 

Jinua swallowed. She wanted to conjure the light, just to see her opponent. To know what she was dealing with. So they would see her and back off.

She gripped her shield and sword tighter and didn’t move. Breathe in. Hold it. Breathe out. Hold it. Breathe in.

The torch reached the end of the street that led straight to the market. The figure holding it wore a cloak—red? The figures closest to him, just out of reach of the light, were human. Or at least, they had two arms and two legs. 

The groaning was the only thing she could hear now, covering the sound of the wind and crickets. Beyond the torch were more lights. Smaller, dimmer, and something like red or maroon. Candles? Jinua waited. Breathe out. Hold it. Breathe in. 

The torch-bearer stopped just when she could make out his face—Bonol—the enforcer she’d spared earlier that day. When he stopped, so did the sound of shuffling feet.

Jinua glared at him. She spared his life and this is how he repaid the kindness? 

“Who’s there?” he demanded. “I see you!” 

There was no moon out tonight, but the dim light of the stars was enough to reflect off of her bronze armor. Jinua smacked her sword against her shield, making light erupt from the flaming sword painted in its center. It was much brighter than Bonol’s torch and revealed a horrifying sight. 

He led a small army. He’d said Enejel had anywhere from one to two hundred undead at her command. Now that Jinua was looking at it, she felt the odds push ever more against her favor. They clogged the street, shambling over each other like a swarm of ants. 

This far away, she couldn’t see much detail. But she did see that many of them had old blood stains on their clothes that didn’t seem to bother them at all. Others were barely more than skeletons. All of their eyes glowed maroon.

“I told you to go home,” she snapped. 

Bonol shook his head. “Our lives are so much better under Queen Enejel, don’t you get that? So long as you do as she says, she rewards you. I was in jail last month, now I’m leading an army!” 

“You’re a necromancer?” 

He snorted. “No, you dumb bitch. She gave them orders. They are to obey my command. If I die, they are to bring her your head and the heads of ten other townsfolk. As payment for your insult.” 

“And this is better than your life before?” she scoffed. 

“I’ll be generous and let the town choose which ten. But this is the price for order and protection.” 

Either he was truly malicious, or he’d been brainwashed. Either way, Jinua was not making the mistake of sparing him again. 

She bowed to her opponent, then raised her sword. “You go through me first.” 

“That’s the plan, sweetheart!” he cried cheerily over the sound of the shambling crowd. 

His face contorted in rage as he spat the order: “Now, go get her.” 

The undead ran at her, surprisingly quick, snarling and groaning in a frenzy. One man didn’t have an eye or the front half of his throat. One woman was little more than sinew, bones, and dust. Another woman was missing her right arm up to the elbow and a good chunk of her stomach. 

Jinua turned tail and ran. 

“Coward!” Bonol accused. She ignored him, tamping down the urge to turn right around and fight him herself. She’d get torn apart by that undead hoard and leave this town defenseless. There’d be time enough to stab him later.

She led them out of the village and to the farms, extinguishing her light so it wouldn’t illuminate the villagers hiding in the corn. Hoping they would stay quiet and not draw attention to themselves, ruining the plan. She kept to the dirt road and went straight to the barn. 

“Wait! Stop! Something’s not right!” Bonol called. 

Some of the undead slowed, but the ones closest to Jinua continued their pursuit. 

“Do not go into the barn! I command you!” 

Jinua stepped into the barn. The undead did not, freezing right outside the threshold. 

Damn, she thought. The inside and outside of the barn were stacked with hay, ready to be lit. They wouldn’t be able to fit the entire army in here, but they could get rid of a good chunk of it. 

“Want to fight me yourself, Bonol?” she taunted. 

“I think not,” he said, pushing through the army to get a better look. He nodded. “Good trap. Useless, though. Search the cor—”

A knife flew through the air and cut into his neck. 

Jinua gaped as Bonol coughed blood, a blade sticking out of his throat. It wasn’t made of bronze or iron. It was bone.

Who threw that? she wondered. HOW did they throw it? Bonol stood in the middle of his army, protected on all sides. There was no way the knife avoided a dozen undead bodies on its own! It had to have turned multiple times in mid-air to hit him, and that just wasn’t possible.

Bonol went down, staining the ground red, his torch sputtering. Jinua shook herself. Time for that later. Handle the problem you must solve NOW.

“Come on, you undead bastards! Were you not ordered to kill me?” she called. 

She could see the simple creatures grappling with two clashing commands: kill the paladin, or stay out of the barn? 

Enejel’s desire for her head won out over dead Bonol’s orders, and they surged forward. 

Jinua backed up, deeper into the barn. The first creature lunged for her and she sliced off its head. It didn’t bleed as it fell.

The second didn’t hesitate even after seeing its comrade fall, barreling into her back before she’d finished moving. Cold fingers dug into the nape of her neck as they tried to grab at her ebony braid. She pivoted and slammed her shield into the corpse, knocking it away. 

They shambled forward, pressing her deeper into the building. Twenty of them were inside. Thirty. Forty. 

“Come on, now, don’t be shy!” she called. 

The nearest ones charged, glomping onto her shield and armor, scrambling over each other to get to her. Jinua staggered back. She dropped to a knee. Dirty nails scratched her face, digging into her cheek. 

She called the fire. It raced through her veins, healing her cheek and burning through her muscles. She pushed back, blowing away the pile of undead in a hail of broken, decrepit bodies. They fell on top of each other in a writhing, groaning mass. She scrambled backward, almost to the far wall now. 

There had to be at least sixty in the barn. Seventy? They kept cramming themselves in. 

Her back hit the wall. Out of time, and out of room. 

“Light it!” she ordered. 

On the other side of the barn’s wall, she could hear Alea strike flint and stone together. 

One of the undead grabbed her sword arm. Another her shield. The others pushed against each other and tried to crush her against the wall as smoke filtered through the wooden cracks. Cold fingers dug into her skin. A forehead smacked against her nose, and teeth grazed her throat. Everything pressed in too hard, too tight, squeezing all the air out of the building. 

With a shout, Jinua yanked herself free and drove forward, barreling through the hoard. Her skin burned. The bodies of the risen blurred around her as she shoved through them, holy strength making the impossible task of fighting through the crowd feel like swimming against a river’s current. Difficult, but doable. 

She burst through the barn’s doors just as the wall she’d left behind properly caught fire. She got a brief look at the cornfield before her. Roughly half of the undead forces were in the barn. The rest—maybe seventy or eighty—had found the villagers hiding in the corn. Iu swiped her axe against a man with multiple holes in his chest, crying the whole time. Dru the boy hacked at a skeleton, only to get tackled by another. An old man rushed to help. Ontiku drove his knife into the eye of a decayed corpse. 

The undead that had been waiting to get into the barn turned on her, swarming her. One grabbed her braid and pulled, as though they were trying to tear the hair from her scalp. Another tried to pull her shield free. Another pulled at her legs, almost tripping her. 

Fire still burned in her. She yanked her shield free and drove her sword into the one pulling her hair. Her scalp tingled. 

The one pulling at her legs suddenly surged up, tackling her and finally bringing her down. She hit the ground with an oof. 

Immediately, they were on her. Clawing at her face. Pulling at her arms and legs and hair. She lost her sword. She kicked one off of her only to have two others replace it. Punching through the skull of another summoned three more that pinned her arm down. Pain burst in her leg as someone bit her calf. Someone else bit her arm. 

She screamed, trying to find the divine fire and finding only embers. Cold panic settled in. 

So this is how I die.

Then, THWIT. 

THWIT. THWIT. THWIT. 

One by one, in quick succession, six of the undead jerked, like they were struck, and froze. Jinua pried herself out of the others’ grasp and scrambled away. The bites on her arm and leg throbbed. Her stomach gurgled at her. 

Six of the undead that had been attacking her had the blue leather-wrapped handles of knives sticking out of them. The same style of bone that had brought down Bonol. 

The same style that, this close, she recognized. 

The maroon glow in their eyes flickered, turning to a greenish-blue. 

“Close the barn doors,” Ontiku ordered. 

For a second, Jinua thought he was talking to her. 

The blue-eyed undead moved as one toward the barn, walking right past her. It was properly ablaze now, and she was close enough that she should have been choking on the smoke. She couldn’t control destructive fire, but she seemed resistant to some of its effects, at least. 

The blue-eyed undead grabbed the doors, heedless of their red-eyed brethren trying to get out of the flames. They closed the doors, sealing half of the army within the burning barn. 

Jinua found her sword and got to her feet. The undead who had been attacking her that didn’t get hit with the knives, about four, went for her. But now that she was on her feet, Jinua was quick to dispatch them, watching their heads roll with barely restrained fury. 

Ontiku stood a little ways from the barn, just outside of the smoke. His eyes glowed green-blue. 

“You’re a necromancer?” she hissed. 

“Fight now, yell later,” he said, raising his hands. 

The six undead he controlled charged at the nearest cluster of undead. As soon as they reached them, the six of them exploded. The force of the explosion—and the bits of bone shooting through the air—shredded their enemies. Jinua couldn’t count how many they destroyed with such a sacrifice. Maybe a dozen? More? 

The bone knives remained untouched and floated in the air, like arrows held by half a dozen invisible soldiers, and were shot at the next six shambling corpses, the blades driving into the undead’s skulls. The hateful maroon glow dimmed from their eyes as they fell—properly dead this time. 

“We will discuss this,” she growled, turning back to the rest of the field. 

Now the battle was on much more even odds. One-to-one. The villagers hacked away with their axes, trying to drive their foes toward the burning barn. Alea’s gray hair dripped with blood, but that didn’t stop her from lopping off an undead’s arm as it reached for her. Iu’s corner looked a little bleaker, as she and her friends had taken some casualties, stepping over the bodies of the fallen. 

Jinua whistled, catching everyone’s attention. “Any undead still following Enejel, you haven’t killed me yet!” 

It was like a siren song. All the undead abandoned their fights and went for her. Iu managed to lop off the head of one when it turned away. Jinua flipped her sword, ready for another fight. 

She needn’t have bothered. Behind her, Ontiku summoned his blades. They whizzed past her like darts, some even swerving around her the way no natural arrow would. Every one of the six bone knives found their way into an undead brain. Ontiku magically, telekinetically, pulled them out as they fell, then drove them into the next six. Again. 

And again. 

And again. 

And again.

Jinua stood there, slightly dumb, watching the undead fall like grass. It took a while. There were dozens of them, and Ontiku only had six knives. But there had been enough of a starting distance, and he was quick enough, that Jinua only had to move to kill a couple of undead. 

The last one fell to the sound of its own cut-off moan and the barn crackling with fire. The villagers stared at them. Glared at Ontiku. Jinua didn’t think anyone was even breathing. 

He summoned his blades, all of them returning to his hand, and wiped the sweat from his brow. “All right. Now you can start yelling.”








CHAPTER SEVEN







JINUA ORDERED ONTIKU arrested and detained while she tended to the wounded, of which there were plenty. Bites, scratches, broken bones. More than one dead. 

Jinua looked down at Dru. He’d been found with two of Enejel’s undead. They’d ripped him apart, tearing open his stomach and pulling everything out. All the blood on his face almost covered the acne on his chin. 

“You would have been a fine soldier for Jadiim,” she whispered. 

But… wait. Maybe he still could be.

She marched up to Ontiku. Iu and a few others kept watch, glaring at him as he sat in front of the smoldering barn, not a care on his face.

Jinua’s legs felt like jelly, threatening to buck her off of her feet. Her head and bones felt like they were made of air, and her stomach was pawing at her innards with sharp stabs. If she didn’t eat something soon, she would pass out.

She opened and downed the second of her three imtiat potions, swallowing it quick enough that she didn’t taste it. By the time she reached Ontiku, her legs were steadier.

“We have seven dead,” she said. “Make your dark powers useful and bring them back.” 

He shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way.” 

“You’re lying!” Iu accused. 

“I am not,” he said calmly. 

Jinua was inclined to believe Iu. After all the lies and deception Ontiku had done just in the last day, she couldn’t just blindly trust anything he said.

It was bizarre. He didn’t look like a necromancer with dark armor and an army of undead. He still looked like a beggar, sitting with his arms around his knees in his beer-stained rags. No bone knives; Jinua had confiscated them, clutching them in her hand like a grotesque bouquet. 

They were simply carved with very little decoration. The handles were wrapped in strips of dark blue leather for easier grip, and the blades were surprisingly sharp. There was a slight curve to them, and while Jinua couldn’t guess what—or who—these bones had come from, she figured they had originally been ribs. 

“If I raise your dead, they’ll be no better than the creatures we just fought,” Ontiku explained. “Necromancers have tried to find a way to fully raise the dead since the start, and for thousands of years, we’ve failed. I can raise the flesh, but it’ll be just that. Once the soul is gone…” 

He shrugged helplessly. 

“He’s in league with Enejel,” Iu accused. 

“If that were true, I wouldn’t be stupid enough to expose myself to your side.”

“You would’ve destroyed a lot more undead if you’d told us from the start what you could do,” Jinua snapped.

Ontiku snorted. “I’d have been killed before I finished speaking, paladin.” He said it like a swear. 

“Because you’re a filthy necromancer!” Iu spat. “You bring nothing but death and destruction wherever you go! You and Enejel!” 

He said nothing.

She has a point, Jinua thought. Even if Ontiku wasn’t a problem now, he would be later. There was no way she could trust him with this town. 

It was tempting to execute him and be done with it, but… he did save her life. She didn’t understand why a necromancer would do that, but honor demanded that she stay her blade. 

For now. 

Jinua knelt in front of him and put her free hand on his arm. He winced as her skin heated, but didn’t move away. 

“Why are you here?” she asked. 

“I’m here to execute Enejel,” he said. “She broke the Creed, rather brutally. The Order of Necromancers sent me to fix it.”

“Creed?” 

“The Necromancer’s Creed. We all swear to it before we even learn our first spell. Every school had a slightly different wording or flavor, but the core of it has been the same since the Order began: We are not to use our powers to hurt the innocent. We are not to raise the dead without the deceased’s or their family’s permission outside of emergencies. We are not to get involved in the affairs of governments. ‘Queen’ Enejel broke all of that.” 

“Liar,” Iu hissed. 

“He’s not,” Jinua cut in. “I am compelling the truth from him.” 

“As soon as we heard about the situation, I was dispatched to end it,” Ontiku continued. “However, unlike a paladin, I cannot stroll through town and demand answers without getting chased out.” 

She glared at him, hearing the condescension in his tone. He continued without acknowledging the look: “I disguised myself as a drunk a few days before you arrived, listening to rumors and strategizing a way to complete the mission. I was going to volunteer to be one of Enejel’s enforcers—”

“Ah-ha!” Iu cheered. 

“—so I could get close enough to kill her,” he finished, giving the blond woman a stern look. He glanced at Jinua. “Then you arrived, and I thought I would use this bit of good luck while it lasted.”

“Right,” Iu sneered. “And as soon as Enejel’s dead, you just take her place.” 

“No. I return to the Order and report. Maybe catch a play if I pass by a town with a decent theater.” 

Jinua studied him. Even though she was touching him—that Jadiim’s divinity was compelling the truth—it was hard to believe that he wasn’t lying. 

“I thought the Order of Necromancers was destroyed,” she said at length.

“You tried,” he retorted with a rueful smirk, “but we’re necromancers. Even before the genocide, we had a council of ghosts to act as advisers. They ran the Order for a couple of generations until new necromancers took their place.”

“Genocide? No, Jadiim’s forces executed necromancers who were corrupt and spreading horrors throughout the land. Much like Enejel.” 

He gave her a flat look. “The sheer lack of education you’ve displayed is frankly terrifying.” 

Jinua huffed. They didn’t have time to debate ancient history. “Did Enejel learn from you?

Ontiku made a face. “Not me, personally. I’ve never met her. From what I’ve heard, though, she was always a bit troubled. Hateful. We hoped that safety and community would ease that, the way it does with most of us. But she just got worse. Then one day, she was gone. We heard nothing until she came here.” 

He spoke as though he pitied her. Jinua couldn’t bring herself to do the same. She’d seen too many of that woman’s victims to have any kind of sympathy. 

“What I said earlier, about necromancy taking its toll, taking energy, that was true,” he said. “It doesn’t work quite like a paladin’s powers. We don’t starve to death. But it still causes strain. Enejel raised more dead than I thought she would, which means her energy is likely very much depleted. She’s exhausted. Vulnerable. Likely sleeping off the effects. Her enforcers will think we’re too busy fighting or even already dead and won’t keep a sharp lookout. Now is the perfect time to strike.” 

She gritted her teeth. This was her mission. Her first mission. She wasn’t going to let this scum of a necromancer take that away from her. “You expect us to let you go up there on your own, after all the lies you’ve told us?”

“Only if you don’t go up there and do it yourself,” he said. “It doesn’t matter to me who strikes the killing blow, so long as she’s dead.” 

Truth. The heat under her hand proved it. 

Jinua released his arm and stood. Necromancers were evil. Unstable. They broke the laws of nature. They brought death and doom to everything they touched.

Yet everything Ontiku had said and done had been…good. Sneaky and borderline dishonorable, but good. It was the strangest thing.

They both wanted Enejel dead, and it would be handy to have someone knowledgeable about necromancy around. However, trusting him to watch her back would be the height of stupidity. 

What would Livius do? she wondered. He had shared multiple stories of his adventures as a paladin, giving her the benefit of his decades of experience. He had hunted down and killed a handful of necromancers, and they’d all been like Enejel. None of them had gone to a tormented town to try to help—before a paladin had even shown up—never mind risking their lives to save that paladin. 

Livius had once had an encounter with a demigod child of Heshay, god of the sea. Though the demigod had been a ruthless pirate, during a storm that threatened the ship he and Livius were on, the demigod had saved the paladin’s life. Livius decided to capture him alive, instead of executing him like he’d been ordered. He ended up imprisoned rather than killed.

“We’re executing him then?” Iu asked. 

Jinua snapped out of her thoughts. “What?”

Iu gave her a bewildered look. “He’s a necromancer. Even if he’s not bad now, he’ll go sour soon enough. It’s in their nature.” 

“Jadiim hates necromancers,” elderly Alea agreed. “We cannot suffer one to live.” 

Ontiku said nothing. He didn’t even move, just flicked his eyes from one person to the next as they spoke. The bone knives in Jinua’s hand didn’t so much as twitch, though she doubted that would remain true if this discussion spiraled any further. 

She could take him in a fight. Probably. And if he died now, she wouldn’t shed any tears. She’d give him the honor of burning the body and saying the prayer, and then move on with her mission.

But…

“No,” she sighed. “He risked his life to fight with us. And risked it even more to save my own. I cannot overlook that.”

She offered him the knives. “You’re helping me fight Enejel.” 

He took the knives and stood, brushing the dirt from his bottom. Iu sputtered. “You can’t be serious.” 

“The rest of you, tend to your dead,” she ordered. “Ontiku and I will go up there now and do the deed. After which, he will leave and never return.” 

Ontiku nodded. “That was always the plan.”

“You trust him?” Iu demanded. 

“No,” Jinua replied. “And if he moves a single toe out of line, I swear by Jadiim’s holy light that I will kill him then and there.” 

The necromancer didn’t bother to respond. He started scraping the drying blood from his knives with his nail as Jinua led him into town.








CHAPTER EIGHT







THEY STOPPED BY Albin’s stables, where Ontiku had stashed his possessions in a bag beneath some hay. After a few moments, he’d replaced the beer-stained rags with a black long-sleeved undershirt, trousers, boots, and some sort of armored vest and bracers. They weren’t made of bronze or iron like Jinua’s breastplate, but some sort of boiled leather. At the small of his back was a built-in sheath containing six slots, designed so half could be pulled from the left hand and the other half with the right. Ontiku slid his knives in. He looked much more like a necromancer now, dark and dangerous.

Jinua took the time he was changing to eat a loaf of bread given to her by a reluctant Iu. Yes, she’d already drank an imtiat potion, but she’d been up all night and the day before. Exhaustion nipped at her heels, so she called upon holy fire to heat her veins, shocking her back into full awareness. While she’d prefer to be eating something like pork or seafood or even raisins, she wasn’t going to complain about what the oppressed town could scrounge up for her. Even if that meant choking down dry, crusty bread with a few spots of green mold on it.

Ontiku came out as she was polishing off the last bite, feeling much better.  “We’ll make better time on horseback,” she said. “Do you ride?” 

He grimaced. “Not really.” 

“No horse of your own?” 

“That wouldn’t do well with the ‘beggar’ look, would it?” 

She sighed. “Help me saddle up.” 

Minutes later, they were awkwardly sharing Athos’s saddle. Ontiku sat behind Jinua, one hand with a death grip on her shoulder, the other digging into his own thigh. With their height difference, his eyes barely came over her shoulder, and she felt him shift every time he tried to get a look ahead of them. They left the village behind, following a near-invisible path through the forest, up the hill, to the crumbling fortress.

“Is this your first necromancer hunt?” she asked. In part to pass the time, and partially to see just what type of ally she’d strapped herself with. 

“No,” he said. “But it’s a rare occurrence. Maybe four times in the last decade?”

“And you scolded me for inexperience?” 

“Most of my missions deal with monster-hunting.” 

“The temples deal with those.” 

Ontiku snorted. “Yes, the temples. Who will only accept such jobs if the townsfolk pleading for help follow their specific god and have made big enough contributions to their coffers. If you’re a tiny town in the middle of nowhere, or you decide to follow the Primordials or nature spirits, you’re on your own.” 

She sputtered. He hadn’t called out Jadiim specifically, but she felt the unspoken insult. “I’ve never heard of such neglect!” 

“Why would your priests talk about it? It doesn’t make for a good recruitment speech.” 

She hated that he was touching her shoulder, and therefore speaking the truth. Or at least, what he thought was the truth. 

“Even with the blessings of the gods, we cannot be everywhere at once,” she said. “I’m sure the priests had to make difficult decisions, prioritizing which were the greatest threats.” 

“Hm. Keep telling yourself that.”

“Tell me more about Enejel,” she demanded. “What other powers do you think she has?”

He took the change of subject gracefully. “Honestly? I don’t think she has much. She only stayed in school long enough to learn the more basic spells. Her mastery of them makes her brutal and effective, but ultimately unskilled at necromancy as a whole.” 

“Unskilled?” Jinua laughed. “You call raising an army ‘unskilled?’”

“That was just a basic rising. It’s very simple.” 

“Then what on earth is not simple?”

Ontiku let go of his leg to start gesticulating with his hand, though still kept the death grip on her shoulder. “That would be a possessive rising. See, when you perform a basic rising on a dead subject, it is completely mindless and acts on pure instinct. In order to get it to do what you want it to do, you have to impress upon it one simple objective, maybe two. ‘Kill that.’ ‘Guard this.’ ‘Carry that.’ The simpler the better. Anything too complicated and the subject won’t understand and won’t be able to do anything. But the positive is that you can raise multiple subjects with the same objective and not suffer any quality for it.” 

“Like raising an army to kill a paladin and some townsfolk,” Jinua said. “And giving them a second order to follow Bonol’s commands as a safeguard.”

“Exactly,” he praised. He was a bit more relaxed now, properly getting into the lecture. “Then, we have a possessive rising. This is much more advanced. In addition to raising the dead subject, the necromancer also completely possesses them. We control every movement and see through its eyes. This allows the subject to do much more complicated or long-term tasks. However, while a basic rising is largely passive after you’ve raised the subject and given it orders, a possessive rising demands constant attention. We have to actively control the subject, or we lose our grip and it returns to rest. And it’s incredibly rare to be able to possess more than one subject at a time. I believe the record is three, but it was rather sloppy work.” 

She didn’t understand why anyone would want to do a possessive rising. That just seemed like showing off dark magic. 

“What about what you did?” she asked. “When you took over the undead you stabbed with your knives?” 

“I just wrestled control away from Enejel. Necromancy is a very physical art. We have to touch the subject in some way in order to revive and control it. But if you have an anchor…” 

The sound of a knife coming out of its sheath made Jinua stiffen. Ontiku floated one of his knives around his hand, his eyes glowing blue. “…then you don’t have to touch the subject itself. I just plant it on them in some way, and it’s like breaking through a back door, but that only works as long as the knife remains in the subject. Once I remove it, control returns to the original necromancer.” 

He re-sheathed the knife. Jinua shook her head. “Everything you just said is very disturbing.” 

“Death often is.” 

“So why pursue it?” 

She couldn’t see his face but heard him huff what might have been a laugh. “Is fire not destructive? Dangerous? If you continue down your path, you’ll be able to burn entire villages to the ground with a snap of your fingers.” 

“I would never—”

“But you could. The power exists. Does that not make you…disturbing?” 

She pondered that for a moment.

“You can’t fight what you are, or you’ll tear yourself apart,” Ontiku said. “I’m gifted with this magic. It is who I am. Nothing can change that. Not me. Not you. Not your god.”




THEY TIED ATHOS to one of the forest’s many pine trees just as the eastern sky turned a pale pink. They were about a mile from the castle, and there was plenty of grass in this patch by the road. Jinua patted the mare’s rump and prayed that, if she and Ontiku died, someone would think to come looking for her. 

“Hold on, let’s be smart,” Ontiku said, stopping in the middle of the road. Athos was long behind them, out of sight. “Castles are designed to be hard to navigate for invaders.” 

“Do you have a map in your pocket?” she demanded. 

“No, but I can ask someone.” He sat down and magically pulled his knives, his eyes glowing green-blue between one blink and the next. 

Jinua jumped, grasping the handle of her sword. “What are you doing?” 

“Working,” he said. The knives drew a circle in the dirt, then drove themselves into the ground. He clasped his hands together over his crossed legs. His hunched, calm figure reminded Jinua of her own prayers and meditation. He whispered a chant that swelled through the air like the wind and echoed around her: 

“Ka eps dna el cricym ot em 

Oce eht nom musil,

Liheht nos niurn iel

Tsac eht fos tir ips.”

His words faded, the wind carrying them away. Green-blue tendrils of smoke rose from the six bone knives, the dancing billows forming the image of a man wearing elaborate robes, the likes of which Jinua had only ever seen in ancient statues and mosaics. 

“Oh, another necromancer,” the smokey spirit drawled, his accent almost unrecognizable. 

Ontiku bowed his head, his eyes still glowing. “I’m sorry about Enejel. Her behavior does not reflect that of my Order.” 

“Doesn’t it? You know, I didn’t believe all those rumors about your kind, but now I’m thinking perhaps I should have.” 

Ontiku visibly gritted his teeth. “I have been sent by the Order of Necromancers to kill Enejel, and would like your help.” 

The spirit perked up. “Oh?” 

“What is going on?” Jinua demanded. “Did you compel this spirit?” 

“Compel?” The ghost laughed. “If centuries of death haven’t made me leave my home, one little necromancer isn’t going to do that. Not even two.” 

“While necromancers can force spirits to act in certain ways, it goes against the Creed,” Ontiku explained. “I simply asked if there were any in the area who would like to talk.” 

“Oh, I’ll talk,” the ghost said. “That woman took over my home and has turned it into a den of rotting vipers!”

“How many?” 

“About twenty young bucks are with her. All the undead humans are gone, but I heard she has some others hidden in the woods as traps.” 

“Do you know where?” 

The spirit shook his head. 

“Where is Enejel?” Ontiku asked. 

“My room. It’s the lord’s tower, in the center of the fortress. Take the stairs to the top. Just make sure that when you kill her, she doesn’t linger to bother me further!” 

Ontiku gave a sharp smirk. “I’ll ensure that her spirit does not cause any more disturbances.” 

Jinua scoffed. “You said the Creed forbids you from compelling dead spirits.” 

“There are exceptions to every rule. If her ghost lingers, I can force her through the other side. It’s another reason necromancers exist: getting rid of poltergeists.” 

“I’m no poltergeist!” the spirit objected. “I just love my home.” 

“And you’ll have no trouble from me,” Ontiku promised. “Thank you for your time, spirit.” 

“Good luck, boy. You’re all right, for a necro.” 

Ontiku dropped his hands and the glow faded from his black eyes. The ghost—and turquoise smoke—vanished, too. He returned his knives to their sheaths and stood, quite agile for his age. “Lord’s tower. In the dead center of the fort.” 

“Should be easy enough to find,” Jinua said, continuing on the road. 

“Knowing my luck, we’ll still catch the attention of every enforcer on duty,” he grumbled. 

“I wasn’t intending on sneaking in.” 

He sputtered. “That’s the whole reason we’re here. To catch her off-guard!” 

“And we are. But Jadiim is a god of light. Even if creeping around weren’t cowardly and dishonorable, I’m not exactly built for it.” She motioned to her bright, shiny armor and heavy-set frame.

Ontiku ran a hand over his face. “Do you have any objection to my creeping around like a dishonorable coward while you make a distraction?” 

“This is my mission. I was specifically sent by Jadiim to kill Enejel. By myself.” 

“I doubt he’ll care who exactly deals the killing blow. You’re directly involved, that should be enough.” 

“No,” she said. “I am to execute Enejel.”

“You can take the credit. I won’t refute it.”

“I’ll not lie about this!” 

He sighed. “Right, right. Honor god.” Another sigh. “So we do this the dumb way that’ll get both of us killed?”

“You are well within your rights to leave.”

“That would probably be the smart thing to do,” he said with a rueful smile. He kept pace with her, continuing toward the fort. 

So he was the one the trapper got when it burst out of its den and attacked.








CHAPTER NINE







AT FIRST, JINUA didn’t realize what was happening. She only registered danger as the ground shifted and dirt clouded her vision. She drew her sword, shield thankfully at the ready. She heard Ontiku start to scream, and then it was cut off. 

“Necromancer!” she called as the dust settled. She squinted, trying to get a clear view despite the particles getting in her eyes. 

Something big, with multiple legs, stood over the worryingly still form of Ontiku. Something in it glowed maroon. 

Jinua swung her sword at one of the legs, hitting flesh. It lashed out with another leg. She blocked with her shield, crouching low to the ground. 

The dust finally settled enough for her to get a clear view of their enemy. It was a trapper, like the one she’d fought in the ruins. The difference was that this one was clearly already dead. Patches of thick skin were missing, and it reeked of rotting flesh. Old arrows poked out of its torso, many of them cut off at the fletching. It had no eyes, so the maroon glow of Enejel’s control manifested in its mouth, making it look like it was breathing red smoke through its rows of dagger-like teeth.

One of its legs pinned Ontiku in place, its claws digging into his gut, staining the bottom of its leg red. Jinua couldn’t tell if he was still breathing. 

“Come on now!” she hollered, banging her sword against her shield to get its attention. She backed up, hoping to lure it away from the wounded man. Necromancer or not, they were allies. She couldn’t do nothing while he died; that’d be the height of dishonor. “If you want a proper fight, you’ll meddle with me.” 

It hissed, raising its leg out of Ontiku’s gut. He gasped. Jinua cringed. If she didn’t end this now and heal him, he’d bleed out in minutes.

She charged, fire surging through her veins, the trees warping around her as time slowed.

The trapper’s legs came at her in slow motion. She batted them away and drove her sword into its gut, opening its belly. Its rotted entrails spilled out, making her gag. She stepped back, the fires dimming, time returning to normal.

The trapper smacked her with its other leg without missing a beat. 

Jinua hit the ground and tumbled, her armor rattling, all the air rushing out of her lungs. Idiot! she thought. It’s undead. You go for the head!

The trapper attacked her again. She put up her shield, gritting her teeth as the creature’s leg rammed into the metal. The trapper moved too quickly for her to concentrate on calling the fire, hitting her shield again, and again, and again, and—

It jerked sideways, stopping its assault on her shield. Jinua scrambled to her feet as two more bone knives buried themselves in the monster’s flesh. 

Ontiku had moved to his side. One fist was buried in his gut, stemming the bleeding. He gritted his teeth, glaring at the trapper with burning blue eyes.

Jinua took the opportunity and sliced through the trapper’s skull. She was at Ontiku’s side before the corpse hit the ground. 

“Let me see,” she ordered, pushing Ontiku onto his back. 

She’d worried that the blow went clean through, possibly damaging the spine. But her initial assessment showed that that hadn’t happened. His bottom two ribs were shattered, which had likely slowed the trapper’s strike, and she didn’t want to think of the incalculable damage to his organs. 

Up the hill, beyond the trees, a bell rang from the castle.

Ontiku coughed up blood. “They know.” 

“Yes, I heard.” 

“Leave me…,” he coughed another spatter of red, “here.” 

She glared at him. “Excuse me?” 

“Bait.” He pointed to the trapper with a shaky, bloodstained finger. His breaths came out in slow, agonizing wheezes. “They’ll think…trap worked. Might think…you’re dead…in village. You…can sneak…in.” 

“I told you, I don’t sneak. And I don’t leave allies behind to die.” 

“Necromancer.” 

“Distasteful allies don’t get the dishonor of abandonment.” 

“Is not… dishonor… if I… tell you to.” 

“Shut up.” She put her hands on his chest and pushed fire into him. 

Ontiku gave a strangled scream. Jinua tried to block it out, focusing the healing fire on the most damaged parts of him. 

By the time she was done, the bells were still ringing. But the hole in his chest was sealed, leaving behind a nasty-looking bruise, fractured ribs, and what would likely be some very tender insides for a while. 

Jinua wiped the sweat from her forehead. “All right. Let’s find you some cover. Can you move?” 

Ontiku hissed out a few breaths before slowly, agonizingly, starting to move. Jinua helped him to his feet and gathered up his knives. If he was found, they’d be his best defense. They stumbled off the path, through the thick foliage and skinny, twisted trees. Jinua had to support at least half his weight, and she thanked Livius for putting her through endless strength-training exercises so she could do this without having to rely on Jadiim.  

They stopped when they found a tree large enough to hide Ontiku from casual observers. She set him down against its roots. 

“How’s your breathing?” she asked. 

“Painful,” he said, sounding much better, “but surprisingly possible. Thank you.” 

She gave him his knives. “Here. I’ll kill Enejel as quick as I can, but you might have to defend yourself until then.” 

“I can—”

“You will stay here, hidden.” She softened. “You’ve done enough. More than I thought you would. We’re even now.” 

He took the knives, cradling them in his lap. “Necromancers and other ‘godless’ are exempt from Jadiim’s code of honor. You’re under no obligation to look after me.” 

She remembered being buried under a swarm of undead, not even twelve hours ago, certain that she was going to be ripped apart. “I disagree.”

He grunted. “You know, I could possess the trapper.” 

“How? We destroyed the head.” 

“If you get me the head of one of Enejel’s enforcers, I can merge it onto the corpse…” 

Jinua stood, biting back nausea. Whatever face she was making had Ontiku snickering. 

“I’ll just handle this myself,” she said.








CHAPTER TEN







THE FORTRESS’S FRONT gates were in sight when a crow landed on a tree in front of Jinua. It stopped her in her tracks. 

It was ridiculous. She’s just killed an undead trapper and a whole host of dead soldiers before that. Being scared of a perfectly ordinary crow, cawing at her from a tree, just felt silly. 

But crows were bad omens. Birds of death. Pets of Khwane, god of war and destruction. And as a paladin, Jinua wasn’t going to dismiss it. 

“Are you for me, or my enemy?” she asked the crow. 

It cawed at her, its shrill call louder than the bells clanging in the fortress. 

“Or perhaps you’re for someone else?” 

Another caw. 

“I wish I spoke bird. I’m sure you have something interesting to tell me.” 

Caw. 

She dropped to one knee, hoping that Jadiim or Ayize were watching, and prayed, “Fiery One. I know that necromancers have been our enemies for centuries, but please…look after Ontiku. He’s injured. He’s put his faith in me. And he’s proven himself allied to our cause, at least for today. So if I die, please make sure he, at least, reaches safety.” She paused, then added, “And my horse. The poor creature was a gift and doesn’t deserve to die. Today, I serve.”

The crow cawed at her one more time, then flew away in a flutter of black wings. 

Satisfied that the omen was gone—at least for now—Jinua got to her feet and strode up to the fortress. 

A handful of enforcers were already outside the walls, disappearing into the thick forest to find whatever had set off the alarm. 

Well, we can’t have that, she thought and slapped the flat of her sword against her shield. Bright, blinding light erupted from the painted flame, as intense as she could make it. 

The first enforcers she passed by the gate gasped and swore in surprise, covering their eyes. Someone shouted, “The paladin brat is here!” 

“Rude,” Jinua replied, breezing past them. The fortress was relatively modern, with square buildings and walls rather than the ancient curved architecture of the older ruins she’d visited. Most of it was all stone, and what was damaged or uninhabitable was replaced with fresh wooden buildings. At the center of it all was the lord’s tower, a tall block of a building.

Once she was inside and on the staircase, she killed the light. She’d started the day feeling stuffed full of food—thanks to the imtiat potion and loaf of crusty bread. Already she felt half-empty. Not enough for a full meal, but a snack or appetizer sounded good right about now. Maybe some raisins or olives.

After several flights of crumbling stone steps, she found a set of fresh wooden doors slightly ajar. Rolling her shoulders, she stepped inside. 

The bedroom took up half of the width of the tower and was packed with new furniture. A new bed, new wardrobe, new vanity, new desk. She could smell the resin from the wood. It created a horrifically tacky clash against the old stone walls, some of which had holes in them patched over with wood or fresh cement.

A woman sat at the desk. Jinua blinked, surprised at the sight. She’d expected someone Ontiku’s age, maybe older. But Enejel couldn’t have been much older than Jinua herself, her blond hair free of gray, face smooth and unblemished. Her clothing was surprisingly rich, even given all the extortion she’d done. Her cotton dress was dyed a deep indigo, an almost unheard-of luxury, with a fur shawl draped over the back of her chair. She frowned at a letter in her hands, looking up when Jinua moved. 

“You are the last thing I need right now,” Enejel said with a sigh. 

Jinua bowed to her. “The fiery god Jadiim had ordered your execution.”

“Has he? I’m flattered.” 

“Are those to be your last words?” 

Enejel’s eyes glowed maroon. 

Three bone spears raised themselves from the wall and shot at Jinua faster than a galloping horse. She barely got her shield up in time, the bones clanking against the metal with enough force to send her back a step. Finding her footing, Jinua slapped the spears away with her shield and charged. 

Enejel tore out of her chair, grabbed it by the back, and used it as a shield when Jinua swung with her sword. The whistle of bone in the air warned Jinua, and she blocked the magic spear coming at her back. The second one clanged against her helmet, and the third drew a thin line of blood on her leg, just below the hem of her dress. The spears circled her like wolves on a deer.

Beyond the door, footsteps and men shouting grew louder. Enforcers.  

Jinua smacked her sword and shield together, flooding the room in blinding light. Enejel squeezed her eyes shut with a hiss, clutching her shield chair. 

Now’s my chance! Jinua lunged. 

Enejel raised a hand, and the three bone spears exploded.

Jinua gasped in pain as splinters of bone drove themselves into her skin: arms, legs, one even got through her helmet perilously close to her eye. She blinked back blood. The room became manageably dim as she lost her concentration on the light.

The door smacked against the wall as several men in red cloaks burst in. 

“Queen Enejel!”

“Get the paladin!” 

Just as Jinua could see through the blood, half a dozen men went to tackle her to the ground. She called upon her fire and stood her ground as they rushed into her. Her injuries sealed up, and she pushed all six of them back. 

Enejel slammed her chair into Jinua’s back, bringing her to a knee. The six enforcers piled on top of her, grabbing for her helmet, sword, and shield, while trying to pin her down. She swiped at one, cutting him in half, blood spraying everywhere, but then two others grabbed her sword arm. Another stabbed the back of her hand with a knife, the pain making her drop her sword even as the wound healed with fire that was slowing to answer her call. 

She managed to rip her arm free and punch the nearest face, seeing the entire nose go into the head with the force of her fiery blow, only for two men to grab her arm again. Someone yanked off her helmet and slammed it down on top of her head, dazing her until the fires—slowly—healed her. Someone else tore the shield from her arm.

She tried to fight back, of course she did. Tried to pull her arms free and get back to her feet. But nothing answered her prayer. Embers where she needed an inferno, and even that sputtered to nothing as they pinned her down. Everything was too loud and her bones felt like they were made of air. The room spun around her so bad she barely realized what was happening when Enejel ordered her held upright. Each of Jinua’s arms was pinned back by an enforcer as they hauled her to her knees. At least they’d let go of her neck.

The room still spun, slowing enough for Jinua to see that it was a mess. Furniture smashed. Blood  all over the floor from the two bodies she’d put there. What a mess she’d made of her mission.

“They’ll make anyone a paladin these days,” Enejel huffed. 

Jinua swallowed back bile, but still tried to find that spark of holy fire. Some way to fight back. 

Nothing. 

She’d failed.

“What should we do with her, ma’am?” one of the enforcers asked. 

Enejel picked up Jinua’s sword. “Well, I suppose we better kill the idiot.” 

She felt as though she were being buried in ravenous undead on the farm again. No, worse, because in addition to the fear and panic of facing certain death, now Jinua was enraged. Cold, icy rage flooded through her. At Enejel, for her cruelty. At Jadiim, for not giving her the power she needed. At herself. 

New strength surged within her as Enejel stepped forward. Despite her earlier weakness and the two men pinning her down, Jinua pushed herself to her feet. The shock of her movement caused the enforcers to panic, the one on her left loosening his grip. 

She yanked her arm free, spun, and punched the man still holding her right arm hostage. 

Her hand went clean through his chest. His spine bit into her knuckles as she burst through it. Blood and bits of organs sprayed onto the man behind him. 

Jinua blinked, staring at where her forearm disappeared into the—now-dead—man’s chest, shocked back into awareness. 

She was cold. 

“Kill her!” Enejel ordered. 

Jinua pried herself free from the dead man’s chest and bared her teeth. “Will you truly fight and die for a woman who won’t ever fight and die for you? She sends you out to the town to do her dirty work, exposing you to the wrath of the villagers and Fiery Jadiim, while hiding in this tower. How is that fair?”

She glared at each of the men in turn, ignoring Enejel. Blood dripped from her fingers. She wondered how many parents, children, spouses, and friends were going to be mourning the enforcers she’d already killed today.

“I have no quarrel with any of you,” she said, her voice softening as she looked at each of their startled faces. “Neither does the god Jadiim. I don’t want to kill anyone I don’t have to. So go now, before the rest of you meet the same fate as your friends.”

Nobody moved. For a moment, nobody breathed. 

Enejel swung Jinua’s sword. The paladin saw it out of the corner of her eye and ducked, almost falling over with a fresh wave of dizziness. She pulled out her knife. Not ideal, but better than going in unarmed. 

Enejel pointed the sword at Jinua but glared at her men. “I said KILL her!” she snapped.

Before the enforcers could decide either way, something else came into the room. So distracted were they from the fight that nobody noticed until it spoke: “I am only going to say this once.” 

Jinua almost dropped her knife. The undead trapper she and Ontiku had killed squeezed its six legs and fat body into the room, baring its rotting flesh to everyone. 

Except the head was different. It was still there, but no longer cut in half. Instead, someone had molded it with another head, a human she didn’t recognize, with glowing turquoise eyes. 

“Get out,” it said in Ontiku’s voice. 

To a man, all the enforcers fled. The undead trapper let them leave, never taking its eyes off of Enejel. 

“Ontiku?” Jinua asked. “What happened?” 

“One of the enforcers got too close. I saw him before he saw me.” He stepped closer to Enejel. “Necromancer. You have broken the Creed, and as such have been condemned to death by the Order of Necromancers.” 

Enejel barked a laugh. “The Order is nothing but a shade of what it once was, and the Creed made that happen. You want to survive? Forget about the old ways.” 

She spoke directly to Ontiku when she said it, seeming to forget Jinua was there. The paladin took advantage and lunged, swiping with her knife. 

Enejel clumsily, but effectively, blocked with the sword. All the bone splinters in the room—including the one still buried in Jinua’s brow—flocked to her. The paladin hissed in pain as the bone shard was yanked out of her skin. Enejel swirled all of them around herself, like a miniature hurricane. 

Ontiku’s monster barreled right through as though he could feel no pain—and perhaps he couldn’t. He didn’t flinch as the bone shards pummeled the undead flesh, and used one of his six legs to smack her against the wall, ending the spell. 

Another bout of dizziness threatened to take Jinua down, and she had to lean against the bedpost to stay upright. Enejel scrambled to one of the dead enforcers in the room and touched his hand, eyes glowing maroon. 

The dead enforcer stood, unconcerned with the hole in his chest. “Defend me!” Enejel ordered. 

When Ontiku tried to strike at Enejel with another leg, the undead enforcer dove in the way, tearing into the leg with reckless abandon. 

Jinua pushed herself away from the bedpost. Enejel noticed and raised the sword. 

I can’t fight her, Jinua realized. 

But he can. 

“Ontiku, get ready!” she ordered, snapping her fingers.

She found that spark from somewhere, and once again flooded the room with light. Not as powerful or blinding as before, but enough that Enejel yelped, squeezing her eyes shut and summoning her bone-shard hurricane again. Ontiku threw off the equally blinded undead enforcer. 

But trappers didn’t need sight to see. And at the moment, neither did Ontiku. 

He barreled right through the light and bone hurricane, and took Enejel’s head in a single swipe. 

Necromancer and undead minion hit the ground. Jinua dismissed the light. Enejel’s headless body was the last thing she saw before falling unconscious.








CHAPTER ELEVEN







JINUA AWOKE TO the truly unpleasant taste of bile, mud, and coffee sliding down her throat. 

She coughed, spraying half of her imtiat potion from her lips. A hand pushed her back to the floor. “Easy. Take it easy.” 

“Necromancer?” she croaked, blinking her blurry vision back into focus. 

Ontiku—actual Ontiku, not the corpse he had been puppeting—held up the glass imtiat vial. A bit of sea blue liquid swirled within. “Think you can finish the rest of this?” 

Jinua took the vial and drank it all, grimacing at the taste. When the room stopped spinning quite so badly, she carefully pushed herself to a sitting position, ignoring Ontiku’s offered hand. He still looked bad, his bronze skin a bit too pale and moving with obvious care. She felt just as terrible, even after eating. 

Well. “Eating.” 

They both sat against the overly-luxurious bed. The trapper’s body was gone. As was Enejel’s. 

“Where is she?” she asked. 

“I had the trapper carry the corpse down, to show her men,” Ontiku explained. “They scattered as soon as they saw that their ‘queen’ was dead. It’s still guarding the body, just in case.” 

“Back to a basic rising, then?” she clarified. 

He smiled. “Very good.”

He’d left the three dead enforcers in the room. The ones Jinua had killed. Again, she felt almost no regret. Maybe if she’d been a little stronger, a little faster, she could’ve done this without anyone else dying. But ultimately, these men had made their choice. She felt nothing for them but distant, hollow grief at their own bad decisions. 

She leaned against the bedpost. “Thank you. For stepping in. It would’ve been much more difficult without you.” 

Impossible, really, but he didn’t need to hear that. 

He smirked like he already knew, but said only, “You’re welcome.” 

They sat in silence for a moment, just breathing. Absorbing the fact that they were not only still alive, but victorious.

Ontiku broke it: “Do you know what she was saying about ‘new forces?’” 

She shook her head and hauled herself to her feet. Ontiku followed suit, watching her warily as she went to the desk. “These are her correspondence. Maybe we can find out who’s financing her.” 

“You think she was backed by an outside source?” 

“Her dress alone was worth more than what Glyrta can produce eight times over,” she said, recalling all the various types of people her mother Hiryeme would trade with. While she couldn’t name every single type of fabric and jewelry in existence and give a near-exact price of its worth like Hiryeme could, she knew the basics. “The rest of this room? Unless she’s actually royalty or at least nobility, she had to have gotten them from somewhere.” 

“No, she was common-born.” Ontiku set up the chair that had gotten knocked over at some point during the fire, sat, and started shuffling through the paperwork. Jinua explored the rest of the room, looking for more clues. She found a few pieces of jewelry—again, far too fine for anything of Enejel’s caliber—and reclaimed her shield and sword. The sticky layer of blood on her left hand gave her pause. 

Jadiim gave strength to his paladins, but always with that divine fire. Heat. You could not conjure the strength to punch a hole through a man’s chest without feeling the fire in your veins. 

Jinua had been cold. 

She flexed her hand. There was still a slight chill in her fingers. 

“I found something,” Ontiku called, pulling her from her musings. “Whoever was funding her apparently decided to stop. Look.” 

He handed her a letter, written in neat, elegant cursive: 




Enejel,

	This has gone on long enough. We agreed to support each other, not have me send you endless tokens and trinkets so you could play at being queen while providing nothing of value in return. You’re attracting far too much attention, and it will be the end of you. 

	Unless you come to heel, I will no longer finance your operation. 

—R




“Do we know where this came from?” Jinua asked. 

“The envelope has a stamp from Capulstos.” 

Jinua wracked her brains, but couldn’t come up with a location. Wherever or whatever that place was, it wasn’t anywhere near the Great Steppe. “And that is?” 

“A city-state, maybe a week’s ride or so away? Either this was written in the city proper, or the messenger passed through it.” 

That made sense. Lots of cities stamped the mail that passed through. Something about taxing the letters, or giving authorities an easier time tracing contraband. 

“Why would this R want her to take over the village in the first place?” Jinua asked.

Ontiku shook his head. “They don’t want the village. They wanted the necromancer.” He waved his hand over the desk. “Half of these letters are demands asking her to recruit others to ‘the cause,’ whatever that is.”

A crow landed on the windowsill and cawed at them. Ontiku didn’t spare it a glance. Jinua eyed it. “What cause?”

“I don’t know, but I’m going to find out.” He gathered the letters and neatly folded them. 

“You’re going to Capulstos?”

“Whoever this person is, they helped Enejel commit her atrocities. They assisted in dishonoring the Order. They may have even corrupted her in the first place. I need to find out who they are and stop them before things get worse.” 

Jinua hummed. He was right. If this bigger fish was left unchecked, that could cause more Enejels to appear down the road. They could already be wreaking havoc. 

And, unfortunately, she’d proven today that she could not handle them alone.

My mothers are going to be so annoyed…

Well. It was only an extra week. She’d send a letter to them explaining the situation. And, of course, to Livius, since she was technically undergoing a second mission without proper clearance. With more potential threats just on the horizon, she’d rather ask forgiveness for doing her duty than dither about waiting for permission. In fact, she knew Livius would be furious if she didn’t pursue this shadowy necromancer threat. 

“We’ll need to stop by a messenger station on the way,” she said, swallowing her pride. “I doubt my abbey will take any steps to stop me, but they’ll need to know that I’m not coming back soon. My mothers, too.” 

Ontiku paused, then carefully stood from the chair. “You want to travel with me?” 

“No,” she said. “I want to stop this larger threat before more innocents get hurt. You are an unfortunate side effect.”

“You wound me,” he dryly replied. He looked at the drying bloodstains on the floor. “I suppose that when you’re not convinced I need to be executed…we do make an adequate team.”

“I agree. You don’t appear to share the same corruption as your fellow necromancer.” Yet. 

“And you haven’t made the mistake of killing a necromancer who doesn’t deserve it,” he retorted. Yet.

They studied each other. Jinua realized that, while she would be watching the necromancer for any signs of trouble, and wouldn’t hesitate to kill him if she thought he posed a threat, he was going to do the same to her. 

It was an unsettling thought, and insulting. As if she needed to be watched around innocent people.

She hummed, and that broke the spell. Ontiku moved away. He took the fur coat from the chair and headed for the door. Jinua sputtered. “Why are you taking that?” 

“It’ll fetch a fortune in the next town. Or perhaps might be enough to convince this town not to kill me while we rest and recover.” He gestured to the rest of the room. “These treasures are Enejel’s. They were contributing to her tyranny. Now they have a chance to do some good, don’t you think?” 

Was it stealing if the owner was dead?

Did it matter if that person had been as vile as Enejel?

The two of them raided the room, filling their pockets with trinkets and silks. As they left, Jinua calculated that if she gave most of her share to the villagers, that’d leave more than enough for her traveling expenses. 

The crow followed her and Ontiku all the way back to town.








BOOK 2




JINUA AND ONTIKU will return in March 2023.
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