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Chapter 1

[Human]

[Marks: Nil]

[Tier: Nil]

[Skills: Nil]

Elian didn’t know why he bothered summoning his status screen when there was nothing there to see. He’d had access to it for a year now. Still, he was markless.

And the life of a markless was an unremarkable one.

Elian swung his pickaxe into the cavern’s wall, forearms burning with the effort. Flakes of salt spat onto his face, which was already caked with the stuff. His hands were dry. His mouth was dry. His whole damned body was dry.

He swung the pickaxe again. His mother’s words ran through his mind for perhaps the millionth time since he’d been forced to work the mines.

Choice was taken from you the moment you were born.

He remembered little of his mother, but these words had stuck with him. She’d told them to him many times.

They were her last words, too, whispered in a raspy voice as he’d sat at her deathbed.

She knew I’d be markless.

The cavern was dark, the only light that of a single lantern on the rocky ground, its flame flickering, creating dancing shadows out of the miners’ forms. He didn’t know how much time had passed since he’d begun working for the day—it was hard to tell the time without seeing the passing of the sun—but by how exhausted, and hungry, he was, it must be near to evening.

That damned overseer should have called a break long ago. Elian stopped, his pickaxe falling to the dirt, and dragged his canteen to his lips. A single drop trickled out.

Where is that man?

The other miners looked as worn out as he did, but they were still on their feet. None of them would want to face the overseer’s punishment for what he considered slacking.

We need a break. More water. And food.

Elian made to walk down the tunnel toward the salt mine’s entrance when a man grasped his upper arm in a firm grip. Baylin. His face was so caked in salt he looked as white as bleached parchment. The same could be said for most of them, but this man had spent more time working the mines than Elian had been alive.

“Where you off to?” Baylin said, voice gruff.

Elian jutted his chin toward the tunnel. “We deserve a break.”

“Bad idea, bothering the overseer. You know this.” Despite how tired he must be, Baylin still managed to stand tall. “You’ll gain nothing angering him. He’ll punish you.”

Elian gently shrugged the man’s hand away. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

Baylin meant well—the older miner had always looked out for him—and Elian understood his point, but that didn’t mean he was going to stand by while the overseer ignored his duties.

Elian clenched his jaw and marched through the dark tunnels, hand trailing along the wall, headed toward the mine’s entrance. Although march wasn’t the right word. His legs were too tired for that. It was more like a half-stumble, using the wall for support as much as a guide. His body had grown strong over his years in the mine, but no matter how strong someone got it was hard to withstand nonstop work.

It took longer for the light to appear than he’d expected. It was basically a straight shot toward the exit, but in the dark, he could easily turn down one of the side tunnels and get lost.

If I get turned around, I might never find my way again. I’ll have to call out for help…

But those fears didn’t come to fruition.

Elian shielded his eyes as he reached the entrance. The sun was about to fall beneath the mountains, but right now it glared at him, extra bright after his time in the tunnels.

He halted when he reached the cave’s mouth. A shiver ran up his spine, standing on the threshold. The overseer should have been here. The man didn’t like being near the miners when they worked. Elian swallowed. As dry as his mouth and throat was, it stung.

The mining town was deserted. Most of the buildings still stood, having been made from stone. Though some lay in rubble, others heavily scorched. The town hadn’t been lived in since the Godfall, over four hundred years ago. Elian took a step back. He saw no threats. That didn’t mean they weren’t out there.

Demons can be silent as a thief in the night…

His hand clenched into a fist. Why had he left his pickaxe back in the tunnel?

Maybe the overseer isn’t even out here. Maybe he’s back in the mine, down another tunnel, or in his chambers…

Elian swallowed again, wincing at the sting. Dead gods, was he thirsty. “Overseer Cael?” he called out. “You out there?” Elian stepped forward, foot on the threshold again, a sharp rock jutting through the weathered sole of his boot. Should be safe here. He’d never seen a demon this close to the cave. Demons didn’t like salt. They couldn’t enter the mine.

Besides, they wouldn’t like someone all caked in the stuff either.

Rushed footsteps sounded from somewhere out in the town’s ruins, and something—a rock?—was kicked and skittered along the ground, thudding into a wall. A bucket sat by the entrance, half-filled with salt. Elian hefted it into his arms. Holding it made him feel marginally safer.

“Cael?” he called again, this time in a hushed voice.

A man wearing a dark cloak came running around the corner. He had a long wooden spear with a white-tinted blade in one hand, and a white-metal shield in the other. Saltsteel enchantment. He wore old, somewhat rusted ringmail armour that jangled as he ran. The armour, unlike his spear and shield, lacked a white-tint. Regular steel.

The man waved his spear when he saw Elian. “Get back in the damned mine!”

Elian didn’t need to be told twice. He took ten steps back, until he was draped in shadow, and watched as Overseer Cael sprinted toward the mine’s entrance.

Something roared behind the overseer.

A demon.

Elian clutched the bucket of salt. Was that why Cael had been out there, in the town, to bait demons?

Cael skidded to a halt before the mine’s threshold.

The demon came into view. It was a hellhound, one of the most common demon-types. Hellhounds were known as “lesser” demons, as they were only Tier 1, but that didn’t mean they weren’t terrifying—and incredibly deadly.

Especially to someone markless.

At the age of eighteen, Elian had been tested for the mark, as all citizens of the Valley of Auld were, but when he’d consumed the energy from the essence stone the seeker had handed him, nothing had happened. The essence had entered his body, his veins alight with power and pain. He’d watched as it had crawled up his arm, making red glowing lines on the surface of his skin until it reached his chest and entered his heart, but it hadn’t revealed his calling.

His status screen had remained the same.

That didn’t mean he had no calling. He could still be marked. Could still have a chance of going to the academy. Sometimes, more than the energy from a single essence stone was needed to reveal the mark. But as he didn’t have a bloodline, the seeker had refused to test him again, saying it would be a “flagrant waste of essence.”

The hellhound snarled as it bounded toward Overseer Cael. Cael stood his ground. His shield out in front of him, spear angled toward his enemy. He turned his back leg, boot crunching pebbles underfoot, bracing himself. The man looked formidable. Though Elian couldn’t help but see the line of sweat running down his forehead.

He’s afraid. He’s marked, yet still he’s afraid.

There was also a hint of a grin on the man’s face, and it wasn’t as though he was stepping back into the safety of the mine. No, he was still standing outside of it. “Watch closely, markless. This is why you toil in the mine, and I oversee it.”

Elian stiffened at the words. Not all markless worked in salt mines, he simply had no other option.

Choice was taken from you the moment you were born.

He gritted his teeth and watched.

It wasn’t the first time he’d been near a demon fight, though usually he couldn’t see what was going on, as he was locked up in one of the wagons used to transport miners from the Lower Town to the salt mine and back.

The hellhound’s eyes glowed a fierce red.

Fire affinity.

It looked like a dog, or maybe a wolf—a wolf the size of a pony. Its lips were pulled back in a devilish snarl, spittle flying from its mouth. Its limbs and body were densely packed with thick muscle, and its dark black fur was matted and wet, as though covered in dried blood.

Cael’s grin faltered as the thing approached. Was he… holding his breath?

He shouldn’t be taunting that thing—shouldn’t be bringing it near the mine! He’s supposed to be here to protect us, not put us in danger!

Though to be fair, there was no way that thing would get in the mine. The only person the overseer was putting in danger was himself. Elian just couldn’t understand why.

Cael was once-marked. An Invoker—he’d used his power on the miners enough times for Elian to know that. He said it was good practice for him, and a good punishment for them. Bastard.

As awful as the man was, Elian hoped he would win this fight. He watched the hellhound carefully.

There!

The thing faltered. Its eyes, which had been glowing red a moment ago, turned a stark white. Cael had stolen its sight. The man’s grin no longer faltered. The hellhound kept bounding forward. Cael stepped smoothly to the left. The hellhound’s hearing should have been strong enough for it to sense where he went, but it didn’t change course.

He must have taken its hearing, too!

Cael flanked the hellhound. The demon was still a good twenty feet from the entrance to the mine. From all the stories Elian had heard, the demon would be able to sense the salt even if it couldn’t smell it—there was no way Cael could trick it into running into the cave and getting stunned and burned.

The overseer sped up, charging to meet the hellhound from its left. Cael thrust his spear into the beast’s flesh, digging into the muscle at its side. The beast’s skin sizzled at the saltsteel blade’s touch. Cael leapt backward as the hellhound slashed out with vicious claws.

The hellhound snapped its jaws at Cael. Cael easily got out of the way, laughing at the deaf and blind beast.

The hellhound paused, raised its snout, then sniffed the air.

Can Cael only take two senses?

Elian wasn’t sure how strong the Invoker was. Marked rarely volunteered that kind of information—especially to markless, whom most marked barely spoke to at all.

He was probably Tier 1, like the hellhound.

Cael paused, watched the hellhound sniff him. He took a few rapid steps back as the hellhound slashed its claws at where he’d been standing. The man’s grin was replaced with a determined look.

He darted toward the hellhound and stabbed it again. It might be able to sniff him out, but it was still deaf and blind, and the spear’s reach was a great advantage to the overseer.

Elian winced as the demon howled in pain.

Cael didn’t let up. He thrust his blade into the meat of one of its legs. Once. Twice. Three times.

He’s going to win.

Then the hellhound’s head rose. It twisted, head turning to face the overseer’s exact position. Its eyes were still white, but it was almost as though it could see exactly where the man stood. A rumble formed in its throat.

The fire affinity!

Cael, standing at the demon’s flank, didn’t seem aware of the hellhound’s actions, despite the fact that the man’s sight and hearing should be vastly heightened.

He’s too focused on the kill.

The hellhound opened its mouth. Flames licked past its teeth.

It’s going to burn him where he stands!

Elian gripped the bucket of salt tight and sprinted out of the cave’s threshold on tired legs.


Chapter 2

What the hell am I doing?

Exhausted, Elian forced his legs forward in a sprint, running out of the mine’s entrance. On each footfall salt spat up from the bucket clutched in his arms.

I’ve no right fighting a damned demon!

Flames poured from the hellhound’s open maw, streaming toward the Invoker. The overseer screamed as he began to burn. His long dark cloak caught fire. He flailed in pain. The demon’s eyes glowed red once more.

Cael’s invocation skill must have ended, its stolen senses returning. Had the skill’s duration run out? Or had his concentration faltered? Elian didn’t really know how these things worked.

What he did know was that now the beast would hear him coming.

When Elian was but a few feet away, he skidded to a halt across the dirt and thrust the bucket forward, flinging salt onto the hellhound’s massive head and musclebound neck. Its skin sizzled and the scent of burning flesh permeated the air, stinging Elian’s nose. He tried to fling more salt at the demon, but the bucket was empty. Half its contents had fallen to the ground before him, not even reaching the hellhound.

The stream of fire had been interrupted. The hellhound snarled and turned its head toward Elian. It hesitated at the clump of salt on the ground, its wounded hind leg faltering as it tried to step around it.

For a second time, a rumble started in its throat. Up this close, Elian saw a glow through the skin at its neck. The flames burning within, aching to be released.

Elian threw the bucket at the hellhound’s head.

Thunk.

The demon was momentarily dazed, then regained its bearings. Elian stepped back.

I should run. Back to the cave.

He took another backstep. The rumble sounded again.

If I run, will it follow? Or will it turn on Cael?

A shout sounded to Elian’s right. Cael, his shield discarded, his dark cloak burning in a clump on the ground, hair still smoking, thrust his spear into the demon’s neck.

Dark blood spurted from the wound.

The hellhound’s body slumped to the ground. Cael pulled his spear free and kicked the demon. When it didn’t move, he gave a curt nod, then patted his smoking hair.

The overseer shoved the butt of his spear into the dirt and knelt by the demon’s side, then he pulled a stone from his pouch.

An essence stone.

The overseer put a hand to the demon’s corpse. Wisps of glowing red energy flowed from the beast’s neck, like smoke wafting off a fire. It curled in the air then entered the stone in Cael’s other hand.

Elian breathed heavily, his hands clenching into fists, then relaxing, then clenching again. His gaze darted left and right about the abandoned town, ears perked. He’d never stood this far from the mine’s entrance. Not when the guards weren’t present, loading miners into the locked wagon.

What if more demons came?

Thirty seconds must have gone by as that essence flowed into the stone. When no more came, the stone glowed red. Cael placed it back into his pouch and pushed off his knees, wrenching his spear out from the dirt. He looked at Elian, then pointed with his free hand toward the cave. “Back to work.”

Elian blinked, mouth falling open, staring at the overseer. “What?”

“Are you deaf? No? Well, if you don’t wish to be, then do as I say!”

The overseer turned from Elian and stomped his cloak, smothering the lingering flames. He picked it up and looked at the burn marks and holes with a sour expression before throwing it over his shoulder, then he snatched his shield up from the ground.

When he was done, Elian hadn’t moved.

“Why are you still standing there?” Cael stepped toward him. “You shouldn’t be out here in the first place.”

“The…” Elian swallowed. He looked over at the hellhound’s corpse, lying on its side on the ground. “We’ve been working non-stop. All day. We need more water. Food. A break.”

Cael stood to his full height, though he wasn’t as tall as Elian, so he still had to look up. “It isn’t wise to speak to your overseer this way.” The sides of his mouth twitched into a sinister grin.

Elian knew what would come next. He didn’t care. “I just saved your life. The least you can do is treat us with—”

His vision went black. The shock of it made him stumble.

The Invoker bastard had just taken his sight!

A loud slap rang out. Pain blossomed on Elian’s cheek. The force of the strike almost sent him sprawling, blind as he was. Somehow, he managed to keep his feet. But he had no idea where the overseer was. He heard the man’s breath. His footsteps. But that was all.

“I’m in charge here, markless! You didn’t save my life, you threw some salt! A monkey could have done as much.”

A force slammed into Elian’s stomach. Felt like a kick. Elian crumbled, falling to the ground.

“Do!” Thwack. “Not!” Thwack. “Talk!” Thwack. “Back! You are nothing!”

THWACK!

The last kick was the worst. Something cracked. One of his ribs. Maybe more than one.

Elian lay on his side in the dirt. His arms and knees were up, trying to protect his body, but he couldn’t see a damned thing. Overseer Cael was breathing a little hard. His footsteps receding, crunching in the dirt outside the mine.

Suddenly it got cold, like a shadow had fallen upon him.

The sun… It’s gone down for the day!

Night was the worst time for demons.

He struggled to his feet, his vision still gone, trying to orient himself. He wanted to call out to Cael. Wanted to chase after him and kick his ass to the ground. He’d just saved the bastard’s life. This was the thanks he got?

But most of all, he wanted to get back to the mine.

A violent howl sounded somewhere in the near distance, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. A shiver of fear slithered up his spine.

Another hellhound.

“You can have your sight back.” The voice came from far away.

A moment after the words were spoken, Elian could see again. Colours came flooding back. The shock of having his sight returned was almost as much as it had been when he’d lost it. He looked around, hating himself for how afraid he felt. He’d been a step away from tripping over the demon’s corpse. The sight of the dead hellhound made him stumble.

A howl sounded again. Closer, this time.

Though he wasn’t proud of it, Elian sprinted back to the mine’s entrance, snapping up the now-empty salt bucket on his way. When he reached the threshold, he dropped the bucket and his legs lost all their strength. He leant heavily against the mine’s wall, feeling as weak as a newborn kitten. And dead gods, did he hurt.

My torso will be bruised for days.

He put a hand to his ribs and hissed.

In the safety of the cave, his legs shaking, Elian turned back and looked over at the corpse of the hellhound.

No matter what Cael had said, Elian had helped kill a demon. Had saved the overseer’s life. The Invoker should owe him a debt, yet he’d still treated him like this.

He turned from the demon, the first live one he’d seen up close, not just from the safety of the Lower Town’s walls. The first he’d killed.

Marked. They’re all the same. I should have let the bastard die.

Yet he still wanted to be one. Still wanted to be marked. To have the freedom it offered them. To learn at their academy…

Elian walked, in pain, back through the tunnels toward where he’d been mining, leaning even more heavily on the wall this time. Every step was a fresh agony brought on by the wounds Cael had gifted him. The darkness felt more oppressive. More dangerous. He kept hearing phantom noises. Kept jerking left and right.

No. He wouldn’t have let the bastard die, even if he did deserve it. Elian couldn’t stand by and do nothing while others were in trouble.

It wasn’t the healthiest of habits, but it wasn’t one he was about to throw away.

He just wished he could stand up to people like Cael. If he were marked himself, everything would be different.

Elian halted. He’d been walking through the tunnels, heading back to the other miners.

If he were marked…

What if I am marked, and I just haven’t consumed enough essence to reveal it?

He’d had this same thought a thousand times since he’d been tested, but there hadn’t been anything he could do about it. Essence stones were expensive. Not something a lowly, markless miner could afford unless they scrimped and saved for a good year—and for Elian, it had not been a good year.

Who am I kidding? It would take ten years for me to save for one.

For a once-marked, it would only require one essence stone to reveal their gift, whether they were an Invoker—like Overseer Cael—an Infuser, or a Necromancer.

Or a Summoner, Elian thought, reminding himself. But being a Summoner would be worse than being markless. It would be a death sentence. They won’t suffer a Summoner to live.

If he were twice-marked—gifted with more than one branch of abilities—he’d need to consume at least two essence stones to reveal his mark.

If he were thrice-marked? Well… he doubted he was thrice-marked.

And there are no full-marked anymore. Not since the Godfall.

Even thinking about full-marked made him shudder, which sent a string of pain through all his aches. The shock of what Cael had done to him was wearing off, the pain starting to truly set in.

If I’m twice-marked, all I’ll need is one more essence stone to prove it.

Twice-marked and thrice-marked were far rarer than once-marked, and they always came from strong bloodlines—which was the very reason the seeker hadn’t tested him for it.

Elian’s mother had no bloodline, and he had no idea about his father. He didn’t even know the man’s name. But he did know where to find an essence stone, one freshly filled with the power taken from a dead hellhound.

A hellhound he’d helped kill.


Chapter 3

Elian stumbled back into the cavern where he and the other salt miners had been working. The other markless were huddled at the far side of the cavern, sitting to their evening meal. Cael must have finally called an end to the day now the sun had set.

The overseer didn’t say a word to Elian as he walked past. He was eating his own meal a good distance from the miners. Most of the time the overseer took his meals in his chamber. Except when he wanted to make them uncomfortable.

At least, I can’t think of any other reason he’d want to eat here.

Baylin looked up from where he sat, forehead creased in concern when he saw the evident pain Elian was in. He gave a sad shake of the head, then motioned to a bowl of food set down beside him and patted the ground behind it.

Baylin leant in as Elian sat. “Told you it wasn’t wise to bother him.”

Elian hissed from the pain of lowering himself to the floor. He took up the bowl, stared at the paltry contents. As hungry as he’d been mere minutes ago, he’d lost his appetite after the beating he’d taken.

Everyone else’s bowls were already empty.

“Here, drink this.” Baylin handed him his canteen. The overseer must have finally allowed it to be refilled.

Elian began gulping water down, his mouth and throat so parched and dry they hurt.

“Small sips. Unless you wanna be sick.”

Elian forced himself to slow down. When he finished drinking, he sighed, then winced, clutching his side. “I saved the bastard,” he whispered, barely loud enough for Baylin to hear.

“What?”

“Cael. He’d attracted a demon to the cave. Tried to kill it himself.” Elian sipped the canteen again. As thirsty as he was, he still wished it was ale. “Damn thing almost killed him. He’s only alive because I threw a bucket of salt onto it.”

“Your wounds… They’re from the demon?”

“No. They’re the thanks I got.”

Baylin grunted, glanced back at Cael, then faced Elian with pursed lips. He gripped his earlobe, twisting it between thumb and forefinger. Ears everywhere.

Elian got the message. It didn’t matter that they were whispering. Invokers had their ways of hearing things. They couldn’t just steal senses—they could hijack them, hear or see through someone else’s body.

Head down, Elian forced the slop that passed for food in this place into his mouth. He still had no appetite, but his stomach was empty, and his body was more than just aching from wounds. He was exhausted.

And he would need all the energy he could get.

~

A day had passed since Elian had thrown that bucket of salt onto the hellhound, and night had fallen outside the mine once more. The single lantern within the cavern had been snuffed out. Elian lay on his thin bedroll, staring at a ceiling too dark to see. A stone jutted into his back—no matter how many times he cleared the ground, there was always a stone. He would have moved it, but the pain of it digging into one of his fresh bruises kept his eyes from falling closed.

The breathing of his fellow miners shifted as they each fell asleep. Didn’t take long until the first snores sounded. Cog was the worst. He made little gasping noises every so often as though he couldn’t breathe. Never stopped Elian from sleeping in the past, though, considering how damned tired he was every night.

Overseer Cael had retreated to his chamber, by the entrance to the mine. A step up from where the miners slept, but not by a great deal.

The man is marked. Not constrained in the way markless are. Yet he’s still stuck out here like the rest of us.

Elian hadn’t given a great deal of thought to Cael’s previous circumstances. The man had only been the overseer for the past few months, and was significantly younger than the last. Not to mention crueller.

He’s only Tier 1. He must still be at the academy, forced to serve a temporary posting out here.

Perhaps that’s why he was so harsh with the miners. Maybe he hated where he’d ended up, even if he didn’t have to mine the salt himself.

So he takes it out on us…

When Elian was sure the others had fallen asleep, he made it to his feet as quietly as possible. Not able to see a thing in the pitch-black cavern, he had to be careful not to step on the sleeping miners. He didn’t have to see them to know where they were—he picked up their positions from their breathing and snoring.

He left his boots off, easier to be silent that way, and tiptoed toward the wall to use it as a guide. By all rights, he should have been exhausted—his day had been a horrible one, with Cael demanding he work even with his injuries, and every swing had brought him pain—but a thrill of energy ran through him, his heart beating almost as fast as when he’d run toward the hellhound.

Dead gods was it dark.

This is a terrible idea. I’ll probably walk down the wrong tunnel.

And if he were caught… well, Elian tried not to think about that. The punishments the Invoker might make him endure…

Put it out of your mind.

Reaching the wall, Elian placed his hand on the salt and drew in a deep, silent breath. Walking around in a mine with no light source was a recipe for disaster. Miners knew that better than anyone. The ground wasn’t even. Tripping was a real possibility. He could walk into a wall, or simply get lost and run out of food.

The darkness. Dead gods. He couldn’t see his own hand. He was used to this darkness—he dealt with it every night, when the overseer blew out the light and left with his own.

The overseer didn’t need to guard them. He could simply leave them where they lay. Even if they found a way out through the tunnels, they weren’t going to go outside.

Where exactly would they escape to?

Not that the miners were slaves. No, markless weren’t slaves—despite how many of them were treated so poorly—they just had to do whatever jobs they could to survive, especially when they had no skills or education.

Like me.

His thoughts were spiralling. He stopped them. Took another breath. And remembered his plan.

Elian ran his hand along the wall as silently as he could. Felt the rough grain of the salt. Heard bits fall to the ground. The passing of time was a difficult thing to track in the dark. He wasn’t sure how long it took him to find the cut in the wall, an arrow facing the direction he needed. For a while there he’d wondered if he’d gotten turned around, but he’d been careful to put the mark on the wall his feet faced when he slept on his bedroll.

There, he thought with a silent sigh, feeling the grooves with his fingers. In theory, he could have just turned right when he’d reached the wall, but if it had been the wrong wall…

I might have gotten lost in these tunnels and never found the way back. I might still.

Slowly, he followed the wall. He felt when the surface shifted and changed. He’d been working these mines for the past six years, since he was thirteen, and had become familiar with the shape and structure of the tunnels.

This isn’t the hard part, he reminded himself.

Elian slowly and silently made his way through the mine, knowing when to turn left and when to turn right. He’d seen the overseer’s chamber before. It didn’t have any sort of door. Why would it need one? What markless in their right mind would sneak into the chamber and do the man harm? Or steal from him? They all left by the same wagon when their ten-day shifts were over. If one of the miners killed the overseer, they might all be held responsible. And if something went missing, their bags would be searched. They wouldn’t be able to get away clean.

If they harmed the overseer, they’d hang. If they stole something, they’d lose a hand.

Yes, no markless in their right mind would sneak into the overseer’s chamber…

After a while, Elian grew confident and walked a bit faster. He didn’t want to spend too much time in the tunnels.

His foot slammed into something hard. He went down, flung his hands out, and scrapped them along the ground.

He tried not to shout out or curse in pain. Sound travelled far in tunnels like these. The noise of his fall might have been enough to wake the damned Invoker as it was.

He lay there for a long while, breathing shallowly, as quietly as he could, just listening.

A few minutes must have passed by the time he made it back to his feet. He hadn’t heard a thing. The caves were silent but for his quiet breathing.

Elian walked slower this time, hoping being tripped hadn’t turned him around.

Then, finally, there was a light at the end of the tunnel.

The overseer’s chamber was fairly close to the entrance to the salt mine, and without a door it often got quite cold in the night. When he’d first seen the chamber, Elian couldn’t help but notice the fireplace that had been installed in the centre of the room, with a flume that stretched to the ceiling and through the solid rock.

Of course the overseer is blessed with light and warmth all through the night.

Elian hurried his steps the moment he saw the light, a fierce urgency swept over him now he was finally almost free of the darkness.

He took three loud long strides before he stopped himself. He’d never stolen anything before. He wasn’t a thief. But if he did this, even if he wasn’t caught, it would change who he was forever.

The overseer would be dead if not for me. It isn’t stealing. He owes me a debt.

Perhaps it was a poor justification, but it was enough.

Elian crept to the chamber’s entrance. There, he froze at the sight of Overseer Cael, asleep on his bed, a thick blanket pulled over him. Elian swallowed. The man’s chest slowly rose and fell.

Elian stared for a long time, then sprang into action. His gaze swept over the room. A wooden chest sat at the end of the bed. A chest with a heavy padlock on it. He bit his lip, considered turning back, but he hadn’t come this far for nothing.

The chamber’s floor was far better swept and levelled than anywhere else in the mines, making the ground even and easy for silent steps.

He found the key inside the bedside’s drawer. Cael snorted the second he picked it up, making Elian fumble it. The key slipped from his grasp and fell toward the ground, where it would surely clatter loud enough to wake the Invoker.

Elian snatched it out of the air, almost tripping in the process. His freehand clutching his heart like a frightened old woman, he glanced at Cael.

Still asleep. Dead gods was that close.

The chest looked heavy. Far too heavy for him to carry out and not make any noise—especially with his wounds.

Elian had to open it where it lay. He held his breath, inserted the key, and turned it with agonising slowness.

Click.

He froze. Waited. When Cael didn’t leap off his comfortable bed, Elian dropped his gaze back to the chest and opened it with care.

The hinges creaked.

Dead gods!

Once again, the overseer did not wake. Inside the chest lay exactly what he was after—the essence stone.

Not just one, either—there were five. Three of them glowed, signifying they were full. Elian grabbed one, the stone warm to the touch. He slipped it into his trouser pocket.

Now I just need to get out of here without waking him.


Chapter 4

Elian swiftly left the overseer’s chambers, stolen essence stone in hand. The essence stone’s glow produced more than enough light to guide him, and so he used it to get most of the way back the cavern where the other markless miners slept.

Except I might not be markless for much longer. Not if I’m right about being twice-marked.

His mind went wild with the possibilities. All markless children dreamt of being markless, especially those in positions such as his. Parentless. Unskilled. Forced to work in the mines with no other suitable work.

But if he were twice-marked? What combination might he possess? Would he be an Invoker, like the overseer, able to steal other beings’ senses, or hijack them and see or hear through another’s eyes?

Would he be an Infuser, able to imbue the properties of one item into another, creating saltsteel and other such marvels?

He shuddered at the thought of being a Necromancer. They were powerful, for sure, but the way they commanded the dead… it always made him shiver.

Still, it would elevate his station no matter what mix it was, and he wouldn’t refuse to use any abilities he gained—especially not in the fight against the demons that plagued this world since the Godfall.

I’m getting ahead of myself. I don’t even know if this will work.

In a chamber just far enough away from where the other miners slept in for them not to see the light, Elian crouched with his back against the wall, clutching the glowing essence stone in both hands.

He vividly recalled the last time he’d done this. When he’d been tested for the mark. He had such high hopes, and they’d been so thoroughly dashed.

They won’t be this time.

He remembered the instructions the Seeker had given in a bored, droning voice, hands folded behind his back as he paced in front of those gathered. Everyone who’d reached their eighteenth birthday in the Lower Town that summer sat in lines in the large, cobblestone square in front of the main hall.

“Think of your body as an empty cup,” he’d said, “and the stone the water jug. Simply pour its contents into yourself. If you are marked, it will show on your chest. If you are not, the essence will dissipate from your body and into the air.”

In the dark chamber of the mine, Elian closed his eyes, and followed the instructions once more, breathing in and out slowly to calm his mind and body.

Last time, it had taken several minutes of visualisation for the essence to enter his body. This time, it took a mere moment, as though he’d been primed for it.

The pain came in an instant. He’d been expecting pain. The same thing had happened the first time, but he’d thought he’d have a moment or two to prepare for it. His eyes snapped open and he released a short scream of pain.

The glow from the essence stone sucked into him. Was burning up the veins in his arm, working its way to his chest. The last time he’d done this had been under the brightness of the sun. In the darkness of the mine, he could see his veins glow red as they burned with pain.

Elian clamped his jaw shut. The scream he’d unleashed hadn’t been loud, but in these tunnels that didn’t matter. He could still hear its echoes as it ricocheted off the walls. It would reach the overseer, all the way in his chambers. And if the miners weren’t sleeping too deeply, it would surely wake them.

They wouldn’t investigate. Not in the dark.

It wasn’t unusual for strange sounds to travel through these tunnels. Sometimes they could hear howls and roars from the demons outside, though they rarely got too close to the salt mine.

It doesn’t matter if Cael comes. If this works, if I’m twice-marked, I’ll be sent to the academy. I won’t have to deal with him any longer.

His jaw was clenched so tightly the only sound he heard was the grinding of his teeth. He followed the pain as it travelled. Felt the energy moving through his body, reaching for his heart.

When it got there, a feeling of warmth emanated outward. The pain disappeared as fast as it had come. He relaxed his jaw, opened his mouth. He was about to pull up his shirt—to see if the mark over his heart would be revealed—when he realised he wouldn’t be able to see it. The glow of the essence stone had disappeared when he’d taken its energy into him, and now the chamber he sat within was pitch black once more.

Would I be able to feel it? he wondered. Would I know, if I were marked now?

He touched a hand to his chest. Nothing… felt any different, but it wasn’t as though he knew how to use marked abilities.

My status screen!

Elian summoned his status screen, eager and ready to see what it said. Then he deflated. He’d never tried summoning the screen in the dark before—he should have known it wouldn’t work.

He couldn’t read the words without light. He hadn’t expected light to affect it. It wasn’t as though other people could see his screen when it was summoned.

I’ll have to wait until morning when the lantern is lit once more.

The essence stone was still in his hand, though it had grown cold now the energy was no longer within it. He shoved it in his trouser pocket. He would have to hide it somewhere.

It’s only a half day tomorrow, he reminded himself. The wagon will come by midday and take us back to the Lower Town.

Then he might never have to see Overseer Cael again.

Elian made his way back to his feet, expecting to wince at the pain from his injuries, but remarkably they didn’t hurt. Perhaps his excitement was numbing the pain. He had a sudden rush of light-headedness and had to use the wall for support. He put a hand to his head.

Did I stand up too fast?

He waited for the feeling to pass.

When it did, he started to make his way back to the cavern with the other miners. He took two steps, then halted.

Which way was he facing?

He still had a hand on the wall. When he’d sat down to consume the energy from the essence stone, he’d been sure to note which way he needed to go. He’d sat with his back against the wall, and knew that when he stood he should turn…

Which way?

The pain, then the light-headedness that followed… he’d forgotten the direction, and now he was stuck in the darkness. He could sleep where he was, wait for Overseer Cael to come wake them in the morning, but the man would surely grow suspicious and wonder why he wasn’t with the others.

No. He couldn’t stay there. He had to make it back to the chamber.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

Elian’s head snapped to the left. What was that?

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

Heavy boots, rushing through the tunnel. Overseer Cael… he must have woken at Elian’s scream.

I need to make it back to the others!

He strode away from the direction the sound came from.

Then the steps sounded as though they came from several tunnels at once. Was he hearing things that weren’t there? He turned back around, then around again. He grabbed the essence stone in his pocket, gripping it tightly, as though to use a weapon when the overseer came.

Would I really attack him?

He spotted a light, flickering on the walls. A candle inside a lantern. It was swiftly growing brighter, the crunch, crunch, crunch of the man’s boots becoming louder.

Elian turned to run. Instead, he tripped and slammed his face into the ground. The essence stone tumbled out of his hand, clattering as it fell. He reached out, feeling for it, but couldn’t find it.

Damnit!

He stood back up, felt something wet on his face. He touched it. Blood. His nose was surely bleeding. He wiped it on his sleeve and shuffled forward. Hushed whispers came from ahead of him, and though he couldn’t make out the words he recognised the speaker.

Baylin.

Elian regained his bearings, sure now of where the sounds were coming from, and walked toward the whispers. He stepped carefully and quietly, still far enough away from the lantern’s light not to be seen. He turned a corner, sure he was back in the cavern now, as the whispers were even louder.

There was a gasp and a snort. Elian flinched, then relaxed. Cog, still sleeping soundly.

In the dark, Elian had no chance of making his way back to his own bedroll. Stepping over people on his way out of here had seemed far easier than on his way back.

He was inching toward the others when the cavern suddenly brightened.

Overseer Cael had caught up.


Chapter 5

“Well, well, well. What do we have here?” Overseer Cael said, the sneer evident in his voice.

Elian could see the other miners, now. Baylin was propped up on one arm, staring at him, forehead creased. Mellin lay close by, staring past Elian, eyes wide with fear.

The others stirred.

“Morning already?” Cog grumbled, rubbing his eyes. He froze as he looked past Elian.

Elian turned around. He hadn’t reached the other miners yet. He was standing ten feet away from the closest of them, nowhere near his bedroll.

Cael wore a cold scowl on his face. In one hand, he held the spear he’d killed the hellhound with two days earlier. In the other, he was tossing the dulled essence stone. He cocked his head to the side as he peered at Elian, taking a step forward. “What’s wrong with your face, markless? I don’t remember leaving your nose bloody.”

“I, ah, fell.” Elian nodded over to a tunnel on the other side of the miners. There was a covered pit at the end where they did their business. “Nature called.”

“Is that what that girlish scream was before? You, falling to the ground?” Cael raised an eyebrow, still tossing the essence stone up and down, the soft thud of it landing in his palm almost as loud as the beating of Elian’s heart.

Elian rubbed the back of his neck. “Yes. That was me.”

Cael took another step forward, slowly closing the gap between them. “Then how do you explain this?” He looked to the stone, then tilted his head to the side. “I woke and found evidence of my room having been disturbed. Markless can’t be trusted, you see, so I always check. That’s when I noticed one of these missing from my chest.” He stared at Elian. Eyes hard. “You took this from me, didn’t you?”

For a moment, Elian was silent, simply staring at the overseer, imagining all the things he wanted to do to the man. There was a line of pickaxes, in the corner of his vision. Dead gods, how he wished one was in his hand.

He thought of what would happen if he kept his mouth shut.

Cael would punish all of us until he got a confession. Take our vision. Our hearing. He’d beat the others like he beat me. He’d no doubt make me watch as he took his anger out on them. Then he’d take his anger out on me.

It would just spread the pain around.

“Yes. I took it.”

Cael took another step. He was standing directly in front of Elian, now, close enough that their noses almost touched. “Do you know how much the energy in this was worth?” His hand came up before Elian even realised. He slammed the essence stone straight into Elian’s right temple. Elian fell to his knees. Took a kick to the gut. “You stupid markless trash!”

Elian rolled and tried to get back to his feet, but before he could the world went black. His vision stolen again.

A kick slammed into his head.

“Stop!” Baylin’s deep voice.

“You dare tell me what to do, markless scum?”

“The magistrate will deal with him. He’ll be punished. Forced to pay off his debt, and lose a hand at that. But if you kill him now, you’ll get nothing.”

“I’ll get nothing either way,” Cael said, his voice seething with rage.

Elian felt himself pulled to his feet. Shoved against a wall. His vision was returned to him a moment later. The Invoker was staring him in the eye.

“Why did you take it? Why did you release its energy? To spite me?” He shoved Elian again. “Tell me!”

“To become marked!” Elian blurted. He was filled with a righteous anger. Wanted nothing more to lash out. Dead gods he felt so powerless. “I saved your life. I deserved something in return.”

Cael released him. “To become marked?” He laughed. “You haven’t a bloodline. You would have been tested. Ah.” He nodded sagely, though his eyes burned with fury. “Thought you were special, did you? Thought you might be twice-marked? Take a look, then.” He motioned toward Elian’s chest. “See what your foolishness got you.”

The cavern went silent. Baylin was on his feet. Fists clenched. Face red. The big man looked like he wanted to fight. Elian knew he wouldn’t. Didn’t want him to.

If Cael is dead when they come for us, they’ll leave us out here to starve. We’ll never make it back to the Lower Town. Either that, or they’d take us all back to be executed.

That was why they only needed a single overseer. Not just because they were markless, but because their lives depended on his.

The other miners weren’t standing, but they were all holding their breath.

Elian looked down at himself. For a moment, it felt like it was just him, alone in that cave. If his calling had been revealed, if he was twice-marked… this would have all been worth it.

Even if he did end up losing a hand for thievery. Better to be a one-handed twice-marked than a two-handed markless in this world.

He pulled up his shirt. Looked at his chest.

It was bare of any marks.

Elian’s eyes widened.

No. It… it had to have worked.

He brought up his status screen.

[Human]

[Marks: Nil]

[Tier: Nil]

[Skills: Nil]

Cael’s laughter was the last thing Elian heard before his vision and hearing disappeared and something hard knocked him on the head.

~

Elian woke to the world swaying. His head ached something fierce, and his wrists and ankles felt oddly weighed down. It took a moment for the sounds to trickle into his consciousness. The crunch of wheels rolling over dirt. The clink of metal on metal. The hushed chatter of guards.

He opened his eyes to find himself in the back of a locked wagon. The same locked wagon that always took the miners back and forth from the Lower Town. Only this time, there were manacles on his wrists and ankles.

The other miners avoided his gaze as they noticed him waking. Even Baylin wouldn’t look his way, his eyes on his feet.

Elian sat and stared at those manacles for a long while, thinking about the mess he’d gotten himself into.

I stole from an overseer. I’ll be branded a thief. I’ll lose my hand. And I’ll owe the bastard a debt. Probably one I can never repay.

It hadn’t been worth it. He’d taken in the energy from the essence stone, and still he was markless. Still, nothing showed on his chest or his status screen. There wasn’t a single mark on his entire torso.

Elian blinked.

Not a single mark…

The bruises and broken ribs he’d gotten from the brutal kicking he’d taken from Cael after tossing salt at that hellhound… those bruises had been a deep purple. He touched a manacled hand to where the worst of them had been and felt no pain at all.

The bruises healed?

How could such a thing be possible?

A distant howl jolted him out of his thoughts. The driver reined the horses in, and the wagon rolled to a stop. There was the clang of steel as swords were drawn from the guards’ belts.

The wagons always had a contingent of six marked guards, along with Overseer Cael. More than enough to deal with the demons in the area. At least, the ones that came out during the day.

It wasn’t unusual for the wagon to be attacked. Demons were attracted to humans, especially those with the mark. Elian looked up, saw the other miners shifting where they sat. He placed an ear to the wagon’s thick wall. There wasn’t a way to look outside of it while it was locked.

The wagon itself was lined with salt. No demon should be able to get inside of it.

That doesn’t mean one with a fire affinity couldn’t set it alight.

He heard the pouring of salt.

Another howl sounded. Louder than the last. Closer. A hellhound. There were several more howls. A whole pack of the bastards. Elian hung his head. How he wished to be out there, marked, and fighting the demons, instead of manacled in the back of this damned wagon.

He looked at his hands, wondering which one they would take. Would they let him choose? Dead gods, he’d hated his life in the mines, but he knew he’d just made his life ten times worse.

It would have been worth it… so worth it…

The sound of shouting and fighting brought him out of his thoughts once more. A howl turned into a whimper, then was promptly cut off. Elian wondered how many hellhounds were out there. It sounded like a damned lot of them. But the guards were used to such fights.

Still, he couldn’t help having a small revenge fantasy. Overseer Cael would be out there. Elian wasn’t usually one to wish harm on another, but Cael was one of the cruellest people he knew.

If anyone were deserving of harm…

If he died out there, it wouldn’t change anything. He would have told the guards what I did. I’d be punished all the same.

But he’d never have to see the smug bastard again. Wouldn’t see the satisfaction on the once-marked Invoker’s eyes as one of Elian’s hands was chopped off.

There was a loud shout. Something heavy slammed into the wagon and there was a sharp hissing noise that Elian recognised. Salt burning a demon’s skin. The wagon rocked violently to the left. The other miners gave each other frightened looks.

Slam!

“What in all hell is going on out there?” Baylin whispered.

Someone screamed. The driver? One of the guards? Maybe that bastard Cael. A moment later, it was cut off. Elian heard a loud gust of wind. His eyes widened. Demons with wind affinities, they were the worst. They could disperse a salt circle with ease.

A horse neighed. Sounded like it was rearing back. Then the neigh was cut off too.

It grew quiet outside the wagon. Too quiet. Just the wind and a… squishy, slapping sound?

The demons eating their prey.

“Are… are they all dead?” Cog asked. “Wh-what happens to us?”

“We’re safe in here,” Baylin replied, clearly straining to calm his voice. “When we don’t turn up—”

SLAAAM!

The wagon tipped onto its side. Elian’s already splitting head slammed onto the wood as he went down and something fell atop him.

All was chaos. Sunlight streamed through the side of the wagon. There was a hole in the wood where one wall came loose.

Massive claws scratched at the opening, the foreleg they were attached to so huge it must have come from a demon twice the size of the hellhound Cael had killed.

Yelling erupted within the wagon. Elian struggled with his manacles as the demon’s claws ripped the wood free. The wagon was double-walled, salt filled between the wood. The flesh and fur on the demon’s leg was sizzling, burning, yet still it tried to get inside.

It’s going to eat us. Kill us. Like it killed the guards.

Cael must have died out there too. A part of him wondered if he’d made that happen. He’d only imagined it a moment ago.

But this… this was not something he wished. Better to lose a hand than die out here eaten by demons.

There was screaming around him, from the other miners. He’d barely even noticed, so focused he was on the demon.

Dead gods he wished he had a weapon. Wished he wasn’t manacled.

I have to do something. But what can an unarmed, chained up markless like me do?

The demon yanked more of the wood away, sending splinters flying. Its head emerged from the hole. It wasn’t a hellhound, like what he’d seen two days before.

This was some sort of hellcat. More than a mere lesser demon.

“I’m not dying here!” Elian yelled. He pushed himself up and leapt toward the beast. Its teeth were long like daggers, its eyes a glowing white—wind affinity.

Elian was insane. A total and utter fool. He’d already learnt that, considering the situation he’d already gotten himself in. And he didn’t care.

This situation needed a little crazy.

He wrapped the manacles around the bastard beast’s neck.


Chapter 6

Elian pulled. The chains connecting his manacles strained against the hellcat’s massive neck. It thrashed, left and right, smashing and scraping him against the wood of the wagon.

Where Elian’s bare arms touched the beast, he felt the heat of its burning flesh from the salt lining the wagon’s walls. Dead gods, how was this thing resisting the pain? How was it still trying to get in the wagon despite its agony?

Salt always repelled demons, didn’t it?

The demon had ripped the hole in the wagon just large enough for its head to fit through. Luckily for Elian—if anything that had happened to him recently could be called lucky—this also meant the beast couldn’t drag him out through the hole.

Though it was doing a bloody good job of trying to break the wagon with Elian’s back.

“What the hell, boy?” Cog shouted. “You mad bastard, let go!”

“No!” Baylin’s deep voice boomed. “He lets go, and we all die!”

Elian could barely make out the others. His head had smashed into one of the wagon’s walls, opening a cut in his forehead. Blood dripped into his eyes. He blinked it away, his vision blurred.

“Now!” Baylin yelled.

Elian blinked again, until the man came into view. He and a few of the other miners rushed the hellcat. They had no weapons, yet they were slamming fists against the top of its head, narrowly avoiding its vicious teeth. The hiss of the demon’s flesh burning a continuous background noise.

Dead gods, the pain! His arms burned. Not just his flesh. His muscles. His back. He was straining with every damned thing he had. Time in the mines had made him strong, but how was a markless supposed to be strong enough to take on a damned demon?

Someone screamed in pain. Cog was thrown, his arm bloody. No, not just bloody—it had been partly eaten!

He’s missing a hand. The hellcat bit off his hand!

The hellcat ripped its head back and forth like a rabid mutt with its jaws about a chicken.

It was all Elian could do just to hold on. He pulled. Hard.

If I don’t kill this thing, we’re all going to die.

Part of him wanted to give up. To just let go. Even if he killed this thing, how were they supposed to survive out here? The guards were all dead. The wagon was compromised. He didn’t know how long he’d been unconscious, as he’d woken up while the wagon was rolling down the road, but it was two-day trip from the mine to the Lower Town.

How in all hell would they survive the night?

But none of that concerned him right now. Elian might have a rotten life, may have drawn a short straw just like everyone else in this forsaken wagon, but it was his life, and he’d be damned if he would let a demon take it from him.

So he pulled. Found a hidden strength within himself. From all the days and weeks and months and years he’d swung a pickaxe and hauled salt rocks. It was a quiet strength. A strength that endured.

It felt like an age passed when the hellcat stopped throwing its head this way and that. Still he pulled.

“Lad! Lad, stop!”

He vaguely heard someone shouting. His eyes were closed. Dead to everything around him. It was just him. The chains. The beast’s neck.

Pull!

“Lad, it’s dead!” Something grabbed his leg.

He kicked out. Hit something solid. Then finally, he snapped back to reality and opened his eyes. He still hung off the thing’s neck. The hellcat’s head hang limp over the hole of the wagon.

Beneath him, Baylin clutched a bloody nose. “It’s dead, Elian. You killed it.”

Cog was a whimpering mess, holding his forearm, staring at the stump where his hand had been.

“Are you…” Elian swallowed. His mouth was dry. His throat sore. He found it hard to talk. “You sure it’s dead?”

“Aye. Sure as I can be.” Baylin lowered his hand. His nose was still bleeding, but he didn’t seem to give it any mind. He pulled off his shirt and tore it into strips, tying it about Cog’s wound.

For a long moment, Elian didn’t even know if he would be able to let go. He didn’t believe the beast could actually be dead. He was still pulling tightly with his arms, holding on for dear life. It took him a while to relax his muscles and extricate the chains off the beast’s neck. When he did, he almost fell.

The wagon was still on its side.

Elian, now in front of the hellcat, looked into its dead eyes. Its mouth was open, its tongue sticking out. Blood dripped down its chin, and there was chewed meat inside its maw.

Not meat. Cog’s hand.

He turned and looked at the miners. Many of them were bleeding from when the wagon was turned over. Before, when he’d woke in manacles, none of them would look him in the eye. Now, they were all looking to him with expectant and fearful expressions, as though he knew what to do.

Elian swallowed. Took a breath.

I’m still alive. Somehow.

The pain from his injuries flooded in now he was no longer in the midst of battle—if you could call wrapping chains around the neck of a hellcat and holding on for dear life battle. His head throbbed. His back was no doubt filled with scratches and bruises.

He took stock of the situation.

“We need to find out if any of the guards are alive,” he said to the others in a hushed voice. There were a dozen miners in the wagon. They’d tried sending more in the past, but whenever large groups of humans gathered outside their fortified walls they attracted demons. The more humans, the more demons, and the more likely a powerful one would come.

Like the hellcat.

“How could they have survived that thing?” Petric had his arms wrapped around himself. The man was short and stocky. He looked strange, curled up like that, rocking back and forth where he sat, almost like a child. “Those howls… that beast… they’re all dead. And if they’re dead, what chance do we have out here?”

“We can’t think about that,” Elian said. The words came out louder than he’d intended, making Petric shy away from him. “We need to take things one step at a time. They’ll be waiting for us, at the gate. When this wagon doesn’t return, they’ll send people after us.”

Baylin glanced up, face blank.

They all knew there wasn’t much truth in what Elian said. Even if people were sent, they’d all surely be dead by the time they got there.

“Why are you takin’ charge?” Mellin, a tall, skinny man with a greying beard, asked. The miner had a scar just under his eye. Elian had always wondered where he’d gotten it. “You’re a thief. The overseer punished us all for what you did.”

“He killed the hellcat.” Baylin finished tying a makeshift bandage for Cog. “More than can be said for the lot of you.”

“My hand,” Cog said in a low whimper. “Bastard cat ate my hand.”

Too much talk, not enough action. Elian turned and faced the hellcat. It was quiet outside. Even the breeze had gone, the air still. All he heard was the creak of Petric rocking back and forth and Cog whimpering about his hand.

Elian shoved the hellcat’s head out of the hole. It took a mightier shove than he’d expected. Baylin had to step in and heave alongside him. The body thumped to the ground outside. Elian hesitated. Poking his head out of the wagon didn’t seem the wisest choice, but how else would he know what was happening out there?

No one else looked as though they were about to volunteer.

The hole was plenty big enough for a man to fit through. His chains clinked as he put his arms up. Be nice when I get rid of these things. The muscles in his arms still stung from all the pulling. He ignored that, best he could, and pulled himself up, sticking his head through the hole, hoping no demons were on the other side.

Overseer Cael’s body was the first he saw. The sight of it made him shudder. The man was missing an eye, and a large chunk of his cheek. There were massive gashes through his side, gashes that had ripped straight through his chainmail. Elian only recognised him because the guards were dressed differently, otherwise the blood covering his face would have made him hard to identify.

From his vantage point, he could see the corpses of three guards and four hellhounds, along with the hellcat. One of the guards was missing their head—it had been completely torn off.

How strong must that demon have been?

The locked wagon was in front of another, open wagon. This was the wagon that carried all of their supplies and hauled the salt rocks they’d been mining for. The horses had been savaged, parts of them eaten.

The supplies were left intact. Food. Water. Even the overseer’s chest would be packed into that wagon.

The line of salt the drivers had poured around the wagons had been disturbed. The hellcat must have used its wind affinity to push it away with ease.

He couldn’t see a single soul alive. The other guard was likely lying dead on the other side of the wagon.

Elian pulled his head out of the hole and told Baylin what he’d seen.

Baylin nodded. “We need to get to that wagon.”

“Are you insane?” Mellin scoffed. “We’re safe in here! If we leave, we’ll attract more demons.”

“Safe?” Baylin shoved Mellin. Pointed at Cog. At the hole. “What about this do you think is safe? We need those supplies. The Lower Town won’t be expecting us until tomorrow. Who knows if they’ll send someone out to fetch us right away. Even if they do, that’s three days till we see help. You wanna go three days without water? Without food? Besides, we need a circle of salt around the wagons if we’re gonna live through the night without guards.”

“Fat lot of good the circle did for the others. If another hellcat comes, we’ll be dead,” Mellin muttered.

“We’ll be more dead if we do nothing.” Elian climbed out of the hole. Mellin shouted at him. Grabbed his leg. He kicked the man backward and heard sounds of a scuffle. Elian, hindered by his manacles, fell to the ground.

My wounds healed when I took in that essence.

He’d barely had a chance to think on the consequences of that. The wagon had been attacked soon after he’d discovered it.

Essence doesn’t heal markless wounds.

He knew this. Should have realised it right away.

Elian had consumed essence from two essence stones, and still no mark had appeared. The only explanation was… he was thrice-marked. The essence wouldn’t have healed him otherwise.

He stepped over the dead body of the hellcat. Over a dead guard. A hellhound. Around a horse. He made it to the open wagon. Found the overseer’s chest, still padlocked, shoved in the corner. He struggled, hefting the thing out of the wagon and slammed it into the ground—quite a task with manacles on his wrists and ankles, he’d almost tripped over.

The lock broke. The lid snapped open. The contents of the now dead overseer spilled out onto the ground.


Chapter 7

“Why are you after that?” Baylin said in a harsh whisper. “That’s not food nor water, Elian.”

Elian saw the man in the corner of his eye, head hanging out of the wagon, and ignored him. He knelt by the fallen chest. There were still two essence stones, glowing and full. He snatched them both up and headed back to the miners’ wagon.

He wasn’t a fool, he knew it wasn’t safe out here.

He found one of the salt buckets overturned on the ground, half its contents strewn in the dirt. He pocketed the two essence stones and moved to grab the bucket.

His manacles clanked and got in the way.

There was a thump beside him. Elian whirled. The manacles about his ankles made him stagger.

“Just me, lad,” Baylin said. “Lemme give you a hand, then we’ll get them manacles off ya.” The man snatched up another salt bucket. This one had just been sitting on the ground, full and untouched.

Elian’s heart had raced at that thump. He’d imaged a hellhound or hellcat sneaking up on him. Even Overseer Cael rising from the dead to attack him for stealing his essence stones. He wasn’t usually this skittish, but he supposed he had a right to be after all that had happened.

Bucket in hand, he shuffled awkwardly, making a circle around both of the wagons. Most of the salt line was already there, only disturbed in a few areas. As far as he knew, demons with the wind affinity were far rarer than those with the fire affinity, otherwise salt lines would never be effective.

They just had to hope a strong breeze or, dead gods forbid, a storm didn’t come to mess all that up.

When the salt line was unbroken and reinforced, the area as safe as a band of markless miners could make it, Elian pulled the two essence stones out of his pocket.

“What you doing with those, lad?” Baylin sighed. “You’re not marked. They won’t do any good.” He touched a finger to his nose. The bleeding had stopped, but it was all swollen now. His gaze trailed toward the dead overseer. “Should get those bodies out of the circle. Bury them or… something. Before they start to smell.” He looked at the trees beside the road. “Something tells me burning em might not be the best of ideas.”

“Cael beat me, after I helped him kill that hellhound,” Elian said.

“Aye. I know. The man was a right bastard, he was.” Baylin sniffed, winced. “Deserved what he got, no doubt.”

“I had terrible bruises. All over my waist. So purple they were almost black. And some broken ribs.” Elian pulled up his shirt. His body wasn’t unharmed. He had scratches all over him from when the hellcat had thrown him around. His face was worse for wear, too. But the bruises he’d been given were gone. “They healed. After I took in the essence.”

Baylin blinked. “Essence doesn’t work for markless.”

Elian sat, his back against the overturned wagon. The other miners hadn’t left it yet, too scared of being outside, with nothing but salt between them and the demons. Not that he blamed them. Elian couldn’t stop glancing around at the trees every time the wind rustled the leaves or a bird flew by.

A crow landed by one of the guards’ bodies and started pecking at its exposed flesh. Baylin shoed it away with a foot.

“I know it doesn’t,” Elian said. “Which means… I’m not markless.”

Now, it was time to find out what kind of marked he was.

Elian placed one of essence stones on the ground, and held the other in his hand, staring at its red glow for a long moment. Two days ago he’d done this. Felt the pain it caused. Thought he’d made a mistake.

But he hadn’t made a mistake.

Choice was taken from you the moment you were born.

He heard his mother’s words in his mind again.

You’re wrong, Mother. And I’ll prove it to you.

He wondered if she heard him, somewhere beyond the grave. If she was looking down on him from the afterlife.

Elian tapped the essence from the stone with barely a thought. It responded to his need as though it were a part of him, entering into his arm, burning his veins as it had the first two times he’d done this.

He bore the pain better, this time. He didn’t yell out. He clenched his jaw and endured.

In moments, it was done. He touched a hand to his face. The scratches… they’re gone. Healed. He still struggled to believe that injuries could be healed so easily. Was this how marked lived? Able to heal any wound? His own wounds were minor. He hadn’t experienced anything too… grievous. It made him wonder, could he recover from more brutal wounds? From being stabbed?

If Cael were still alive, would he be able to regrow his eye?

He pulled up his shirt, sure this time that it would have worked. Sure that he would finally see a mark on his chest.

Thrice-marked. Rare, powerful. Infuser. Invoker. Necromancer.

Elian, like all marked, would go the academy. And when he finished his initial training, he could take any posting he wished for his forced service to the crown. It wouldn’t matter that he’d come from nothing. Not if he were thrice-marked.

His chest was bare.

Baylin sighed. He’d been watching the entire time. “I told you, lad. You’re not marked.”

“My wounds are healed.” Elian shook his head. “It should have… it should have worked.” He blinked, realising what must have happened. “The essence. It’s being diverted. Healing my wounds… there isn’t enough to activate my mark.” He nodded. “That must be it.”

Elian grabbed the second stone and pulled in the essence before he’d steeled himself, so eager he was. This time, the pain felt more severe. He hissed, but endured it all the same. This time, he wasn’t injured. This time, it would work.

It had to work.

He pulled up his shirt…

Still nothing.

“We should move these bodies. The demons, too,” Baylin said.

Elian didn’t listen to him. I need more essence. He could feel his body craving it. Aching for it. He was on the cusp of something. He was sure. He stood, walked over to Overseer Cael’s body, and pulled the man’s dagger from his belt. Then he walked straight toward the nearest dead demon. One of the hellhounds.

He ignored Baylin’s protests as he cut into the demon, just as he remembered Cael cutting into the last one. The man had drawn essence from that dead hellhound. Elian could do the same.

When the cut had been made, he put a hand onto the beast’s rough fur. He was a cup, the beast the jug. All he need do was pour the essence into himself.

It took more effort than drawing essence from the stones had. For a moment he thought it might not be possible. Then finally, it happened. Red energy flowed out from the dead demon.

Straight into him.

He gritted his teeth. Gripped the beast’s fur tight. Felt the pain.

And he felt something else, too. There was the familiar warmth at his chest, but that warmth spread out and encompassed every part of his body, even his mind. He felt something inside of him shift and slide into place—something he didn’t know how to explain.

My heart tree. It must be.

Once again, he pulled up his shirt and looked down.

“I’ll be damned,” Baylin whispered.

There was a mark on his chest. His calling had been revealed. Elian knew the different marks well. An Invoker had a solid circle on their chest. An Infuser, a triangle. And a Necromancer, an inverted triangle.

If one were an Invoker and an Infuser, the triangle and the circle would fuse, the triangle piercing up to the centre of the circle. An Infuser and Necromancer would have two triangles interconnected. A thrice-marked, bearing all three, would have all three marks in a shape similar to an hourglass, the two triangles’ top points meeting in the centre of the circle.

Elian’s chest didn’t bare a lone triangle, nor a lone circle. It bore the mark of each of them.

And something else.

A straight line jutting out of the top and bottom.

“Dead gods.” Baylin yanked Elian’s shirt back down and glanced at the wagon. “Thank heavens. They didn’t see,” he whispered. His eyes were wide with fear. More fear than he’d shown when the demons had been here.

The mark was burned into Elian’s mind. He knew what the solid line meant. Everyone knew what the vertical line indicated.

It was the mark of the Summoner.

Elian wasn’t once-marked, twice-marked, or thrice-marked.

He was full-marked.

There was a subtle pressure in his mind. Something he hadn’t felt since he’d first gained access to his status screen. Like an alert, telling him something had changed.

Elian brought up his status screen.

[Human]

[Marks: 4]

[Tier:

Invoker – 0

Infuser – 0

Necromancer – 0

Summoner – 0]

[Skills: Nil]

[Essences: Nil]

“No,” Elian whispered. He moved away from the dead hellhound he’d pulled the essence from. Stepped away from Baylin. There were no Summoners anymore. The Summoner bloodlines had been rooted out. Everyone who bore the vertical mark was to be executed by royal decry.

Ever since the Godfall.

And there… there were no full-marked anymore.

The line signified a Summoner’s connection with the netherworld. The demon realm. The hell from which the beasts that plagued this world had come from.

Once, as the most powerful of the marked, full-marked had been considered gods, their strongest power that of summoning. A full-marked was always more powerful than that of a once-marked, for they had more essence to draw upon.

Elian didn’t know much more about it than that.

He just knew the same story as everyone else. That the gods, in their lust for power, had opened the gates to hell.


Chapter 8

Full-marked.

Elian had a hand to his chest, where he bore the mark. He wasn’t markless. He’d known he wasn’t, and now… now he’d proved it. This was why he’d needed so much essence! But… to be full-marked was forbidden.

To be full-marked was a death sentence.

I bear the mark of a Summoner.

His dream of entering the academy… how was he supposed to make that happen now?

I-I can’t let anyone know what I am.

Baylin still stood, a few steps away, fear and shock in his eyes. Elian took a step toward him. The man backed away.

“Baylin, you know me.”

Baylin blinked. He glanced at the trees. He was breathing heavily. Took a moment for him to get a handle on it. When he did, he looked over at the wagon. “None of the others saw,” he whispered, hesitated, then stepped over to Elian. Looked him in the eye with less fear than before. “Full-marked,” he muttered.

“Will you tell them?” Elian asked.

Baylin shook his head. “No.” He put a hand on Elian’s shoulder. “And you shouldn’t either.”

Elian looked down at the man’s hand on his shoulder. He felt lost. Confused. More vulnerable than when Cael had blinded him and kicked him on the ground. More vulnerable than when the hellcat had been wrenching him back and forth, smashing him against the wagon walls.

He’d wanted to be marked. All his life he’d dreamed of it.

But this?

What does this mean for me?

Baylin had always looked out for him. Not just in the mines. Back in the Lower Town, too. He wouldn’t go so far as to call the man a father to him, but he was certainly a friend.

“I don’t know what to do,” Elian whispered.

“It’s like what you said, back in the wagon,” Baylin said, steel in his voice. “We need to take things one step at a time. I don’t know what this means for you, lad. But remember where we are. It won’t mean anything if we don’t get back alive, aye?”

Elian smirked. “I suppose that does put things into perspective.” He looked over to the open wagon, where the supplies were. “We should get that water.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Baylin jangled the chain connecting Elian’s wrists. “Need these off ya first.” The man stepped around the wagon, looking at the dead guards’ belts until he found one with a ring of keys. He took them off, found the right one, and freed Elian from his manacles.

“So, you’re marked now.” Baylin raised his chin. “The others don’t need to know how much.”

“Yes… I’m marked now. And I suppose they don’t.”

“Now, I know just about as much as the next markless about all this, but isn’t there something you should be, well, doing?”

Elian smiled. Couldn’t help himself. “My first node. I should be unlocking my first node!”

Marked, once they imbued their heart tree with essence and revealed their calling, could unlock different abilities known as skills. Invokers, like Cael, could steal, hijack, and imbue senses and other traits—even another’s strength if they were powerful enough. They got these abilities by unlocking something known as nodes. There were lines—branches—that spread out from a marked’s heart tree.

Full-marked had more nodes than any other marked.

Elian may be in the middle of a forest, on a road with no marked guards, a day and a half out from the Lower Town and all its defences, having just survived a demon attack… but soon, he wouldn’t be powerless anymore.

Except, he didn’t actually know what he needed to do next. He’d heard stories of marked learning how to train, but he didn’t fully understand what that training entailed.

How, exactly, was he supposed to unlock a node? He knew it had something to do with his heart tree. A heart tree was the core of a marked’s power. It was where essence flowed to when it was drawn into the body. That part, he’d found out, was instinctual.

To unlock a node, a marked was supposed to push the essence through different lines in their body—or were they called channels?

Yes. Essence channels. That’s what they’re called.

In the stories, an Invoker, Infuser, or Necromancer would meditate for a period of time. When they came out of the meditation, a new node was unlocked, and with it a skill—the ability to take someone’s sight, infuse an attribute from one item into another, or even raise the dead.

It sounded simple. Elian assumed it would be anything but.

There was a noise in the trees. A branch cracking underfoot. He snapped his gaze toward it. Saw a shadow move.

He wasn’t the only one who’d heard it. Baylin had one of the guards’ swords in hand. Elian wasn’t even sure when the man had picked it up. There was something strange about the way he held it. Elian would have expected him to hold it like he would a pickaxe. But he held it with an odd familiarity.

Had Baylin used a sword before?

“Demon?” Elian whispered, tracking the shadow. It disappeared as fast as it had come.

Baylin relaxed. He straightened out of a slight crouch. Shook his head. “No. Even with the salt, a demon would have rushed us. Bastards aren’t known for holding back.”

Elian stared at the man. He’d known Baylin longer than he’d worked in the mines. Baylin had been around since he was a child—since as long as he could remember, actually. He’d always looked out for Elian and his mother. A permanent fixture in their lives. But this was the first time Baylin had spoken of demons in this way. As though… he knew more about them than he should.

“What did you do before you worked the mines?” Elian asked.

Baylin turned, as though he hadn’t heard him, and headed toward the open wagon. “Don’t you have a node to unlock?”

Easier said than done…

Elian watched Baylin for a moment. The way he spoke, even the way he moved, it felt… different. He didn’t know what it was exactly. Had he really held that sword like he knew how to wield it? Or had that just been something Elian imagined?

It was unusual for markless to have any martial training. Though, it wasn’t unheard of. Especially outside the Lower Town.

Elian turned his gaze to the forest, staring through the trees where he’d heard that branch break, seen that shadow move. He didn’t know what was out there, but Baylin was right. It couldn’t be a demon. A demon would have come straight for them.

Could it be some wild animal? He never understood how they survived out here, though he’d heard something about demons preferring human meat…

The bodies around the wagons were beginning to smell, attracting flies. They should probably deal with that soon. The other miners were still in the wagon. How had they not come out by now? He understood they were afraid. Hell, he was afraid too. But they should be helping, not hiding.

Baylin opened up one of the barrels and was passing cups of water through the hole in the locked wagon.

Elian found somewhere to sit. Somewhere without blood. It didn’t feel right, sitting out here. It hadn’t felt right when he had done it with the essence stones. They were incredibly vulnerable. Being out here with no walls… He’d had nightmares of getting stuck outside the walls. Of being alone when the demons came.

Closing his eyes during a time like this seemed like a foolish thing to do. He wasn’t sure how he overcame that so easily just a few minutes ago.

Taking a breath, he forced his eyes closed. He had no guidance in this. The first time he’d drawn essence into himself, someone had been telling him what to do.

Elian had never meditated before. What use did a miner have for meditating? But he’d seen others doing it. It seemed to comprise of sitting down, alone, with your eyes closed, and… breathing.

Looked like being lazy to him. And being lazy right now… didn’t seem like the smartest thing to do.

He sighed. Too many thoughts were swirling around his mind. How could they not be? He’d just found out that he was full-marked! He didn’t know if he should be jumping for joy, or figuring out how he would hide this from people when he returned to the Lower Town.

“Focus on your breath.”

Elian opened his eyes. Baylin was standing in front of him.

“What do you know of this?” Elian asked.

“More than you, it seems.”

“Were you some sort of fighter?”

“Shut your eyes. Breathe in through your nose. Let it expand your belly. Focus on nothing else. Let whatever thoughts occupy your mind disappear.”

He’s not even talking like Baylin…

Not knowing what else to do, Elian decided to listen to what the man had to say. He shut his eyes, and he breathed. That was when he felt all the tension in his body. All the tension in his mind. He saw the hellhounds. The hellcat. Saw Overseer Cael lifeless body. Cog’s missing hand.

Focus…

He breathed. Until everything he was thinking of slowly disappeared. Until the images attacking him were no longer at the forefront of his mind. The tension from his shoulders dissipated. His fists, which he hadn’t even noticed had been clenched, relaxed and opened. His jaw, too, relaxed.

When he’d taken in that essence, it had been his entire focus. He’d been a man on a mission. Now, he didn’t know what he needed to do, but he could become calm.

Learning how to become calm… it was very important for markless. It wasn’t something he was always good at, but he’d had to hold his tongue many a time.

Once he got his body and mind in order, he felt something he hadn’t before. A warmth inside of him.

Like a fire burning where his heart was.

Was this his heart tree? The core of his power? Where all the essence he’d consumed had flowed?

He focused on it. The more he did, the more powerfully he felt it. It was like a reservoir, or well. He knew it instinctually. Like a dog knows how to bark, or a cat to chase mice. This heart tree was a part of him. It always had been. He’d just never known.

Or maybe he had. Maybe that was why he’d been so determined. So sure he was marked.

He’d fallen so deeply into a meditative state that all he knew, all he saw, and all he was, was the heart tree. He could feel its branches, spreading out from its trunk. The essence channels that would flow to the nodes around his body.

Essence channels…

Of course.

He needed essence if he was going to unlock his first node.

Elian’s eyes snapped open. He summoned his status screen.

[Human]

[Marks: 4]

[Tier:

Invoker – 0

Infuser – 0

Necromancer – 0

Summoner – 0]

[Skills: Nil]

[Essences: Nil]

He tilted his head at the last line. He felt power in his heart tree. How could his essences be nil?

The first time he’d looked at his status screen after becoming marked, he’d been too focused—and honestly, too shocked—to take in much more than the fact that he was full-marked.

Each mark has different tiers. And they’re all at zero. Will they become Tier 1 when I gain skills in them? Can I choose which skills I gain first? How do the skills even work when I do unlock them through the nodes?

Elian was getting ahead of himself.

One step at a time. First, I need essence.

He stared over at one of the hellhound corpses. Good thing he had plenty of essence right here.

There were other miners outside of the wagon now. Cog, his stump bandaged where he’d lost his hand. Mellin, a deep frown lining his forehead, the man staring straight at Elian. And three others brave enough—or hounded long enough—to venture outside. Baylin was directing them to move the other corpses. Not the corpses of the demons—it didn’t seem as if any of them wanted to touch those.

They weren’t taking the guards’ corpses very far. None of them wished to move past the line of salt, despite the fact there was no sign of demons around. Elian didn’t blame them. He didn’t want to step over that line either.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been meditating. He hadn’t even heard the others climb out of the wagon, and they would have made quite a ruckus. Baylin was talking, in a loud whisper, giving out orders like he’d been doing it his entire life. Another strange thing about the old miner to add to the list.

Elian stood. There were four dead hellhounds. One dead hellcat. He’d already exhausted the essence from one of the hellhounds, so he moved onto the next closest. He’d tucked the dagger he’d taken from Overseer Cael’s body through his belt. He pulled it out, and slit the hellhound’s throat.

“What the hell are you doing?” Mellin shouted. “Why are you mutilating that beast? You crazy fool!”

“Shut up. Let him work.” Baylin shoved Mellin. “And get back to work yourself.”

“Let him work? What kind of work requires that?”

“I don’t say this much, but Mellin has a point,” Cog said. “Why… why’s he cuttin’ into that demon?”

“He’s marked. Damn miracle, if you ask me. Now, I don’t really know what he needs to do to gain power, but I think we’d best leave him to it. Don’t you?” Baylin gripped the hilt of the guard’s sword that he’d taken. At some point while Elian was meditating, the man must have taken the sword belt too and strapped it about his waist. Baylin had always been a big man. Now, with the sword at his hip, he looked even bigger. None of the other miners argued with him.

“Was just asking the question. That’s all.” Mellin put his hands up defensively. “No harm done. I just want to survive this.”

“We all do. Having a marked with us might be the only way.” Baylin turned. His grip released from the hilt. The man’s gaze fell on the corpses of the guards and the overseer, and there were words unsaid in his eyes.

Elian imagined what they might be—Being marked hadn’t been of much use to these dead folks.

Elian remained silent and faced the demon’s corpse once more. He put a hand on the hellhound, just as he had the first. He drew in the essence. It was easier this time, and he didn’t feel any pain. Somehow he’d known he wouldn’t, for he hadn’t bothered to steel himself.

Some deep knowledge within him was awakening. Something he’d never had access to before.

The red energy flowed out of the beast like mist and entered into Elian. His veins didn’t flare and burn in pain. But they did glow. Brighter than before. Someone gasped.

The essence entered into his heart tree, and a pressure filled his mind, similar to what he’d felt when he’d gained his marks, but weaker. He gave in to the pressure, and text appeared in front of him.

A notification.

You have gained 1 unit of Demon Essence.

Demon Essence? That seems specific. Are there different kinds?

Intuitively, he brought up only the part of the status screen that had changed.

[Essences:

Demon – 1]

Now I just need to figure out how to use this to unlock a node. Then maybe there’s a chance we could all get out of this alive.


Chapter 9

Elian could feel the other miners’ gazes on him as he meditated. Their stares burning into him. Whenever he opened his eyes, Mellin and Cog swiftly turned away from him, pretending to not have been looking at all, while a few others stared more openly.

Baylin, however, was never looking his way. Instead, the man always had his eyes on the trees. That sword he’d taken from one of the dead guards constantly resting across his knees as he sat on the side of the open wagon.

They’d salvaged several more weapons from the corpses of the guards and Overseer Cael. Elian had the dead Invoker’s spear beside him, its butt stuck in the dirt, keeping it upright, and the man’s dagger still tucked through his belt.

He doubted the weapons would do much good. Maybe against a single hellhound—but they certainly wouldn’t survive another attack like the one that had taken out the guards.

And if another hellcat came…

After Elian had consumed the essence from that second dead hellhound, gaining his first unit of Demon Essence, he’d gone to the other corpses, each in turn. He’d obtained one more unit each from the final two hellhounds, then he’d made his way to the hellcat.

Before, he hadn’t spent much time looking at the dead beast, and so he hadn’t noticed the myriad of wounds that riddled its body. Wounds that neither he nor the other miners had inflicted.

Not only was it covered in burns from the salt, it had taken what should have been a massive amount of damage from the marked it had killed. Except there was something strange about the wounds. They looked older than they should have. Some looked days old, others looked like they were almost healed, but they were clearly made by blades.

Could they have been made before today?

Baylin had been standing behind Elian while he’d been taking all this in, kneeling by the dead beast.

“Demons like that one heal fast. They draw upon the essence within their own heart trees,” the old miner had said.

Elian had touched the point of his dagger to one of the wounds. “Some of these look like they should have been killing blows.”

“Aye. On a weaker demon, I’ve no doubt they would’ve been. Probably the only reason you were able to kill it. It wasn’t able to heal all of its wounds fast enough.”

Baylin had stepped away after that, leaving Elian to his gruesome work. Elian hadn’t questioned how the man knew all this—he doubted the old miner would have told him anyway. He’d been keeping tight lipped about his past.

What the man had said had made Elian worry the hellcat might not have any essence left to give him, especially as he didn’t really know how it all worked.

But the beast had provided five units of Demon Essence. Five times as much as the hellhounds had.

We’re damned lucky to be alive.

Now, Elian sat in meditation—or his poor attempt at it. He could actually feel the essence within him, as though it were a tangible weight. And not just a weight. No, it was more than that—it was power.

He looked at his essences.

[Essences:

Demon – 8]

He’d gathered more than he’d expected to. The only problem was, he still didn’t know how to use them. For an hour, at least, he’d been sitting there, trying to push the essence from his heart tree and through one of the branches that were his essence channels.

I can feel the essence. Feel my heart tree, and where it branches off… why can’t I do this?

Elian didn’t know what skill he would get first. He wished he could choose, but even if he could choose, he didn’t know how to. Each of the branches that spread out from his heart tree felt different, however.

There were four of them, and he had to imagine they each led to a skill belonging to one of the four marks.

I can’t gain a Summoner skill. That would be impossible to explain away to the other miners. Besides, I’ve no idea how any of the Summoner skills even work.

Elian blinked and tilted his head to the side as a realisation dawned on him. This should be easier than it was—somehow, he just knew that to be true. It wasn’t his lack of knowledge that was stopping him. At least, it wasn’t the only thing.

It was his own mind.

He was blocking himself from gaining his first skill because he was afraid. Afraid of what being found out as a Summoner would mean. He’d gotten lucky with Baylin. The man hadn’t said a word to the other miners.

But he still worried about what would happen when—or more likely if—they made it back to the Lower Town. If the others found out what he was, even if they pretended to be okay with it now simply because they wanted to survive, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t talk if they returned home.

The guards would kill me before I even made it through the gates.

Elian released a long breath. He couldn’t worry about that. He couldn’t spend each moment of his life living in such fear, not when there were other, more pressing matters, to attend to. He would cross that bridge if he came to it.

Right now, the most important thing was that he survive another hour. Another day. And to even have the slimmest of chances at that, he needed to unlock a skill—no matter what that skill ended up being.

A weight felt as though it was lifted off his shoulders. Something unlocked within him. He didn’t relax, exactly, but he felt as though he was opening up.

He closed his eyes once more, not worrying about whether the miners were looking his way or not, and felt the essence within his heart tree. In his mind’s eye, his heart tree resembled an actual tree. The essence he’d gathered were eight distinct clouds of red mist that hovered around it.

Breathing deeply, he gently coaxed some of that essence through one of his channels.

Five of the mist clouds moved. They flowed up his heart tree and into one of the four branches. The essence paused, trapped in one of the channels, but he knew now what he had to do—he pushed it. Inch by agonising inch, he squeezed the essence through the branch and toward its destination.

One of his nodes.

An explosion of energy erupted within him. His eyes snapped open. There was a pressure in his mind. Similar, but far more intense, to what he’d felt in the past. He gave into the pressure and a notification appeared in his vision.

Node Unlocked!

Mark: Summoner

Skill Name: Blood Bond (Tier 1)

You have consumed 5 units of Demon Essence.

Elian gasped.

Oh no.

Someone nearby flinched, whirling around to stare at him, sword in hand.

That’s when Elian noticed how much time must have passed. The sun had still been up when he’d had his little realisation about holding himself back. Unlocking that node had felt like it had only taken a moment or two—no more than a couple of minutes.

Yet darkness had recently fallen, the sun’s light only a dim glow behind the mountains.

The man who’d spun around relaxed. It was Baylin. He must have been standing watch. No fires were burning, and the night was a cool one, a breeze rolling in through the trees.

Baylin stepped over. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” The old miner glanced over his shoulder. “Or a demon. You figured it out, then? Been stuck in that trance so long I was getting worried.”

Elian nodded weakly. He swallowed, looking for the others.

“They’re in the wagon.” Baylin gestured toward the salt line. They took a few steps toward it, and were now the farthest they could be from the locked wagon. “What skill did you unlock?”

He already knows what I am. No use lying.

“A summoning skill by the name of Blood Bond.”

Baylin ran a hand through his beard. Shook his head. “Gonna be hard to hide that one.”

Elian looked around at the trees. A shiver of fear had run up his spine as he’d read that notification.

Blood Bond. What does that name even mean?

But now things had gotten even worse. Night had fallen as he’d meditated. More time passing than he’d thought—than he’d hoped.

Demons. They were the most active in the night.

As though the universe were listening into his thoughts, a howl sounded somewhere out in the forest. The howl of a hellhound.

Elian pulled Overseer Cael’s spear—now his spear—out from the ground. He’d been hoping for a different skill, one from one of the other marks, but this one… he didn’t know what it did, but maybe it would help them.

If we’re going to get out of this alive, we’ll need to use everything at our disposal, no matter the consequences.

“Should we take shelter in the wagon?” Elian asked. He wanted to fight whatever came, but he wasn’t a fool—he didn’t yet know how to use this new skill.

And what if there was another hellcat on the way?

Baylin’s head was cocked to the side. “They’re on their way, lad. If they’re just hellhounds, we should be safe behind the salt.” He looked down at the line. “The breeze isn’t strong enough to shift it, though we’d best inspect the circle, just in case—wouldn’t want any holes.”

“And if it’s something else?” Elian looked over to where the corpses were stacked, just outside of the salt. The miners must have tossed them over the line, too afraid to cross over themselves. The corpses of the guards and the overseer were in a separate pile not too far off from the first.

“Truthfully? Then I don’t think that wagon will do us much good.” He grabbed a shield from the ground and tossed it to Elian. Elian recognised it—it was Cael’s. He’d seen the man use it when he’d fought, and almost been killed, by a single hellhound.

A lesser demon.

And that man had training. Far more than I have.

Elian caught the shield in his left. He held it and the spear awkwardly. Suddenly he wondered if he would have been better off practising how to use these than spending hours in meditation.

His stomach grumbled, making him realise he hadn’t eaten for some time.

Maybe a fight like this will be better on an empty stomach…

“Should we call on the others?” Elian nodded at the wagon.

Baylin scoffed. “Doubt that lot will be much good.”

Another howl sounded. A head popped out of the wagon. Mellin, his bony elbows sticking out of the hole. The tall, skinny man’s eyes were wide with fear. “Demons?”

“Aye,” Baylin said. “Demons. Stay in that wagon. We’ll call you and the others if you’re needed.”

“My pleasure. Please, do try not to need us,” Mellin muttered, before disappearing back through the hole. A second later, a shield was lodged into the gap, as though to hide their presence.

“You really don’t think we’ll need them?” Elian whispered.

“I hope we won’t.” Baylin rested a meaty hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Because otherwise they’ll see you use that new skill of yours.”

Elian looked down at himself. Dead gods, he was still wearing his flimsy clothes—nothing more than rags, really. He looked over at the pile of corpses, his nose crinkling at the sight of them. “Why didn’t we strip them of their armour?”

“Not like it did them much good.” Baylin nodded at the line. “We won’t need our armour. We can stab them across the line if they get close enough.”

A third howl sounded. This one far closer than the last two. A twig snapped, and there was a rustle in the trees. Shadows bounded through them, moving at speed. Elian squinted, trying to make them out. The sun was well and truly down now, not even a hint of its glow behind the mountain, and the only thing shining the road and the forest was a half-moon that had just slipped out from behind the clouds.

Clouds.

“Ah, Baylin.” Elian frowned. His gaze snapped from the clouds, to the line of salt, back to the shadows shifting through the trees quickly making their way toward the makeshift camp. “What happens if it rains?”

“Nothing good.”

A dark shape bounded out of the trees. A hellhound—a big one. It snarled, lips pulled back, a slight glow about its throat.

“Fire affinity,” Elian muttered.

“Also not good,” Baylin hissed.

Three more hellhounds burst out of the trees.


Chapter 10

Elian had no idea what to do.

Despite his big dreams of becoming marked and fighting demons, the only combat experience he had was throwing that bucket of salt at the first hellhound he’d ever seen up close, getting beaten up by the now-dead Overseer Cael, and strangling a hellcat to death.

And he would hardly consider any of that actual combat experience. While he might technically be full-marked right now, he only had a single skill.

A skill he didn’t yet know how to use.

The hellhounds skidded to a halt in front of the line of salt. Elian knew just because they couldn’t cross the line didn’t mean they wouldn’t be dangerous. He could see from the glow in their eyes that each of the hellhounds possessed the fire affinity. If they were able to get a stream of flame over the line of salt to hit one of the wagons, or even him or Baylin, things would get bad, fast.

And those clouds above them were quickly beginning to darken.

Not good.

What he did know about combat, however, was that it was better to act than just stand there and give into one’s fear. If he’d given into his fear, he wouldn’t have distracted that hellhound for Overseer Cael in the first place.

Not that the man survived much longer after that.

And, most importantly, if he hadn’t acted when that hellcat had attacked through the hole in the wagon… chances were he and every single one of the miners would be dead.

So Elian moved. He gripped the spear tightly in one hand, the shield in the other, and rushed toward the line.

The name of his skill was Blood Bond. Though he didn’t know exactly how it worked, it must have something to do with blood…

Yeah, that’s obvious, Elian. Great thinking there.

Baylin was already at the line of salt, thrusting his sword toward the nearest of the hellhounds, jabbing small wounds into its flesh and keeping it at bay. But a glowing red light was beginning to gather about several of the demons’ throats.

“Raise your shield!” Elian shouted just as the first of the hellhounds opened its maw, fire spewing forth from its gullet. He raised his own shield just in time. The fire was so hot it became hard to hold the shield. The metal heated, flames licking over the edges and biting his face. He hissed through the pain and concentrated on his skill.

Blood Bond! he willed, hoping it would do… something.

It didn’t do anything.

Though he did feel something in his mind, like a stone wall in the way of what he wanted to do. Instinctively, he knew what the sensation was trying to tell him.

He hadn’t met the requirements of the skill he was trying to use.

Do I need to spill the demon’s blood?

The stream of flame ceased.

But the moment he dropped his shield, fire flowed from the mouth of another one of the demons.

“Back up!” Baylin shouted. His voice had a commanding quality to it that Elian found difficult to ignore. He yanked his shield back up—the flame came from his left now, all four of the hellhounds were snarling and snapping at the line of salt, bunched close together.

Elian rapidly stepped backward just as two more streams of flame came at him. Baylin was right beside him.

“How are we supposed to get in any good hits while they keep doing that?” Elian asked, wiping his brow with the sleeve of his right hand. He held the hot shield out and away from his face, his shoulder already hurting from the effort.

“I don’t know.” Baylin shook his head. The man’s voice was surprisingly calm and steady. “But they won’t be able to call their flames forever.” He raised his sword up, crouched back into a fighting stance. “We need to make them exhaust their reserves on us before they pick a different target. We don’t have enough water to douse a fire and keep ourselves alive, if a fire catches…”

“It might force us to abandon the camp,” Elian said.

“That, we can’t afford.” Baylin gave out a war cry as he raised his shield—the metal glowed from how damned hot it had become—and rushed forward to the line of salt.

Elian let out a sigh and followed the man. No way he was going to let the old miner do this alone.

Elian hadn’t even gotten a single strike in yet.

I need to make one of these bastards bleed before I can use this skill, he thought, hoping that was all that would be needed for Blood Blond to activate.

He couldn’t let himself think about the fact that he was about to use a summoning skill. Couldn’t think about the fact that bearing the mark of a Summoner was a death sentence back home. None of that would even matter if he died right now.

And it’s not just my life at stake. It’s Baylin’s, and every other one of the miners back in that wagon.

Elian released a battle cry of his own as he launched himself forward, back up to the line. His spear had more reach than Baylin’s sword, and he used that to his advantage, slamming the blade into the shoulder of one of the massive beasts. He pulled the blade back, only to find it stuck fast in the hellhound. There was a sizzling as the saltsteel blade burned the demon’s flesh. The demon whined, snapped its head around and clamped its jaws around the haft of his spear.

Elian took this chance to try and activate his skill again.

He was hit by the exact same resistance as before.

No… This wasn’t the exact same resistance. This felt different somehow. Less. As though he’d done something that the spell required, but there was still something missing.

Crack.

The hellhound’s jaws clamped hard on the haft of his spear. For a moment Elian worried that it had been broken. The blade might have been saltsteel, but he wasn’t sure about the haft.

But it hadn’t broken.

Maybe it has some sort of strength enhancement on it, Elian thought, wondering if Overseer Cael would have been able to afford that.

Elian pulled with all his might and managed to dislodge the spear from the hellhound’s flesh and rip it from the beast’s maw. The hellhound snarled at him.

“Shield!” Baylin shouted.

Elian was a moment too late. Flames hit him square in the chest from one of the other hellhounds. By the time he got his shield up to block the rest of the stream of fire, his shirt was alight. He backed up and slapped it with the hand holding his spear. The haft of his spear smacked into his head, but he managed to put out the flame on his shirt. The skin beneath it was hot to the touch.

That’s going to leave a nasty burn.

Though he could heal now, couldn’t he? With the essence in his heart tree?

One step at a time.

Another stream of flame came for him, but thankfully Elian was just out of range.

“If you’re going to do something with that skill of yours, lad, it better be soon,” Baylin shouted.

The man was still by the salt line. One of the hellhounds he’d been fighting didn’t look as though it could put any weight on its right foreleg.

They were definitely doing some damage to the enemy, exhausting their essence and their ability to use their fire affinity, but Baylin was right. These hellhounds were tough, and if even a small part of that salt got dislodged…

A howl sounded. Elian blinked. The howl hadn’t come from any of the demons in front of him.

More hellhounds are coming.

Dead gods, would this night ever end? And would they be alive to see the dawn?

Elian gritted his teeth.

We’ll be alive. I’ll make sure of it.

He’d managed to do something that the Blood Bond ability required, but there was still a crucial step missing. In that moment, looking at the hellhounds snapping their slavering jaws at him, sending streams of flame toward them over the line of salt, the answer came. It should have been obvious from the start, but he’d been too consumed with the shock of the sudden battle to think of it.

It was a blood bond. A bond required some sort of exchange. He couldn’t simply draw blood from one of the demons.

He needed to draw his own blood.

“What are you doing, lad?”

Elian ignored Baylin’s shouting. He took another step back from the line. He didn’t want to leave the fight to the old miner alone, but there was something he needed to do.

This better bloody work.

He shifted his grip on the spear along the haft, until he was holding it close to the blade, where he had a greater amount of control. He cut a slash into his forearm and winced a hiss as his own blood began to seep from the small wound. As best he could, he coated his blood onto the spear.

Then he faced the line once more, breathing heavily, his chest sore from where it had been burned.

If he was right, he would be the first marked to use a summoning spell in centuries.

Elian felt a surge of energy as he rushed back to the line of salt to stand side-by-side with Baylin. The man’s face was set in determined concentration as he slashed at one of the demons. The hellhound was faltering, looked like it might actually die, but the other three were barely even wounded. And from the howls Elian could hear in the distance, more were on their way.

Do this many demons usually come in the night? he wondered. He’d heard the howls. Heard the fighting of the guards. But he’d never been outside of the wagon during the night to see.

It seemed as though tonight, there were even more demons about than usual.

Elian aimed his spear toward one of the uninjured hellhounds. He put his lead foot so close to the line that his toe brushed up against the salt.

“Careful, lad!” Baylin called, seeing him beside him.

Elian, holding his spear down near the butt, thrust it at the strongest looking of the hellhounds—the first one that they’d seen bound out of the trees, bigger than all the others.

His spear hit true. The saltsteel blade, now coated in Elian’s blood, was lodged in the demon’s side. The demon let out a pained howl, a red glow emanating from its throat.

Blood Bond!

The skill activated. Elian felt energy rouse up and shift within him. Nothing stopped the skill from working this time. There wasn’t any resistance in the way.

Red energy—similar to essence—flowed between Elian and the hellhound. Time slowed to a crawl around him, but it had no effect on Elian’s awareness.

What’s happening?

He hadn’t had a chance to stop and consider what the Blood Bond spell did. There was a pressure in his mind, then a notification appeared in his vision.

Do you wish to create a Blood Bond with this lesser demon?

A Blood Bond requires a challenge of will and will only work if your will is stronger than the creature you wish to forcefully bond, or if both the Summoner and the creature are willing.

Elian’s gaze quickly ran over the text. A challenge of will? What does that even mean? he wondered. And what happens if I fail?

He couldn’t think on that. Failure wasn’t an option. He wondered why a creature—a demon—might be willing to make a bond. Though that, he couldn’t think about either. This demon would sooner kill him.

Yes, he thought.

A massive pressure, far worse than he’d ever felt before, slammed into his mind. It pushed on him, trying to shove him down, trying to… to take him over. Elian, somehow, instinctively knew what this pressure was—it was the demon’s presence.

The demon’s presence was powerful. And this… this was only a lesser demon.

Dead gods, what have I gotten myself into?

There was nothing for Elian to do but fight back. He pushed against the demon’s presence with his own. He didn’t know how any of this worked. Didn’t know if he would be strong enough. But he had to try.

Choice was taken from you the moment you were born.

His mother’s words entered his mind, as though trying to tell him to give in. Trying to tell him he couldn’t do this.

Memories assailed him. Visceral and real. Of Overseer Cael taking his vision and kicking him on the ground. Breaking his ribs. Telling him that he was nothing.

But I’m not nothing, Elian thought. I was never nothing!

Elian had endured much in his life. And this? This was nothing compared to all the suffering he’d gone through.

He pushed back, harder than he knew he could.

The hellhounds presence fought back, but only for a moment. It cowed before Elian’s will, and something clicked into place.

Blood Bond successful!


Chapter 11

Elian stared at the text before him.

Blood Bond successful!

He didn’t need to see the text to know what he’d done had worked. He could feel it. Time flowed at a normal rate once more. The world shifted. Sound returned. The howling of the hellhounds near and far. The snarling of the demons trying to attack them over the line.

Elian withdrew his spear from the hellhound he’d just used his Blood Bond skill on. There was something different about the hellhound. It no longer looked like nothing more than a hungry, slavering beast. It wasn’t calm—it was tense, poised to attack. Its muscles like a coiled spring.

But there was an intelligence in its eyes that hadn’t been there before—at least, an intelligence that Elian certainly hadn’t noticed. Elian took two steps back from the line.

“Elian! I need your—” Baylin’s words cut off.

Elian had sent a mental command to the hellhound. The Blood Bond had created a connection between himself and the demon. A connection that he influenced. The skill, now that he’d used it successfully, felt clear in his mind.

Attack! he’d willed to the demon, and the demon had listened.

When Elian had struck the hellhound with his spear, the blade coated in his own blood, the demon had been readying itself to breathe a stream of flame at him with its fire affinity. Now, it turned that power against one of its own.

The other hellhound was taken by surprise. Elian’s demon—he would have to find a way to refer to it—blasted its kin with fire then, as the beast was dazed, it went for the neck, clamping its powerful jaws around it.

Elian’s demon shook the hellhound.

Snap!

The hellhound died. Its neck broken in one swift move. The remaining two hellhounds were distracted by this, giving Baylin the perfect opportunity to finish the one he was fighting.

Now two of the four hellhounds that had been attacking them were dead, and there was only one enemy hellhound remaining.

Attack. Elian nudged the hellhound that was under his control.

The demon hesitated. Elian felt something in the connection falter, as though the demon was actively fighting against his control, and he’d only noticed it now. He sent the command one more time.

On the second command, the hellhound moved with no more hesitation. Elian joined in the attack, thrusting his spear toward the last enemy hellhound, whose focus was on the blood-bonded demon.

The final hellhound didn’t take very long to die, but others were on the way. He couldn’t hear their howls any longer, only the sound of their paws slamming into the earth as they bounded through the forest. He couldn’t make out how many there were just by the sound of it, but he wouldn’t be surprised if there were another four.

Baylin’s eyes were wide. He stared at the dead hellhounds, looked at the blood-bonded one that remained alive, then finally turned his gaze on Elian. “You did it. You…” The old miner swallowed. All that fear the man must have suppressed during the fighting seemed to flood back, shown in his eyes and the set of his jaw. “You used a summoning skill. You’re controlling a demon.”

Elian straightened. He glanced around at the trees. A part of him wished they could pull the corpses over the salt line. That he could draw the essence of the dead hellhounds into him.

I’ll soon have enough essence to unlock another node and gain a second skill.

But there wouldn’t be time for that. Not while they were under attack.

The blood bonded hellhound stared at him. There was something off in its eyes.

“How long will your control last?” Baylin asked, his voice sounding slightly shaky.

Elian shook his head. “I’ve no idea.” Three more hellhounds burst out of the trees. “But I’m sure we’ll find out.” He just hoped they wouldn’t find out the hard way.

The other demons didn’t even glance at the corpses of their kin. Elian had hoped if they saw what had been done to others, that the corpses might make them think twice about attacking. But he supposed he’d known that had simply been wishful thinking.

When he’d used the Blood Bond skill, he’d not known what it would do. He tried to think of how long it would last, but there was no instinctual information in his mind. The connection between himself and the blood-bonded demon still felt strong. Whatever had made it falter appeared to be gone, but if the spell had some sort of hidden timer and it snapped off…

I’ll deal with that if and when it happens.

He gripped his spear and stared at the onrushing hellhounds bounding along the grass toward the road where they’d put together their makeshift camp and paltry defence.

Now that he’d used his skill for the first time, and even had a demon under his control, he was feeling a little more confident. He certainly had a lot to learn, but the most important thing was that he was still alive.

I just need to ensure it stays that way.

“You ready for another round?” Elian asked Baylin.

“Can’t you just have your demon do all the work?” the man replied.

Elian couldn’t tell how serious the question was. He shook his head. “If that hellhound dies… I have no idea if I’ll be able to bond another one right away.” He put his hand to his chest. When he’d used the skill, he’d felt some sort of energy leave him. Quickly, before the other hellhounds made it to the line, he brought up his status screen.

[Human]

[Marks: 4]

[Tier:

Invoker – 0

Infuser – 0

Necromancer – 0

Summoner – 1]

[Skills:

Tier 1: Blood Bond]

[Essences:

Demon – 2]

Elian’s eyes widened. Using that skill had cost a whole unit of Demon Essence? His mind raced at this new realisation. He hadn’t known that such a thing happened. Overseer Cael had used his skills incredibly liberally—it didn’t seem as though it cost him anything at all.

I guess I was wrong about that…

Then again, perhaps not all skills cost the same amount of essence to use.

My skill is certainly more powerful than stealing sight or hearing.

And wasn’t one of the advantages of being full-marked being able to hold more essence than other marked? At least, that’s what he’d heard—he still didn’t really understand how that worked.

The time for thinking was over. He stepped up to the line, ignoring the pain of the burn at his chest. The onrushing hellhounds didn’t go for the blood-bonded demon. They went straight for the two humans, one marked, the other markless, that were standing behind the salt line. Elian grinned. The hellhounds couldn’t sense the Blood Bond.

Elian thrust his spear at the nearest of the new hellhounds. His gaze shifted to the beasts’ throats. He had his shield up and ready to block any streams of flame, and he knew the red glow would appear at their throats before the flames came.

It had been barely a few minutes since the first round of demons had attacked, and something about this already felt familiar.

We might actually be able to survive this.

His spear took the demon straight in the neck, surprising Elian. It was his best strike yet. He heard the hiss of the saltsteel, the whine of the demon, and realised something—his blade was still coated in his own blood. What if…

Blood Bond! Elian willed.

He still had enough essence. If he had two demons under his control—

His skill hit a stone wall. Something had stopped it, dead. It was different to the last couple of times this had happened. He met the requirements of the skill, but something else had stopped him. No notification appeared, but he got a sense of what it was.

I can’t use Blood Bond on more than one demon. At least, not yet. Maybe I’ll be able to in the future…

He yanked his spear back.

At his command, his blood-bonded demon launched itself at the one Elian had just wounded. A red glow formed at the throat of one of the other demons. Elian stepped back, raising his shield in the direction he knew the flames would come from. Baylin was beside him, jamming his sword into the shoulder of another of the hellhounds.

Snap!

Elian’s blood-bonded demon killed the first of the three new attackers.

This is going even better than I expected!

Drip.

Elian blinked. With the sleeve of his shirt, he wiped sweat from out of his eyes. More dripped in a moment later—then he realised it wasn’t sweat.

It was rain.

The wind was picking up. The clouds overhead had thickened more than he’d realised.

The salt line!

The rain started to fall in earnest.

Baylin swore loudly beside him. Elian didn’t blame him. If that rain disturbed the line, it wouldn’t matter if they had a hellhound under their control—they would be overrun.

The moment the first of the new trio of hellhounds had been killed by Elian’s blood-bonded demon, the other two hellhounds pounced on it. Something flashed in the connection between Elian and the demon. A stab of pain slammed into his head.

What the hell was that?

The pain had coincided with a slash of claws that the blood-bonded demon had taken to its face.

It was Elian’s turn to swear. Was he… feeling the pain that the hellhound suffered? He touched his face with the back of his shield-holding hand, then looked at it.

No blood. I’m not actually suffering the wound, just the pain.

He gritted his teeth and pushed on. They needed to deal with these beasts before the rain messed up their line of salt. And he couldn’t let the other hellhounds kill his.

Elian released a war cry as he thrust his spear into one of the demon’s sides. He braced himself and pushed the spear in as deep as he could get it. The beast faltered. Baylin was at his side. He came straight at the hellhound and slashed for its neck.

How was he able to get in that close…? He’s stepped over the line!

“Baylin!”

The hellhound the old miner had struck died. Tumbling to the ground at the power of the Baylin’s swing, his muscles glistening from the rainfall. The man didn’t say anything—didn’t try and come back over the line. Instead, he attacked the final hellhound, which was clashing with Elian’s demon.

Am I really thinking of it as my demon now?

Pain stabbed at Elian’s side, coinciding with the blood-bonded demon taking another claw-strike.

Elian shook his head. Glanced at the line.

The rain’s going to mess that up anyway.

He leapt over the line and thrust his spear into the last enemy hellhound.

With Baylin, Elian, and the blood-bonded demon attacking it, the hellhound died in seconds. Six demon corpses lay outside of the salt line now.

The blood-bonded demon stared at Elian, that intelligence he’d noticed before still in its eyes. It was strange, standing this close to the beast.

Baylin dragged one of the demon corpses over the salt, messing up the line before the rain could.

“Wh-what are you doing?” Elian asked.

“We gotta move fast, lad. Drag another one over. You need their essence, right?”

Elian hesitated, but only for a moment, then he snapped into action, doing as the old miner said. It didn’t seem wise to disturb the salt line, but he couldn’t hear any more demons on their way.

Would I be able to hear them over this damned rain?

“This rain might be a blessing in disguise,” Baylin shouted over the sound of it.

“How do you figure that?”

“It’s falling so hard other demons might not be able to smell our camp. But when it stops…” The man trailed off.

Elian didn’t need him to continue.

When it stops, more will come.

It was going to be a long night.


Chapter 12

The rain was making it almost impossible to see. It was making it hard to hear, too, but Elian imagined the howl of a hellhound would be heard over the storm.

At least, he hoped it would. Otherwise they might have no warning.

Elian and Baylin worked as fast as they could, dragging the bodies of the dead hellhounds over the line and into their makeshift camp, piling all six of them near the wagon. The blood-bonded hellhound stood on its haunches, staring at Elian the entire time. The way it looked at him was eerie, but whenever he probed the bond it felt strong, so he knew there wasn’t anything to worry about.

At least not yet.

The Blood Bond spell worked better than Elian had hoped. If there was a time limit to how long it lasted, he hadn’t hit it yet.

I have control over a demon.

That fact was still settling in his mind. It sounded so absurd. He could see now, why Summoners were feared, especially considering this was the first of their abilities, so no doubt it was the weakest.

He’d sent a mental command to the blood-bonded demon to keep watch. To howl out if there were any demons approaching. After he had, the demon still stared at him, but its ears shifted, perking up.

That beast has to have far better senses than mine.

But if other demons had trouble in the rain, like Baylin suggested, then maybe they still wouldn’t get any warning at all. The blood-bonded demon could be taken by surprise just as much as them.

After they’d stacked the corpses, they’d inspected the line, shoring it up wherever they needed to. The rain was falling so hard that it was a constant battle. Elian looked over at the open wagon, the one that carried their supplies.

And the haul of salt blocks they’d mined.

What if…

He slapped himself on the forehead. Feeling like a total fool. He should have thought of this sooner!

“Baylin!” Elian called to the old miner. The man turned and leant in to better hear what Elian had to say. “The salt blocks. We should use them to line the camp. I don’t think there’ll be enough, but—”

“But it will help.” Baylin slapped him in the shoulder. “Good lad. I should have thought of that myself!”

As the blocks of salt hadn’t been processed, they were in large, long slabs. It required both of their strength to pick up the slabs out from the wagon. For a moment, Elian considered asking the other miners for help—they were still holed up in the locked wagon, hiding from the fight, and now the storm. He could imagine them all, huddled up in fear, shaking from the cold. But if they did come out, how would he explain the docile, tamed-looking hellhound standing politely outside of the salt line?

The thought of the others finding out what he was made his heartrate quicken, or maybe it had never slowed down from the fight.

Using the salt blocks, Elian and Baylin were able to surround most of their camp, though they’d had to make the line even smaller than before, not giving them a whole lot of room in which to move. There was about five feet on one side that they hadn’t been able to cover with the slabs. It wasn’t ideal, but the rain wouldn’t be able to corrode the blocks near as much as it did the salt grains. And five feet to check on was much better than the entire circle. If—when—another fight came, they’d only have a small area to worry about, too.

Once they were done, Baylin sitting by the five-foot line, Elian stepped over to the pile of demon corpses. His boots were covered in mud, his clothes so wet with rain they stuck to his skin and felt heavier. He glanced over at the blood-bonded hellhound before getting to work. The beast was just as drenched as them, its fur slicked down, and yet the rain didn’t seem to bother it at all.

It felt almost wrong, doing this where the hellhound could see, but it had to be done.

Elian was about to cut into the demons when he realised he didn’t need to. They already had plenty of open wounds for him to access. He tilted his head to the side. Overseer Cael had cut into the hellhound when he’d drawn essence from it, and Elian had simply continued doing that, but now he felt a stronger connection to essence.

Drawing in the essence felt close to breathing. He still had to touch the corpses to do it—making physical contact appeared to be an important part of drawing in essence—but one small touch was enough. It made him wonder if eventually he’d manage to do this during combat, especially since he knew essence had multiple uses, even if he didn’t really know how to use it.

When he was done, he looked at his essence reserves.

[Essences:

Demon – 8]

All the way back up to eight!

Elian let out a sigh of relief. It felt good to have his essences higher. He’d needed five to gain his last ability. In theory, that should mean he had enough essence to gain another. Now that he knew which of the four essence channels branching off his heart tree was the one for Summoner, he could either choose another, or gain a second Summoner skill. The summoning skill was powerful, but he thought it wise to acquire something else next.

It will be easier to hide what I am if I have a skill from another branch.

Unfortunately, there was still no way for him to know which was which, or even what skill he would gain. Even if there was a way, he didn’t know what skill would be best suited toward this situation.

Besides, it’s not like I can gain another skill right now, can I? There isn’t enough time.

He frowned at that thought. The first time, it had taken him longer than he’d expected to gain a skill. He’d fallen into some sort of meditative trance. But… he knew how to do it, now. Knew how to push the essence through his channels. The second time should be easier. And would he be stuck in that trance? If an attack came, couldn’t Baylin simply shake him out of it?

He stood up from where he’d been draining essence from the beasts and walked over to Baylin. The man sat in the mud, sword drawn and balanced across his legs, his shield propped up against his knee, within easy reach. His eyes were on the line of salt.

“Still alive,” the old miner grunted.

Elian sat beside him, not much caring about getting his already soaked clothes muddy. As he did, he couldn’t help but look at the blood-bonded demon. “You sound surprised.”

Baylin chuckled. “Damn right I am. Aren’t you?”

Elian narrowed his eyes, peering through the rain. It was still falling consistently, but it had let up a little. His eyes had gotten used to the darkness, but without the moonlight falling down on them, it was impossible to see the tree line ahead.

“I don’t know,” Elian said. “I’ve always believed I was marked. Always believed…” He trailed off.

“That you were meant for something more?”

Elian grunted. “Maybe that sounds naive.”

“Aye. It’s plenty naive.” Baylin nudged him with his shoulder. “But in your case, it happened to be right. Still a lot to take in, I imagine.”

“I don’t know what to do when we get home.” Elian paused. “If we get home.”

They were silent for a long moment. Baylin didn’t give more than a nod in response. Elian supposed he shouldn’t have expected the man to have more answers than him.

“I have enough essence to go for another skill,” Elian announced.

“You want to try right now?” Baylin raised an eyebrow at him.

Peering out into the gloom, at the blood-bonded demon standing guard, at the darkness, Elian nodded. “We got lucky in that fight.”

“That we did.”

“If the rain had come sooner, and those first hellhounds had crossed right over the line…”

“We wouldn’t be talking,” Baylin said.

“I don’t want to rely on luck to survive this.”

Baylin chuckled again. “Well, you’re going to have to. Even if you unlock ten more skills and train for a year it might not be enough.” He waved toward the pile of dead guards. “They were trained for this, and they still died.”

Elian grimaced. “I know. But… The better I am, the less luck we’ll need.”

“Wise words those are.” Baylin nodded at the hellhound. “Will you be able to keep control of that thing while you’re in your trance?”

“I hope so.”

“Such words bring me much confidence.” Baylin grinned.

Elian stared at the old miner. There was something strange about him. It was almost as though he was… happy? After all they’d been through, that was a difficult thing to imagine. Never in all the time that Elian had known Baylin had he seen the man smile as much as he was now. Almost as though he was suited to this kind of life. Elian smiled to himself. Maybe it wasn’t all that strange. If Elian admitted it to himself, he would say he was feeling better than he ever had right now.

He felt… powerful. In control. He’d survived a life-or-death encounter with seven hellhounds. Not only survived, but come on top, and now had one under his command.

So many times, he’d been in situations where he had no choices. No control. Like when the overseer had taken his vision. Kicked him while he was down. He could have tried to attack the man, but it wouldn’t have done any good.

But things were changing now that he was marked—and full-marked at that.

“Best get to it while things are still quiet,” Baylin said. “We could get attacked again at any moment.”

Elian came out of his thoughts and nodded at the old miner. “Keep an eye on that salt line.” One of the buckets of salt sat beside Baylin, covered by a plank of wood that the hellcat must have ripped off the locked wagon. “I’ll try to do this fast.”

“Don’t rush the process,” Baylin muttered. “You’re still new at this, after all.”

Elian shut his eyes and felt the essence in his heart tree. The fullness of it. He currently had eight Demon Essences at his disposal. He wondered how much whatever skill he attained next would cost to use, and hoped it would be cheaper than the Blood Bond skill had been.

Though that was definitely worth it.

Before he fell too deeply into his task, he sent a command to the blood-bonded demon.

Protect us at all costs.

He felt a small amount of guilt at giving the order. The hellhound had already sustained at least two wounds—not counting the one that Elian himself had given the beast—during that fight. Elian still felt a small sting from their connection on his head and in his side where the attacks had happened on the beast. Since taking control of the hellhound he felt a… sympathetic bond toward it. It seemed as though it might be more than just physical.

Do I really care what happens to a demon? That thing would have killed me had I not taken control of it…

He shoved those thoughts and feelings down. He could deal with them later. Right now, he needed to narrow his focus toward the task at hand.

Elian examined the different essence channels branching out from his heart tree. One of them he could feel more strongly than the others. It led to the node he’d unlocked. He could feel that channel extending past the first node, toward another summoning skill he could attain. But that wasn’t the path he needed to travel right now, and he had a sneaking suspicion that even if he wanted to, he wouldn’t have enough essence to gain a second summoning skill.

So he did the only thing he could do, he picked one of the other channels at random, and he pushed the essence through it, willing it to move just as he had before.

The process still took time—how much, he wasn’t sure—and it was agonising, but he managed it far more easily than he had the first time.

A fullness filled him as the essence moved down the channel. His heart beat hard against his chest in anticipation. Then there was a burst of energy—of power—within him.

The node unlocked, and he felt the familiar pressure of a notification trying to appear. Elian opened his eyes, giving into the pressure instantly, and read the text. It was a bit difficult to make out the words in the darkness and the rain, but he managed it.

Node Unlocked!

Mark: Necromancer

Skill Name: Animate Minion (Tier 1)

You have consumed 5 units of Demon Essence.

A Necromancer skill!

Elian wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Necromancers were powerful marked, but the fact that they dealt with reanimated corpses made them the most feared. Well, not the most feared—that title went to Summoners. Still, he supposed being full-marked, he would have to get used to utilising skills from all four branches.

He couldn’t help but feel a thrill of excitement at the prospect of using the skill.

What he need most right now was power. This skill could give him that. And he happened to already have several corpses at his disposal…


Chapter 13

It was hard to tell the time during the night, especially when it was raining, but according to Baylin roughly an hour had passed while he’d been meditating. That still baffled Elian. It had felt like minutes. But at least he’d unlocked his second node faster than his first.

He looked at his updated status screen.

[Human]

[Marks: 4]

[Tier:

Invoker – 0

Infuser – 0

Necromancer – 1

Summoner – 1]

[Skills:

Tier 1: Blood Bond, Animate Minion]

[Essences:

Demon – 3]

Elian couldn’t help but smile at the new information. He was now a Tier 1 Summoner and a Tier 1 Necromancer, though he knew he only had a single skill in each.

Speaking of skills, Baylin told him that his blood-bonded demon hadn’t so much as shifted where he’d sat while Elian had been meditating. Elian looked over at the beast curiously, probing the connection. It was still just as strong as it had been before he’d gone into meditation. He frowned.

Actually, could it be that it was stronger now? He tilted his head in thought, wondering how that could be.

Focus.

“Animate Minion, huh?” Baylin nodded appraisingly after Elian had told him what skill he’d gained. “That’s a good skill. That will definitely help us here. Although…” The man frowned.

“Although what?” Elian asked.

“Do you know much about Necromancers, lad?”

“Only that they’re feared.” He chuckled. “And in the stories, there always seems to be one who’s grown a little mad.”

“Aye, they’re feared alright. But the bit about them going mad? That’s not just in the stories. It happens to many Necromancers, if they aren’t careful.”

Elian narrowed his eyes at the man. “And how do you know that?”

“I’ve lived longer than you.” Baylin turned his gaze outward, saying no more than that.

I’ll figure out your secret, Elian thought. Eventually.

“What do you mean, if they aren’t careful? Why would Necromancers go mad in the first place?”

Baylin shook his head. Looked down. “Don’t rightly know. It’s just what I’ve heard. Maybe you’ll learn why soon.”

“Hopefully not,” Elian muttered, feeling a little less excited about using his skill than he had before. Though only a little.

“So… which corpse are you going to use?” Baylin asked.

“I was thinking of using one of the demons.”

“Bad idea, that is.”

“Why would it be a bad idea?”

Baylin sighed. “I only know so much about all this, lad. But using demon corpses… demons are so different to us humans that it’s difficult for a Necromancer to control one of them.”

Elian looked over at the blood-bonded demon. “I already do control one.”

“It’s not the same. That one’s alive. Reanimating a corpse…” He shrugged. “Again, I know little about this, but I’ve never heard of a Necromancer having much luck with a demon’s corpse. You might very well be different, but you should start with one of them.” He jutted his thumb toward where the guards had been dumped. They were on the other side of one of the salt slabs.

Elian had to admit it felt… worse reanimating a human than it would have for him to do it to a demon. “Isn’t that disrespectful?”

“Something you’ll have to get used to, I imagine.”

Elian grunted. “I suppose I know who I should test the skill on.” He didn’t know anything about the dead guards. They hadn’t done anything to him, and they’d just been doing their job when they died—trying to protect them. But Overseer Cael… if anyone deserved to be disrespected, it was certainly him.

Who’s in control now?

The thought was filled with more venom than he’d expected, and he realised his face was plastered with a grin. He wasn’t sure if he liked that part of him. He usually didn’t take pleasure in others’ misfortune.

He stood and walked over to the pile. It was difficult to see the man in the dark, but Elian recognised the overseer’s cloak.

Cael was by the top of the pile. Elian glanced around the area. Still no sign of demons. Baylin had been right—the rain had been a blessing more than a curse. They’d been demon free ever since it had started to really pelt down. Though he didn’t know how much longer that would last.

The coast being clear, Elian was about to step over the salt block when he stopped. Was he really going to do this? Reanimate a corpse? And Cael, at that? It was… such a strange thing to be doing. He’d been nothing more than a markless salt miner. Now he was fighting demons and controlling one.

He let out a sigh and told himself to stop hesitating. He wanted to do this.

Elian briefly wondered how the skill worked. Did he need to be near the corpse for it to work? Maybe he wouldn’t even have to cross that salt line? That would certainly be convenient… and he didn’t fancy putting his hand on Cael’s dead body, though considering what he was doing he really shouldn’t be squeamish.

He tilted his head to the side in thought. He knew little about Necromancers, other than that they commanded the dead. He’d seen them walking through the Lower Town on occasion, little bands of their walking dead surrounding them. The smell was always rather pungent, even though the Necromancers tended to hang herbs and flowers around the necks of their minions to try and mask their rotting.

It never worked.

I guess that’s a smell I’m going to have to get used to…

He wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve, not that he could ever make them dry with this constant rain, and let out a breath. It was time to use his second skill.

Animate Minion!

Elian sighed. Nothing happened. He felt something stopping him. A stone wall similar to what he’d felt when trying to cast Blood Bond those first couple of times. He stepped over the salt block and touched a finger to the dead overseer. The man’s skin was cold. Very cold. The rain must have thoroughly cooled the body. The man was covered head to toe, so the only exposed skin was that of his face. Elian’s finger touched the corpse’s cheek—the one without a chunk missing. Cael’s empty eye socket seemed to stare up at him.

The second he touched the man’s skin, he felt something—and saw something. There was a glow about the corpse. A sensation ran through him, the word viable entering his mind.

Viable?

Suddenly, Elian wondered if there were restrictions on who he could bring back. Did they have to have died recently? Would that change as he grew more powerful?

He shook his head. None of that mattered right now.

Elian released a breath, and used the skill.

Animate Minion.

This time, the skill worked. He felt it work. A piece of essence within him was consumed. The glowing light that he’d seen in the overseer’s corpse shot into Elian. He was hit by a rush of cold, as though he’d just stepped into a snowstorm on a dark winter night. The rain had made him cold, but not this cold.

He took his finger off the corpse.

What is it that I’m feeling?

The coldness left, but the light that had shot from the corpse to him was still there, inside him. It wasn’t essence, that he was instantly sure of. It was something else. Something tangible, with a weight that felt heavy in his heart tree.

<Where the hell am I?>

Elian stumbled backward. The back of his foot smashed into one of the salt blocks and he fell, his head slammed into the mud. A voice had sounded in his mind. Distinct. Alive.

A voice that he knew.

“Overseer Cael?”

<Who is that?> Cael said inside Elian’s mind. <Why am I lying in the mud? I can’t control—>

As the words came into Elian’s mind, he looked over at the unmoving corpse of the overseer.

<Oh no. Oh hell no.>

“What… what’s happening?” Elian’s voice came out far shakier than he would have liked, the confidence he’d been feeling mere moments ago seeming to fade away at the sound of his tormentor’s voice.

<What’s happening? What’s happening!? What do you mean what’s happening? Are you an utter fool? Do you not even know what you’ve just done? What first-rate Necromancer am I talking to right now? You just reanimated my corpse, you bloody imbecile! I can see myself dead through your eyes!>

Elian forced himself to stand up. He wasn’t going to take this from Cael. Not anymore. Especially since the bastard was dead. Even if he didn’t know what was happening.

“You definitely sound like Cael,” he muttered.

<And you sound like a total idiot!>

“Elian? Are you all right?” Baylin asked.

Elian ran a hand through his hair. The back of his head was now completely covered in mud. “Yeah. Just took a slip.”

<Elian?> The voice inside his mind scoffed, sounding absolutely appalled. <That inferior, stupid, thieving little markless bastard? My soul is stuck inside of you? And here I was thinking death would be bad enough!>

“Your soul?” Elian muttered.

Baylin frowned at him. “What are you muttering about?”

Elian waved the man off. “Head back to the salt line. I’m still, ah, learning how this skill works.”

Baylin stared at him for a long moment. “Remember what I said about Necromancers. Be careful.” He turned around and stalked back to the salt line, sword in hand.

Elian held his head. He was beginning to get a headache. He suspected it had something to do with Overseer Cael’s voice being in his mind…

No. It isn’t just his voice that’s in me. That light… it’s his soul.

Elian had wondered what the cost of raising the dead might be. He’d never thought it would be this.

Is that why Necromancers go mad? They have the voices of those they raise in their heads?

Suddenly, he saw the bands of minions that surrounded a Necromancer in a new light. Was every one of those corpses talking inside the marked’s mind? Would he have to deal with this forever?

<Hey, idiot! What’s going on?>

Elian shut his eyes and released a sigh.

<What, do you not understand the question? I knew you were stupid, but I didn’t realise you were this stupid!>

“Shut up!” Elian shouted. He opened his eyes and stared at the corpse he’d used his skill on. There was a connection, between him and the corpse, that he hadn’t realised was there before—he’d been too distracted by the light entering, and the voice talking in his mind. Not to mention falling into the mud…

This connection was different to that of the Blood Bond between him and the hellhound. It was a white, glowing line through the air. The glow was faint, as though the connection wasn’t all that strong. He sent a mental command to the corpse, just as he would with the blood-bonded demon.

Stand up.

The corpse moved its legs and flailed its arms, then fell off the top of the pile and into a heap into the mud.

<Well, that’s undignified,> Overseer Cael muttered in Elian’s mind. <You don’t even know how to use this skill, do you? And since when are you marked? How are you even still alive? The last thing I remembered—>

“Dead gods, do you ever stop talking? Be quiet and let me concentrate!”

Laughter sounded inside his head, making him shudder. <Oh, if you’re going to control my corpse, I’m not going to let you off that easily.>

Elian gritted his teeth and clenched his fists. He wanted to hit something. No—he wanted to grab his spear and run that stupid dead Invoker through with it!

That’s not going to help.

The overseer kept chattering away in Elian’s mind.

This is going to get old, fast.


Chapter 14

Elian stood in the rain, breathing slowly and deeply.

This was not where he imagined this night would go. A night filled with hellhounds attacking. A night stuck in the middle of nowhere with barely any defence against the demon hordes. A night discovering his new abilities as a full-marked.

No, he never imagined Overseer Cael’s soul stuck inside his heart tree, giving the man the ability to speak to him and him alone beyond the grave.

Elian kept breathing, trying as hard as he could to block out the voice. He didn’t know how much time passed as he was like this. Minutes. Maybe an hour, for all he knew. He used all of his energy on this task. Elian was used to having to ignore the things he couldn’t change and as far as he knew, if he wanted to use this skill, it was something he couldn’t change.

Though on more than one occasion he’d heard the dead Invoker utter the words, “Release me!” Which meant it was possible for him to get rid of the man’s soul.

I would have to cancel the skill somehow, wouldn’t I?

When he had as much control of the man’s chattering, incessant voice in his mind as he could manage, he looked at his essences to see how much using the skill had cost him.

[Essences:

Demon - 2.2]

Elian tilted his head to the side. At least the skill had cost less than the last one he’d used, though not by much.

Does that mean the Blood Bond skill is more powerful than Animate Minion? Or am I thinking about this all the wrong way?

Assuming he was able to use the skill again—something he didn’t want to test right now, as he hadn’t got a handle on one voice in his head, let alone two—he could reanimate two of the guards’ corpses.

<Release me, you fool!>

Elian wrapped a knuckle on his head. “Shut up!” He sighed. Not only had that hurt, it hadn’t actually been helpful.

Calm yourself, Elian. What else had all that breathing been for? You can do this.

Stand up! he willed, sending a second mental command toward the overseer’s corpse.

The corpse flailed in the mud again, its legs and arms flopping up and down before it stopped. Elian frowned, ignoring, as best he could, the screech that his command had elicited from his unwanted guest.

“This is nothing like controlling—” He stopped himself from talking. He was about to admit to having a summoning skill where the overseer could hear. He frowned. Why, exactly, would he need to worry about the dead man finding out? Either way, he kept the thought to himself instead of muttering it out loud, glad the soul seemingly couldn’t read his mind.

Now that he’d used the skill on a human, Elian was beginning to understand why Necromancers didn’t use it on demons. First, it made him wonder if demons had souls. Second, it made him wonder what having their voice—if they could talk in any discernible way, it might all just be howling, growling, and snarling—in one’s mind would be like. Third, if he was having this much trouble getting a human corpse to stand up, it might be way more difficult for him to do it for a non-human corpse, just as Baylin had implied.

“All right.” Elian rubbed his wet hands together. “Let’s try this again.” Lightning flashed above him, briefly brightening the night, the boom of thunder following.

Well, that’s ominous.

He needed to stop thinking of this in the same way as controlling a demon. Blood Bond and Animate Minion were two different and distinct skills, from two different marked branches. He figured that had been his mistake. That he’d defaulted to using the new skill in the only way he knew how.

Now, he felt the new skill out. Nudged at the connection—that pale, thread-thin line that stretched between himself and the corpse.

I can do this. I just need to concentrate.

Whenever he’d tried to use one of these skills, something in his mind would tell him if he was doing something wrong, or subtly steer him in the right direction as to how to fix whatever issue he had. He raised his arms like some sort of puppeteer. Instead of mentally commanding the corpse to stand, he willed its body to move. He imagined he was in the same position as the corpse, and what specific movements he would need to make to get up.

The corpse, which was lying on its back in the mud, folded its knees, getting its feet under it. Elian blinked. That’s exactly what he’d wanted the corpse to do! He let out a chuckle. Shook his head, and kept focusing—as well as he could with the overseer still muttering and screeching away in his mind.

This might actually work.

He made the corpse prop itself up on its elbows and push itself into a sitting position. The movements were slow and sharp, like… well, much like an actual puppet. The corpses he’d seen Necromancers control moved somewhat sluggishly, but the movements were far smoother than these.

I guess my minions will be like that once I’ve had enough practice at this…

Though controlling a reanimated minion’s corpse seemed significantly more difficult than controlling a blood-bonded demon.

He let out a breath and made the thing push up into a crouch. Then, finally, it stood. Elian pumped his fist. The connection between himself and the corpse was still strong, and he accidentally made his minion do the exact same thing.

It overbalanced and fell straight back into the mud.

Elian scratched his head. “Well, it was progress, at least.”

He stretched out his arms and suddenly felt an incredible weariness, realising just how much he’d done that day—and how much he’d been through over the last few days. It wasn’t surprising that his body would be exhausted. He’d been pushing himself hard for too long, and it was now deep into the night.

But if he wanted to survive, he had to push himself hard. How else was he going to get them all out of this mess?

It took Elian three more attempts before he managed to get the corpse to stand properly. Then a few more to get it to walk without stumbling over its own feet and falling to the ground. One of those falls caused something to snap, and now the corpse’s right wrist looked as though it was a little broken.

That’s not good.

Elian was beginning to wonder if this minion would even be all that useful. Would a hellhound attack a walking corpse? Or would it go straight for the living, breathing humans? He didn’t know, but he supposed he would find out soon enough.

Once he’d gotten the corpse to take about ten steps without any issue, its movements slowly becoming less jerky and more smooth, the rain started to let up. He barely noticed it at first, so consumed as he was. He’d also been focusing incredibly hard on blocking out the voice of the overseer in his mind. He’d gotten to the point where he could go several minutes without registering a single word the man was saying. He hoped that, the more he ignored Cael, the less effort he would put into talking.

Every now and then the dead Invoker grew quiet, and Elian thought he must be doing the right thing, then the man would suddenly screech incredibly loudly and make Elian flinch—usually this meant the connection between him and the minion would falter, and the corpse would fall to the ground again, Cael cackling inside Elian’s head.

Elian stopped himself from muttering something about the Invoker being a bastard. He didn’t want to give the man the satisfaction. A few times, he thought about making the corpse do something silly, or hurt itself intentionally, just to spite the overseer, but so far, he’d managed to restrain himself.

So far.

When he noticed the rain ceasing, his weariness and thirst got the better of him, he stumbled over to where Baylin still sat. He took a canteen from beside the man and downed half the contents. He’d forgotten to drink anything for the last several hours. Even after the fight with the hellhounds, he’d been too focused.

“Was wondering when you’d have a break.” Baylin patted the mud. “Sit.”

Elian looked around the trees. They were visible now. The clouds were clearing now the rain had stopped, and the moon was no longer hidden, making the night a bit brighter.

“I don’t know if I should rest,” Elian said. “There’s too much to do. I want to be ready if more demons attack.”

“I said sit, lad.”

Elian sighed and sat, thankful for the man’s insistence.

“You won’t be worth anything to me if you fall down from exhaustion.”

“Now that the rain’s stopping… do you think more demons will be on their way?” Elian asked.

Baylin’s face remained impassive. “I don’t know. I hope not. But hopes aren’t worth much in this world.”

Elian stared at the man. His cheerful demeanour that had followed the fight with the hellhounds seemed to have disappeared. “We’ll get through this,” Elian said. The words even sounded confident. Maybe because… he was beginning to be confident. “We’ll get home.”

Baylin grunted. “You’ve no idea what you’ll be going back to.”

“No. I don’t.” He glanced back at the locked wagon. The miners inside still hadn’t made a peep. Elian hoped they were sleeping, but he couldn’t imagine how they could sleep through a night like this one.

They’re probably surprised to still be alive at all.

“But I do know I will be getting back.” Elian bit his lip. “And I don’t know if we should wait.”

Baylin looked over at him. “I was wondering when you would come to that conclusion.” He scratched the back of his neck. “When they notice we haven’t returned… those important enough to do anything about it aren’t going to care. They’re not going to send out a rescue mission. They’ll just assume we all perished. No one out here is important enough for that. And by the time they send another group of salt miners through… it might be too late.”

Elian heard some protestations from the unwanted guest in his heart tree at the old miner’s words about no one being “important enough” and had to stifle a grin. “That means we have to break the salt line in the morning,” he said in a sombre voice.

“Aye. That it does.”

“The horses are all dead.”

“That they are.”

“Which means we can’t take the wagon.” Elian sighed. “The miners are going to have to walk.”

“They can pull the damned thing,” Baylin said. “We don’t stand a chance carrying the supplies ourselves. And we need those salt blocks.”

“You’ve clearly thought this all through.”

“You’ve been busy. I’ve had time.” Baylin scratched at his beard. “Dunno if we’ll make it, though.”

<You fools are going to die out here. Then I’ll finally be free.> The overseer cackled.

Elian scrunched his eyes shut and sighed. “Baylin, there’s something I have to tell you, and you’re gonna think I’ve gone mad when I do.”

The old miner raised an eyebrow. “I am, am I?”

“I’m hearing voices. Just the one, actually.” Elian jutted his thumb toward the minion, who was lying down outside the small camp—Elian figured the thing would have fallen over trying to walk over one of the salt blocks, so he’d left it out there. “Overseer Cael’s.”


Chapter 15

After Elian explained his predicament, it was a full minute before Baylin stopped laughing. Elian knew, because he’d been counting the seconds.

“Cael’s chattering away inside your mind?” Baylin slapped his knee and bellowed a laugh. “No wonder Necromancers go mad! If you have to deal with him, I’m sad to say you’ll go crazy a damn sight faster, too. Although, it’s quite the punishment for that little bastard, isn’t it? He’s going to have to watch his corpse protect you, and be able to do nothing about it but complain.”

At first Elian could do nothing but glare at the old miner. Then, somehow, he smiled, admiring the absurdity of it all. So far, it had only seemed like a punishment for him. But he supposed he wasn’t the only one suffering—maybe he could find some solace in that.

When he told Baylin that sometimes the overseer would randomly screech loudly just to make him flinch, then cackle away in his mind, it got the man laughing all over again.

They stayed there for the rest of the night, keeping watch. Several times, Elian heard Cael’s voice asking about the hellhound sitting dutifully outside the circle. Elian never graced the man with an explanation. He knew he would have to tell the other miners something eventually, though, so the overseer would find out sooner or later what he was.

Only one more small pack of hellhounds attacked before the dawn finally came. When they heard the howls, Elian was tempted to send his corpse minion toward the sound—but he knew it wouldn’t do them much good. He didn’t have enough control of the corpse minion yet for it to be effective in a fight as anything more than a meat shield. If he did that, the only thing that would happen is the corpse would get damaged, and right now he had no way of healing those injuries for it—if there was a way at all.

It was three hellhounds. Elian and Baylin dealt with them easily enough. Surprisingly easily. Once again, they were taken by surprise when one of their own attacked them. The blood-bonded demon snapped one of the beast’s necks before it got a chance to even reach the line. When the other two turned in confusion, Elian and Baylin moved in.

Baylin, to Elian’s surprise, managed to take down one of the demons in a single strike. He’d gone for the neck, the blade making the hellhound’s flesh hiss on contact.

Elian and the blood-bonded demon defeated the final hellhound. It only took a few moments for Elian to take their essence.

[Essences:

Demon – 5.2]

Elian grinned when he saw his reserves.

Enough to learn another skill… though likely not enough to actually use that skill.

The dawn came soon after the demons were dealt with. All in all, the night could have been worse. A lot worse. The hellcat that had attacked the wagons the day before, slaughtering the guards along with Overseer Cael, must have been an anomaly. A beast like that was most certainly rare. If it had been known that they would encounter such demons on this route, they would have sent stronger marked along with the miners.

That’s not a good omen. Maybe some of the more powerful demons are moving, changing their hunting grounds…

Elian shoved those thoughts away. He was feeling an acute mixture of exhaustion and exhilaration. He’d talked all night with the old miner, trying to control the corpse minion as he did. One interesting thing he’d found out about the corpse minion was that, unlike demons, it could cross over salt.

He’d always thought they couldn’t, but all he had were stories to go by.

“They can’t cross over running water, though,” Baylin had remarked.

“I’d always thought that was a myth,” Elian had replied. From one of the stories he’d heard about Necromancers—and he’d heard many stories about Necromancers—one of the common themes was that they had great difficulty crossing over rivers, as they weren’t able to bring their minions. “Does that mean the thing about graveyard dirt is true?”

“Haven’t the foggiest.”

To Elian’s great surprise, when he’d commanded the blood-bonded demon during the early-morning hellhound attack, the voice in his mind—Cael, not his own—had grown quiet.

Elian had felt a vaguely shocked sensation coming from the soul that now resided in his heart tree, and the bastard had been quiet ever since.

Something tells me that isn’t going to last.

Baylin nodded toward the locked wagon. The shield was still jammed into the hole. “We’re gonna have to coax the others out of there and break camp.” He stepped in close and leant in. “Might be best to hide that demon of yours. Can you command it to travel close by and keep out of sight?”

Elian considered that for a moment. He looked over at the blood-bonded demon. The hellhound was still staring at him. As it noticed Elian looking, it tilted its head to the side. He could have sworn it had a curious look on its face.

Do demons even have emotions?

Honestly, he’d never thought about it. Especially not for lesser demons, like this one. He had heard stories of the more powerful demons, that only higher tier marked in groups ever dared to face. Or the old ones, from the time of the Godfall, when the demon hordes were unleashed on the world, and everything went horribly wrong.

“Yeah. I should be able to manage that,” Elian replied. He sent a mental command to the hellhound to keep close but out of sight, and to warn them should any demons be near the camp.

The blood-bonded demon stood. It cocked its head, still staring at him, then turned and bounded away. Elian watched as it disappeared into the trees.

That thing definitely feels emotions. I wonder what I’ll do with it once we reach the Lower Town. I can’t exactly bring it in with me. Should I kill it for its essence?

Elian grimaced at the idea. Something about it felt very, very wrong, but he didn’t know why. It was a demon. If he hadn’t used Blood Bond on it, it would be trying to kill him right now.

But it isn’t trying to kill me, and it would be defenceless, and something about this just feels… wrong.

“Elian?” Baylin asked.

Elian blinked. He’d just been standing there, staring at the trees where the demon had disappeared from view. He could still feel the connection between them. He didn’t know how far that connection would stretch, but he knew that the demon wouldn’t go out of range of it, and he knew that if he wanted to, he’d be able to identify exactly where it was.

I’ll also feel pain if it gets attacked.

That made him wonder if there were any other costs to summoning demons, and what costs there might be to using skills from other marked branches—assuming there were any costs. He thought their must be, considering there had been for using his Necromancer skill.

“Sorry,” Elian finally said. “I got lost in thought.”

Baylin grunted. “Understandable.” He slapped him on the shoulder. “But I need you alert, yeah?” He nodded toward the locked wagon. “It’s a lot of responsibility, but being full-marked… you’re our only hope of making it back.”

<Full-marked…> the voice inside Elian’s mind muttered. <So it’s true…>

It was the first time Elian had heard Cael speak since he’d commanded the blood-bonded demon in the last hellhound attack. The first time the man—the dead man—had commented on what Elian was.

Elian had been suspicious as to why he’d grown quiet, especially since he could still control the overseer’s corpse, not to mention feel his soul inside his heart tree.

He’s going to talk at the worst times, isn’t he?

Baylin gestured over to the pile of guard corpses. “Should you…” He raised his arms, his fingers dangling down as though he were controlling a marionette. “You know, with those?”

Elian pursed his lips. He didn’t like the idea of having one man’s voice in his head, let alone two. He also didn’t know if he could raise more than one minion right now—he hadn’t been able to use Blood Bond on a second hellhound, after all. But the skill was from a different branch, so maybe it worked differently.

He sighed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Good lad.” Baylin stalked over to the locked wagon. “I’ll rouse the others.”

Elian came to stand before the corpses of the dead guards. It felt more disrespectful of him to bring back these people from the dead than it had to bring back Overseer Cael, that was for sure, but he couldn’t let that bother him. This was his life now.

Embrace it.

He stepped over the salt block. It was quiet, out in the forest. His blood-bonded demon wasn’t far away, keeping watch on them.

All right. All I need to do…

He touched the corpse on top of the pile, just as he had with Overseer Cael, and activated his skill. That word entered his mind again—viable. Elian didn’t hesitate.

Animate Minion.

He fully expected something to stop him, but nothing did. He felt when the essence inside of himself was consumed, and watched as the light from the guard entered into him. The moment he’d touched the bare skin of the man’s cheek, the light had been visible to him. Now it shot into his body. Into his heart tree. Just like the first time.

This is a man’s soul.

It was still so surreal. So strange.

A voice sounded in his mind, different to Cael’s.

<What… what’s happening?>

“I’m raising you from the dead,” Elian whispered.

<I… I died?> The voice grew silent for a moment. <Oh. I did.>

Elian wasn’t sure what else to say. He didn’t even know the guard’s name. He opened his mouth, closed it again, and swallowed with a shake of his head.

This is too much. Just focus on what you need to be doing.

He shouldn’t be wasting time having conversations with dead men, not when there were other things to be done.

Elian controlled the corpse of the new minion. The connection he felt between this minion and the last was different. The thread of light that stretched from his heart tree to the corpse was faded, like it had been the first time he’d cast the spell. The thread between himself and Cael’s corpse had grown stronger over time. He was hoping this new minion would start off strong, but apparently that wasn’t the case.

Do I have to get familiar with the control of every new minion I encounter?

He wondered how long it would take to make the minions viable in battle. He’d tried to make Cael’s corpse—which he now decided to call Minion One—hold a sword, but every time the minion swung the sword it fell right out of its hand. The blood-bonded demon had been an asset instantly. These walking corpses, however, were not.

The corpse flailed, slid off the top of the pile, and fell in a clump in the mud. He expected to hear the dead guard’s voice sound in his mind after that, but both souls residing in his heart tree were blessedly quiet.

He spent a moment getting the corpse to stand. It didn’t take near as long to get used to as it had the first time.

I’ve already grown in proficiency with this skill. I suppose that’s a good sign.

As he’d gotten both Minion One and Minion Two to stand side by side, Elian looked at the next corpse. He still had plenty of essence—more than enough to raise another minion, especially since he’d decided he couldn’t go for another skill right now.

Too late now, after animating Minion Two. Though it’s not like I would have been able to use whatever skill I gained. I wouldn’t have had enough essence. Besides, I don’t think we should waste an hour of daylight right now.

He touched the next corpse on the cheek. Saw its light bloom the second he made contact. One thing he noticed was that its soul was less vibrant than Cael’s had been. He cocked his head to the side. The second minion’s light hadn’t been as strong, either, he just hadn’t realised it right away. He’d been too consumed by the task he’d been performing.

Is the light dimmer because the guard has been dead longer than Cael had been when I reanimated his corpse?

He nodded. That was what made the most sense to him, so he went along with it.

When he tried to use his skill for a third time, something blocked him. A restriction.

I can’t have three minions. Not yet.

He sighed, stepped away from the corpse. To be honest, he was glad for that. Perhaps he shouldn’t have been… but he didn’t want yet another voice in his mind. Not until he could better control or block them.

I wonder how other Necromancers approach this. Ones who’ve been trained at the academy. They will have been prepared for this. They will know what they’re getting into. They probably have some mental exercises they’ve undergone to help them block the voices… and the ones that fail at that go mad.

By the time he turned around and looked at the camp, he found every single one of the miners except for Baylin staring at him with open mouths.

“You brought back Cael?” Mellin, the tall, skinny miner, said. “What in the world possessed you to do such a thing?”


Chapter 16

It didn’t take long for the miners to break camp. The fear they’d been feeling seemed to calm somewhat at the sight of all the dead hellhounds. They looked at Elian with an awe he’d never seen in their eyes before, like he wasn’t one of them anymore.

I’m not one of them anymore.

There had been a small argument when Baylin told them they were breaking camp and making for the Lower Town. Mellin had been the biggest dissenter of the bunch. But even he had caved in after they explained that the chances of someone coming for them were slim.

“The closer we are to the city, the safer we’ll be. But you’re welcome to stick around here while Elian and I head back. Might be easier with less dead weight,” Baylin had said.

That, of course, had been a total bluff. The two of them travelling alone back to the Lower Town? They’d be destined to die. There was no way they’d be strong enough to pull the wagon with the salt blocks along with them all that way without some help, unless they wanted to be completely exhausted when they were inevitably attacked by demons.

That’s what Elian was worried about the most. Being attacked on the road. During the night, they’d gotten off surprisingly easily when fighting the hellhounds. Neither he nor Baylin had even taken any injuries, unless one counted the self-inflicted injury that Elian had given himself to draw enough blood for the Blood Bond skill. The salt line had given them a massive advantage—Elian’s range with his spear, and Baylin’s with his sword, had allowed them to fight without the demons being able to get close enough to them.

But if they were attacked on the road? They would have very little notice to surround the camp with salt. The other miners wouldn’t be able to hide within the locked wagon fast enough, either—that was where they were keeping all of the supplies. Only a few of them would even fit in there now they’d stocked it with salt blocks.

We all might not even survive another attack.

When they’d packed up the salt blocks, Elian had felt more vulnerable than he had all night. Suddenly, he was exposed. No walls. No salt. Nothing between him and the demons out there. But there was a strange part of him that was excited by that fact. Thrilled by it, even. That was the part of him that reminded him he was full-marked. That if he survived this, one day he’d be walking out here with his head held high, without fear.

I’m not there yet.

He looked around at the other miners. There weren’t enough weapons to go around, not fully. But each of them had something. Every one of the guards had had a dagger strapped to their belt, a sword, and a shield. So each of the miners had either a sword, a dagger, or a shield themselves, it was only Elian and Baylin and a few others who had a weapon and a shield.

The miners looked afraid, but something had changed within them when they’d seen the corpses of the demons. And it wasn’t just the way they’d looked at Elian. There was a flicker of hope in each one of their eyes. The day before, he hadn’t seen that. Not in any of them. They’d all known, in their hearts and bones, that they would die out here. Now, they didn’t know that for sure, and so when the demons inevitably came—and they would—some of these men, maybe even all of them, would fight with everything they could because they knew now that they had a chance of getting home, and they weren’t about to squander that.

Or maybe I’m reading far too much into their expressions, he chided himself.

It took four of the miners to pull the wagon at a good pace down the road. At first, it had almost seemed like it simply wasn’t going to happen—like they wouldn’t be able to bring the wagon with them.

They needed that wagon. They could carry some supplies. Buckets of salt. Food. Water. But they’d be far more vulnerable without it, especially since they would surely need to spend another night out here.

To get the damned thing moving, several of them had pushed it from the other side. This was all after getting the wagon upright again, too. That, fortunately, hadn’t taken all that long.

<I don’t know why you’re trying so hard,> said the voice of the dead guard within Elian’s mind. <It’s not as though any of you are going to survive.>

<They might survive,> another voice, Cael’s, muttered.

Elian blinked. They can hear each other? The voices had both been quiet for the last little while. He hadn’t expected Cael might think they would survive.

He’s the only one of the two that knows I’m full-marked.

Still, he liked it better when they were quiet.

“We will get through this,” Elian whispered.

As he walked, he had Minion One walking out ahead of the group. Though walking was perhaps putting it too nicely. The corpse was stumbling forward with a weird gait. Elian’s forehead creased in constant concentration. He was finding it difficult, controlling both of the minions at once. Several times, Baylin had tried to strike up a conversation with him, but he was finding it difficult to maintain. His focus was split in too many directions. There was the connection with the blood-bonded demon—the hellhound was prowling nearby on the left flank, slinking through the trees—to worry about as well, though that took much less concentration for him to maintain than the two minions.

They’d been walking for about an hour without incident. Elian could tell they weren’t travelling very quickly. At first, he’d been worried that his minions would slow them down, but it turned out he didn’t have to worry about that. The pulling of the wagon was what slowed the group down the most.

Though Elian found it difficult to hold a conversation, he still found that his thoughts kept drifting to what would happen when they returned. Would he have to display his mark to the guards at the Lower Town’s gates when they appeared? Would the guards even bother questioning him that much to be interested?

I’ll definitely have to show my mark to someone. I can’t just say I’m thrice-marked and expect them to believe me. The moment they see it, my cover will be blown. I’ll be killed on sight.

He didn’t know about that last part. He knew that Summoners weren’t allowed to live, but he didn’t know if they were executed where they stood, or hung at the gallows, or what.

Not really a pleasant thing to think about. And it doesn’t really matter either way.

But it would soon come time for him to figure out what his plan was.

What if I hide the minions outside and pretend I’m not marked at all?

Elian bit his lip. Even that would be a risk. Every miner here knew what he was. They also knew he’d wanted to be marked. He doubted they would dob him in for stealing the essence stone back at the mine, but how could he hope for all of them to keep their mouths shut about him being marked?

And if we’re attacked, I’ll need to call in my blood-bonded demon to help, then they’ll have an even bigger secret to keep.

He could threaten them—which he’d rather not do—but he wouldn’t be able to do much with his threats once they’d returned to civilisation.

He sighed. The answers weren’t coming to him, only the problems were.

Two hours past, and still the road had been blessedly quiet. The demons in this area were surprisingly sparse, though they did pass a pile of hellhound corpses on their way—demons the guards must have killed on their way to the mine, as they only looked to be a few days old according to Baylin.

Elian was slowly getting the hang of controlling both his minions. As they walked, he thought it would be a good time to train with them, so he kept putting weapons in their hands. There weren’t any weapons to spare, so he borrowed Cog’s sword.

It took a long while for Minion One—Cael’s corpse—to mange to swing the sword without dropping it. Finally, something clicked. The glowing thread that connected his heart tree to his first minion grew brighter, his control over the corpse continuing to improve.

Cog was one of the miners currently pulling the wagon, the harness over his shoulders, he gripped the rope with his remaining hand.

Thero, another miner pulling the wagon, offered up his dagger for Minion Two to practice with. “I’d rather that… thing be closer to the fight than me, anyhow,” the man had muttered. Even though he’d offered his dagger, he’d looked very reluctant to actually part with it.

With both his minions swinging away, one with sword, one with dagger, Elian was beginning to feel more confident.

Maybe if I get them a bit stronger, I won’t need to use the blood-bonded demon when a fight comes.

It was wishful thinking, he was sure.

The souls residing within his heart tree had remained silent as he walked. Elian wondered if they were growing tired. Maybe souls only spoke for so long in a Necromancer’s head after their bodies had died. Maybe he wouldn’t have to deal with them at all soon.

That would be a great relief.

It was almost noon when something flickered through his blood bond. A pulsing wave of red that it took Elian a moment to understand.

They were about to be attacked.

Elian focused on the bond, and felt a sensation through it, as though the demon was… trying to tell him how many enemies were coming.

Two, the sensation seemed to tell him. He gripped his spear and shield tightly and bellowed a warning to Baylin. “They’re coming.”

Baylin snapped into action. He looked over to the left. Not a single noise could be heard within the forest—nothing to alert them of the demons yet—but Baylin knew that Elian’s hellhound was over that way.

“Salt!” Baylin shouted. “Form a line!”

The miners looked about in confusion, oblivious to the threat.

“Salt!” Baylin repeated, louder then before. “Line up, line up, unless you want to end up as one of Elian’s dead puppets!”

That got them moving. Those who pulled the wagon halted. Salt buckets were heaved up and out. They wouldn’t be able to move the blocks in time, but the weather was timid enough that they shouldn’t have to.

Something felt off. The demons often howled, alerting them of their presence well before they actually appeared, yet all was silent. Too silent. He got the feeling that whatever was heading their way was something else.

Elian didn’t know much about all the different demons that were out there, he just hoped with everything he had that they weren’t going to come across another of those damned hellcats.

Another sensation came down the bond. Elian’s hellhound wanted to attack the demons. Elian didn’t let it. He wanted to keep the hellhound hidden for as long as he could.

I hope no one dies because of this choice.

The miners lined up, facing the trees. Elian and Baylin were at their front. Elian controlled his minions, and they stood beside the two of them. Elian could see the miners’ hands shaking their weapons and shields. This wasn’t exactly an experienced line, and he was sure once those demons broke through the trees it would break the line too.

What emerged from the trees wasn’t hellhounds. But nor was it hellcats. It was something altogether different. Two short, slender forms walking on two legs. Knobbly elbows and knobbly knees. They didn’t look all that dangerous, or threatening, but unlike the other demons, these ones carried weapons.

They were humanoid, with skin the colour of tarnished metal, and fur clothes that were cut off at the sleeves and short at the legs. The fur was eerily familiar.

Did they make clothes from the pelts of hellhounds?

Something about that made Elian shudder. Demons skinning other demons. He supposed it shouldn’t exactly come as a surprise. And these weren’t the same type of demon…

The weapons they carried were crude clubs. The demons were only perhaps four feet tall.

Imps.


Chapter 17

Elian stared at the two imps heading their way. The small demons didn’t exactly look all that threatening, but he knew that appearances could be deceiving. Imps came in all shapes and sizes—at least, according to the stories—and these ones seemed to be of the lesser variety, but demons were capable of things that marked weren’t. They possessed affinities for the elements, like the fire affinity the hellhounds had, and the wind affinity that the hellcat had displayed.

It wasn’t just elemental powers they possessed, but Elian wasn’t sure what else they could do. The things he’d heard…

“We can take those bastards,” Mellin bellowed, then in a smaller voice, looking over at Elian, he said, “You can take them, right? I mean, they’re only little.”

I don’t know, is what Elian wanted to say. Instead, he went with something else. “Of course I can.” He tried to say the words confidently. From Mellin’s reaction, he hadn’t entirely succeeded.

We’ve gotten through plenty. We can get through this.

The line already looked shaky. More than shaky. A few of the miners were farther back than they had been before, as though they were drifting toward the illusion of safety the wagon provided.

The imps’ eyes fell on Elian. They uttered some words in a harsh, guttural language he couldn’t understand.

These demons can talk? That… that doesn’t seem good.

Seeing him seemed to incense the demons. They began running, then sprinting, straight for him.

“Hold steady now,” Baylin’s deep voice boomed. “Hold steady, and we might just all get out of this alive.”

Elian wished he had other abilities. Wished he could blind these damned imps.

As they ran, both imps’ eyes began to glow. Not the red of the hellhounds, nor the silver of the hellcat. Their eyes were glowing purple.

Purple? What in all hell kind of affinity does that mean they have?

Suddenly, a crushing weight fell upon Elian’s shoulders, and he noticed a purple glow had overtaken him. The imps—they were targeting him. It… it wasn’t that there was a weight, it was more like… he suddenly weighed more. The ground was pulling him down. Elian’s eyes widened in fear. He’d heard of something like this.

“Gravity affinity,” he uttered.

“Dead gods be damned,” Baylin whispered at his side.

Elian wanted nothing more than to call on his blood-bonded hellhound. Maybe the beast would make quick work of these little imps. But that was his last resort, and they hadn’t gotten that far yet.

Elian gritted his teeth. A gravity affinity was a powerful affinity. When a demon used it on a being or inanimate object, they could manipulate the weight of their target. At least, that’s what his understanding of the skill was. Though he’d heard it in different terms—that they could manipulate the very threads that connected someone to the earth. They could make those threads more taut and thick and pull down more tightly, or they could cut them and make someone drift up into the sky, lost forever.

Fortunately for Elian, it was only the more powerful demons that would be capable of the latter.

With both these imps working their power on him, he felt about twice as heavy as he had before. He was finding it difficult to stay upright. It wasn’t just him that felt heavier, either. Everything that he’d been holding—his spear, his shield—was twice as heavy as before too.

His forearms were burning with the effort of holding them up.

An Infuser would be the perfect counter to these bastards, as one of the qualities they were able to infuse from one item or being to another was their weight.

I don’t possess that skill. At least, I don’t possess it yet.

“Could be worse,” Mellin said. “Least they’re not trying to set you on fire.”

The two miners who’d been in charge of laying down the salt line finally met in the middle, closing the circle. They put down their buckets. One pulled a dagger from its sheath, the other a shield from their back. They joined the line.

The imps didn’t slow down. They sped up. The line should have deterred them.

It didn’t.

What if they’re as powerful as the hellcat? Salt lining the locked wagon didn’t stop it from breaking through, and its skin was burning the whole time!

The imps leapt upward, straight into the air. Their leap took them far higher than Elian would have thought possible.

Far enough away that the salt won’t bother them! They’re leaping over the line!

Elian swore loudly. He thrust his spear upward. Not only was he not able to reach the little bastards, the effort of thrusting his spear while he and the spear weighed twice as much as before almost made him fall over.

How long is this affinity of theirs going to last on me?

He had no idea, but there was one thing he did know for sure—killing those imps would get it to stop, and the longer it took him to manage that, the more exhausted he would be. He controlled his two minions, making them intercept the imps.

Elian’s prediction had come true. The shaky line of miners had been destroyed the moment the imps landed within the circle of salt. Suddenly the line of salt didn’t seem as though it offered any sort of protection at all. Some of the miners yelled, outright dropping their weapons and fleeing. One of them even ran straight over the line and headed toward the forest.

Damned idiot. He’s going to get himself killed out there!

A few of the miners, however, remained beside Elian and Baylin. To Elian’s surprise, Mellin was one of them, along with the now one-handed loud-snorer, Cog. Mellin had a sword, shaking in his hand, and all Cog had was a shield, but no matter how afraid they looked they hadn’t gone anywhere.

Elian’s two minions reached the imps, blocking the way. Minion One swung its sword, Minion Two its dagger.

The imps dodged the attacks with tremendous ease. One went left, the other right, and they whacked out the legs of the minions with their little clubs. Both walking corpses fell straight to the ground in a heap.

<Well, that’s not what you want,> the guard’s voice sounded in Elian’s mind.

<That was rather pitiful,> Cael’s voice replied.

Elian gritted his teeth. The minions might not have gotten in an attack, but they’d been a momentary distraction for the imps. Baylin barked an order and the four of them moved in. Every step that Elian took it felt like he was carrying a massive boulder on his back.

He was used to pushing his body beyond its limits. Used to working long hours in the mines without a chance to rest his muscles. This felt so much harder and worse than that had, but that didn’t matter.

Baylin reached the imps first. He lowered his shield, blocking a swing from one of the imps, then slashed downward at the little bastard. The imp swiftly dodged Baylin’s counterattack, then slammed its club down on the man’s foot.

Elian heard the old miner hiss, but his gaze was dragged away. The second imp was coming straight for him. Sweat dotted Elian’s brow. His muscles strained just keeping him up. He ignored the pain, and pushed on, thrusting his spear at the oncoming imp. But he was too slow. The imp slipped to the side, dodging his spear with ease. That’s when Elian realised something—the weight the imp had given him, it must have taken it away from itself.

Is that why it’s able to move so swiftly? Leap so high?

The damned imp’s club struck him straight on the foot. Elian released a gasp of pain. Something cracked, and he was sure his foot was broken. Dead gods, it hurt just being able to stand!

There was a war cry from beside him. Mellin, that tall, skinny miner who rarely had a nice thing to say about anyone, launched himself at the imp. Elian had whirled around, trying to face his spear toward the little demon bastard, gritting his teeth.

Putting weight on his broken foot just made him go down. He slammed into the dirt, pain throbbing in his foot, that dim purple glow still about him, making him weigh twice as much as before.

I guess it’s now or never.

He could no longer see what was happening in the fight, but something told him it was nothing good. Those damned imps might be small, but they were far stronger than any of them, and the miners were a mess, screaming and running, their limbs flailing about, weapons dropped and forgotten.

If I don’t act now, people are going to die. I’m going to die. Then everything I’ve fought for in these least twenty-four hours will be worth nothing.

Like when he saw Overseer Cael in danger, that hellhound about to set the Invoker on fire using its fire affinity, Elian made a decision.

Attack! he yelled the mental command in his mind.

He couldn’t get the corpse minions back on their feet—the two of them had been absolutely useless anyway. He had a hell of a long way to go if he were ever going to be a decent Necromancer. With his foot broken, weighing so much, standing… standing was going to be hell.

All he had was the blood-bonded demon.

Even if I did manage to get back on my feet there’s nothing I’d be able to do. I’m too slow.

He pushed onward, anyway, gritting his teeth. When he’d went down, he’d still had his spear and shield in his hand. He tossed the shield away and slammed the butt of his spear into the dirt. One hand after the other, he pulled himself slowly upward. He put his unbroken foot onto the ground, with it now bearing twice his weight, and pushed up, at the same time trying to put as much weight as he could on the spear in his grip.

The blood-bonded demon had responded instantly to his summons. It was loping through the forest, on its way, releasing a howl of challenge before the fight. The howl only made the other miners panic. He heard one of them scream. They didn’t know the hellhound was on their side.

One of the miners—Grahm—lay on the ground, still. His knee looked awkward, his leg turned the wrong way, and his skull had been caved in.

By one of their damned clubs.

It wasn’t until the hellhound broke through the trees that Elian finally made it back to his feet.

The salt line, Elian thought, swearing loudly.

His hellhound… there was no way that it would be able to get over the salt line. The imps were inside the line. For a moment, he thought maybe they could all get out of the salt line and somehow trap the imps within it, but he knew that wouldn’t work. The salt line hadn’t done a damned thing to stop the imps from getting inside in the first place, how would it keep them in?

I need to break the line.

His mind rebelled at the very thought. Breaking the line in a situation like this would normally be insane. If other demons in the area came through… but it was the only way they’d get help.

Another scream sounded, filled with pain and fear. Cog, gripping one of his legs, was writhing on the ground. There wasn’t much time. The imps were cackling, now. An awful sound. They were dancing around in a circle, injuring one miner after the other… they weren’t even trying to kill them, by the looks of it.

“They’re toying with us,” Elian muttered.

Using his spear as a walking stick, his right foot broken, his weight at two-times normal gravity, Elian hobbled toward the salt line. The hellhound moved swiftly. He didn’t know if he’d be able to command it to go over the line. He thought it must be impossible for a hellhound to do it.

Every step he took brought him tremendous pain. Dead gods, he wished he knew how to spark his healing. He’d healed his body before, when taking in essence. Somehow, he’d done it instinctively. At first without even knowing it was happening. And this was before he’d revealed his marks. Yet now that he was marked, he was walking forward on a broken foot, unable to heal himself at all.

The two souls that resided in his heart tree were silent. They must have seen the chaos that was befalling him, and yet they hadn’t said a word since their minions had fallen over. He wondered if they wanted him to die. He had their souls trapped within him, after all, why wouldn’t they want him dead? Yet silent they remained.

He was a few feet away from the line. At the rate he was walking, however, dragging his broken foot, putting as much weight on the spear as he could, it felt like it would take him an age.

Something slammed into the back of his knee. He hadn’t seen the attack. He’d been too focused on the hellhound. But he heard the cackling coming from the imp who’d caused it.

Elian tumbled forward. He knew there was no way he’d be able to keep his feet. No way that he wouldn’t fall. So, he made sure he fell in the correct direction—straight for the salt line.

The ground came up to greet him, slamming into his body. He released a grunt of pain and reached out one of his hands to the line—he was an inch short.

Elian swore again, then he crawled.

He parted the salt just as his blood-bonded hellhound made it to the line.


Chapter 18

Chaos reigned within the salt circle. Elian had crawled toward it, broken it with a brush of his hand, making enough space for his hellhound to travel through safely. Someone had yelled his name, asking him what the hell he was doing, shouting at him like he was insane. To their eyes, he was sure that’s what he must look like.

The hellhound bounded into the circle, leaping over him. Elian struggled, rolling his body over until he was on his side, clutching his spear, not that it had done any good against the imps. There weren’t many miners still on their feet. He saw the head of one poking out of the locked wagon. He wasn’t sure who. Their face was covered in blood, obscuring their features, they ducked back out of sight. The others were scattering the best they could. The ones that could move. Rolling away from the imps, from the hellhound.

Elian got a good look at the two cackling little demon bastards. They looked completely unharmed. Not a single one of the miners, not Elian, not Baylin, had injured them. Dead gods, they looked like they were at a bloody party!

And when they saw the hellhound coming, they stood aside, as though ready to let it dig into the feast they’d prepared for it.

They weren’t afraid of the hellhound at all. Elian couldn’t help but grin, even through the pain he felt, even through the pressure at his body weighing twice as much because of their damned gravity affinity.

The hellhound wrapped its jaws around one of the imps’ necks. It jerked its head to the side and there was sharp snap. The blood-bonded demon released the imp from its maw. The imp slumped to the ground, dead in one strike.

The other, remaining imp looked stunned, completely baffled by the turn of events. Its eyes opened almost comically wide.

Sick ‘em, boy, Eian commanded through the blood bond’s connection.

The hellhound snarled, its lips pulled back, jagged-sharp teeth exposed, spittle flying from its open mouth. It arched on its haunches, then pounced on the imp. Next to the hellhound, the imp looked even smaller. Like some twisted demonic child. Elian supposed that’s exactly what it was.

When the first imp had died, Elian had felt a massive weight lift off of him. The dim purple glow about him halved. With one of the demons dead, their gravity affinity had been weakened. Elian still felt heavy, but nowhere near as heavy as before. He got his spear under him and forced himself up to his feet. Or well, foot, as the other was broken. When he was halfway to standing, the second imp died much as the first had. Its neck snapped violently. One of the miners got to their feet. Had a sword in their shaking hand. The hellhound was standing over its kills, no longer snarling, and the miner looked as though they were going to hit it in the back.

“No!” Elian shouted. “Leave it alone!” All the weight was lifted from him now. He hobbled over to the miner. Slapped the sword out of their grip with his spear, and stood in front of the blood-bonded demon. “The hellhound is on our side.”

The chaos that had reigned in the camp subsided, replaced instead with shock.

<What in all hell is going on here?> the dead guard whispered in his mind.

Grahm remained still. From the look of him, he wasn’t breathing, and considering the way his head was caved in, that came as no great surprise. And he wasn’t the only one who’d lost his life. Two other miners were dead on the ground. The imps might have been toying with them, but it had been a lethal game, one where they hadn’t pulled any punches—or rather, club-swings.

Mellin made it back to his feet. The wiry, skinny man seemed to have more fight in him than Elian had first realised. “Why… why isn’t it attacking you?” He looked over at Baylin. “And why don’t either of you look afraid?” He shook his head. His eyes were wide, his face pale. He looked incredibly confused. Elian didn’t blame him.

He supposed it was about time he just came out with it. There was no point in lying. The miners wouldn’t take that long to put two-and-two together, even if they were currently shocked out of their minds, unable to think straight, that wouldn’t last very long once the dust settled.

“I’m marked,” Elian said.

“Well, we know that much,” Cog said. “How else would you manage to play puppeteer with that overseer bastard’s corpse?”

<Overseer bastard… that’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?> Cael asked. <Markless little twerp.>

<Sounds about right to me. I’ve heard about how you treat those miners.>

“I’m full-marked,” Elian declared.

His words brought utter silence to the group of gathered miners. The ones that had run off toward the trees were stumbling back toward the salt circle when they found the fighting had stopped, though they hadn’t gotten very far when they saw the hellhound still standing.

“No,” Mellin said, the first one to talk. He shook his head. Let out a frightened chuckle. “That’s impossible. There aren’t any full-marked anymore, and that… that would mean—”

“He’s a Summoner,” Baylin called out, standing in front of Elian. The man must have been in a lot of pain—about as much as Elian was going through—as his foot had been broken by one of those imps’ clubs too. “I know that’s a lot to swallow. Took me a minute, too. We’re taught that Summoners are the enemy. That they’re evil. That they’re the reason we have to deal with these demons in the first place.”

The miners looked at each other hesitantly. Half of them couldn’t even stand. Most were injured in some way. There had been a dozen miners, four guards, and one overseer when they’d left for the Lower Town only the day before. Now, the overseer was dead, all the guards were dead, and only nine of those dozen miners remained.

“I can’t talk of the past. All I can talk of is the present. And none of us would be alive if not for him.” Baylin stabbed a finger at Elian. “We wouldn’t have survived the first night, and we certainly wouldn’t have survived those imps, even if we deserted and ran for the forest.” He pointed those last words at the three miners, their heads down in well-earned shame, who’d run for the tree line.

“Survive?” Mellin said. “Three of us are dead.”

“Would be a damn sight more if not for him.” The old miner pointed his sword at Mellin. “Did you kill those imps?” Mellin shook his head. Baylin pointed at Cog. “What about you, Cog?”

Cog was still on the ground, still clutching his leg with his good hand—his only hand. It looked like the bone in his lower leg had been broken, and would need to be set. “Didn’t do a damned thing. I just got me leg broke. Those little assholes were just too fast…” He had a pale look about him, and he hadn’t taken his eyes off the hellhound since it had shown up. Elian didn’t know if he was pale from pain, fear, or both.

Mellin swallowed. “How… how do we know Elian didn’t summon that hellcat in the first place? Ain’t never heard of one of those things attacking the wagon guard until this fella’s in chains, being sent off to get his hand chopped off for thievery.”

“I hadn’t revealed my mark,” Elian sad. “Not until after that happened.”

“And how are we supposed to know that?” Mellin asked. “Awful convenient that it came to free you.”

“Convenient?” Elian took a step forward. For a moment, he’d forgotten about his foot. Pain surged in it. It gave way, turning his ankle. He almost fell over, and certainly would have if Baylin hadn’t righted him. “You think I wanted all of this?” He gestured toward the mess they were in. Toward Grahm, and the other dead miners. “I didn’t summon the demon—I can’t summon demons! I don’t even have that ability! Even if I did…” He shook his head. “I never wanted to hurt anyone, I just wanted to be marked.”

“Why should we trust you?” Mellin asked. “No good ever came from trusting a Summoner. That’s all the stories ever say.” He spat on the ground. “And full-marked? Full-marked thought they were gods.” He opened his arms. “And look where that got us!”

“What choice do you have but to trust him?” Baylin asked. “Besides, I saw that mark of his form, and it was after the hellcat attacked! The hellcat, that if you remember, only died because Elian was brave enough to kill it.” The old miner sheathed his sword with a loud click. It was a smooth motion. His point didn’t struggle to find the sheath’s lip. Like he’d done it a thousand times. “Now, if we want to get through this, we can’t spend our time standing around, and we certainly can’t spend our time at each other’s throats.”

Baylin released the iron hard grip he’d had on his hilt and turned away from Mellin, the motion somewhat hindered as his leg faltered when he put all his weight on his broken foot. Baylin looked Elian in the eye, put a hand on his shoulder. “One step at a time, lad.”

Elian swallowed. “We should help the injured.”

“Not you.” Baylin nodded at the dead imps. “You’ve got work to do. You need another skill.” He shook his head. “Today was a disaster, and with all of us injured… it’s only going to get worse.” He glanced down at Elian’s foot. “Can’t you use your essence to heal that?”

Elian frowned. “I… I don’t know how.”

“Figure it out.” The old miner looked at the two corpse minions. They were both just lying on the ground, unmoving as he wasn’t currently trying to control them. “Last time I checked, you have two marked hitching a ride in your head. Maybe they’ll be willing to offer you some answers.”

The man stepped—or rather hobbled—away.

Elian looked down at Grahm. At Saul. At Marc. The ones that hadn’t survived. That he’d failed to save. He didn’t know the miners all that well. The miners didn’t spend a lot of time talking while they worked, and when they were home in the Lower Town, it was only Baylin Elian socialised with. Something about spending time with the other miners outside of the mines had always felt wrong. It just… reminded him of the part of his life—the largest part of his life—that he simply wanted to forget about when he wasn’t experiencing it, in those blessed few days he had away.

Now, three of those miners lay dead on the ground. Dead, because Elian hadn’t been strong enough, fast enough, powerful enough, to save them.

Their deaths aren’t my fault. But they were my responsibility. I need to be better if any of us are going to get through this, let alone all of us that remain.

Baylin was having the other miners haul the salt blocks out of the wagons, a task that was a lot more difficult now that so many were injured. The miner who’d been hiding in the locked wagon, stuffed so close with the salt blocks, was covered in white like he’d just done an eight hour shift in the mine.

Focus.

Elian walked over to the two dead imps. He’d thought, with the number of miners they had, the weapons, he’d hoped they would be able to defeat them without too much trouble.

I didn’t think they’d be able to get past the salt.

But he’d been wrong. There was no point pushing forward down the road past this point. Not yet. Not while Elian was still so weak.

He wrapped his fingers around his dagger’s hilt. The one he’d taken from Cael. A savage, angry part of him wanted to attack the imp corpses. To stab them. But it would be a useless, futile action. The imps already had wounds—all he needed to do was touch them.

Essence, like red mist through the air, flowed from their wounds and into him. The power felt exhilarating. His heart tree felt more full.

[Essences:

Demon – 8.4]

Elian sighed in relief. He’d gained more essence than he’d expected. The hellhounds only gave him one unit of essence, but these imps gave two.

Yet my hellhound was able to defeat them easily.

Then again, things might have been different if the imps hadn’t been taken by surprise—if they’d had a chance to use their gravity affinity on the blood-bonded demon. Their bodies might have been frail, but their ability was strong and their speed fast.

None of these demons are expecting one of their own to turn on them.

It was an amazing advantage. He wished he could control more demons. If he had a whole pack of hellhounds—

Elian shook that thought away. He couldn’t further his Summoner path, not right now. Not if he planned to return to the Lower Town.

If that’s even possible anymore.

So what skill would he gain next?


Chapter 19

Elian ignored what was happening in the camp and focused on his meditation. He was eager to push the marks he already had further, but it didn’t feel right to do that until he had a skill from each category. Besides, he had the feeling a mark past its first node would cost more than five units of essence.

And he didn’t have a whole lot more of them to spare. Not yet, anyway.

Time to see what lies down path number three…

The process of sending his essence toward a new node was becoming familiar. He felt almost as though he actually knew what he was doing now. Perhaps he should have been focusing on trying to heal his broken foot, and communicating with the two souls who resided within his heart tree, but he wanted to acquire a new skill first.

Hopefully this isn’t a decision I end up regretting.

He wasn’t sure how much time passed when he felt the familiar explosion of power and the sense of pressure that came with a notification.

Elian eagerly gave into the pressure and read the text that appeared before him.

Node Unlocked!

Mark: Invoker

Skill Name: Sight (Tier 1)

You have consumed 5 units of Demon Essence.

Elian would have leapt to his feet if his foot hadn’t been broken. He’d unlocked the first Invoker node! Sitting down, he pumped his fist in a small, self-contained celebration, something that almost made him feel guilty, given the lives that had been lost that day.

Always look for the light on a dark day.

The thought made him smile, the words coming to him unbidden. Something his mother used to say. He liked it much more than her other saying.

Having opened his eyes now after his meditation, Elian looked around the camp. The salt blocks had been laid out while he’d been lost in his own little world. Once again, the corpses that remained after the battle were piled outside of their little boundary. He was sad to see more human corpses than demon corpses. It made him wonder how many people they would leave behind by the time they got to the end of this…

Elian sighed. He’d been avoiding his next task. If he could, he’d much rather meditate and gain another skill if he could afford to, or practice with the one he’d just gained—but he didn’t want to waste essence on that. Hell, he might even prefer fighting some more demons… though perhaps he should be careful what he wished for.

He licked his lips—far too parched—and found a full canteen along with some food set out beside him. He glanced around and saw Baylin give him a nod.

That man is still looking out for me. I better not let him down.

He drank some of the water, remembering to take small sips, then he nibbled on the food. It wasn’t much. Some stale bread, hard cheese, and salted pork, but his stomach rumbled after the first bite and he found himself absolutely ravenous.

When the meal was done, he looked at his broken foot, and glanced at the two corpse minions, still lying on the ground where they’d fallen during the imp attack.

“Cael…” Elian stopped, realising he didn’t even know the dead guard’s name. “Guard.”

<Alfred,> the guard said in his mind. <My name is Alfred.>

Elian nodded, as though whoever he was talking to was actually in front of him.

“This feels weird,” he muttered.

<If you think it feels weird for you, think about how it feels for us,> Cael said. He didn’t sound as angry as he had the first time he’d spoken in Elian’s mind. Had he somehow mellowed?

“That…” Elian swallowed. “That puts things in perspective. I’m sorry.”

<Why are you sorry?> Alfred asked. <You didn’t summon that hellcat like that skinny miner said, did you?>

The guard’s voice just sounded kind of… sad. Elian supposed he didn’t blame him. He’d be sad if he was dead… and still able to feel emotions.

“Of course I didn’t summon the hellcat. I didn’t lie when I said I don’t know how to do that, or that I wouldn’t want to.”

The other miners were giving him glances, now, watching him talk to himself. Elian ignored it. He could explain what he was doing. That he wasn’t mad, he was just… talking to the voices of the dead inside his head.

Yeah, because that sounds completely sane.

He supposed he’d have to get used to the looks.

<He didn’t summon the hellcat,> Cael said. <I doubt he would have even thought to, anyway. Up until yesterday he was nothing more than a markless miner, not some mastermind, evil, full-marked.>

Elian frowned. “Thanks…?”

<You’re welcome,> the dead overseer said, sounding completely sincere.

Elian figured he might as well just spit it out. It felt weird, having these back-and-forths. “Can either of you tell me how to use essence to heal my wounds?”

A silence followed his words. <Why in the world would we want to help you? You reanimated our corpses! Have our souls trapped inside you! And for dead gods’ sake, you’re full-marked.> Alfred’s words dripped with a venom they hadn’t had before. Elian felt the man’s anger stabbing, each word a jab of a dagger. <You have the power of a Summoner.>

<We want to help him precisely because he’s full-marked, you fool!> Cael remarked. <Or are you just as ignorant as a know-nothing markless miner?>

Elian bit his tongue, letting… whatever this was, play out.

Is Cael actually… arguing for my side?

Somehow, the soul of the dead overseer managed to release a loud, long sigh. <Do I have to spell things out?>

“Yes.”

<Yes.>

Elian and the dead guard, Alfred, spoke at the exact same time.

<Necromancers who aren’t full-marked can only become so strong. You know what it’s like, Alfred, being once-marked, the way twice-marked and thrice-marked look down on us for being weak—for our limited potential.> The dead overseer almost spat the words as he spoke them. Quite a feat for a soul without a body. <Full-marked are even worse with their superiority complexes, but at least in their case they’re justified. But a full-marked strong in the Necromancer branch? I’ve heard stories…>

<They can bring back the dead!> Alfred interjected, awe in his voice. <He could… could he bring us back?>

Elian’s forehead creased. “Of course I can bring you back,” he said, sounding confused. “I’ve… already done that?” He gestured toward their corpses. Clearly, he was missing something.

<You imbecile,> Cael said. Then he cleared his throat—do souls have throats?—and kept speaking, <I mean, you misunderstand.>

Elian scoffed. That was perhaps as close as an apology he could expect from Cael.

Even when he clearly wants something from me, he isn’t polite about it.

<It is rumoured that full-marked, when they walk down the path of Necromancy long enough, are able to fully reconstitute a body and return the soul of their choosing into said body, as long as that soul remains intact,> Cael said, desire leaking into his voice. <Which means, keeping you alive…>

Elian smiled. He’d never heard of that before, but he imagined the stories about marked told among the markless weren’t near as accurate as those told among the marked.

The ramifications of this revelation were instantly clear. He would now have access to knowledge far beyond his current means, and the voices that had been tormenting him in his head… well, he now understood why Cael had grown so quiet after he’d realised what Elian was capable of.

Would I really bring that miserable, mean, excuse of a man back to life? His first thought in response to that was, Never in a million years. But he knew that was being naive. He could simply lie to Cael and Alfred. It wouldn’t be as though they could do anything about it, trapped inside his heart tree.

But if he truly wanted them to believe he would bring them back, he had to believe it himself, otherwise he doubted he’d be able to convince them.

Elian had never been the best liar.

That’s going to be a problem when we return to the Lower Town…

A thought occurred to Elian. He tilted his head to the side. “I can bring people back from the dead, fully bring them back?” He bit his lip. “My mother,” he whispered. “She died.”

<How long?> Cael asked, his voice clinical, no hint of sympathy.

“Several years ago.”

<Her soul will have departed from her body.>

Elian lowered his head. He should have known that would be the case. His mother had simply been dead for too long. He looked over at the dead miners. “What about them?”

<You can only hold two reanimated minions,> Cael said the words slowly, speaking as though he were talking to an idiot. <I doubt their bodies will be viable, or their souls still on this plane, by the time you can resurrect more. And while you could discard one of us… or both of us… remember that we are marked. We are far more valuable than mere markless miners.>

“You would think that way, wouldn’t you,” Elian spat back. Then he sighed, because he knew that the dead man was right. They would have information those other miners didn’t, and while he felt responsible for their deaths, he didn’t know them all that well.

This isn’t even something I can do. It might never be something I can do, especially if I die out here. I don’t need to feel more guilt over their deaths.

Elian put those things out of his mind. He couldn’t change what he couldn’t change, and he gained nothing by dwelling on that. Even if it was a habit he found difficult to break.

“All right, then. I have a few questions for both of you.” He looked down at his foot. “First one being the one I already asked—how do I use essence to heal?”

It turned out to be a simple enough process, once he got the hang of it. It was similar to how he pushed essence down a channel toward a new node he wished to unlock, but there were apparently other ways to move essence through one’s body.

Cael, who’d done most of the talking, called the technique essence circulation. <You must move the essence from your heart tree and toward the wound you wish to heal. Do not move it down your essence channels—those are the branches that split off from your heart tree, and they are for a different purpose. Now, this process requires a certain amount of discipline, and cannot be mastered in mere minutes,> the dead overseer had droned.

Elian had frowned as he’d listened to the man’s words. Considering how long it took him to unlock a node—an hour at the fastest, at least in his experience—he worried this would take longer than that had, and that the makeshift camp might be attacked again before it was complete.

But it hadn’t been near as difficult to achieve as Cael had made it out to be.

The essence channels were clearly defined ways for his essence to flow. In a way, they seemed almost entirely separate to his body, which was a sensation he simply didn’t know how to articulate. How could they be separate from his body, when they were inside his body?

He ignored his own questions and pushed forward with the process. The essence wanted to travel through the channels toward the nodes, but there was a way for him to circumvent that. To slip essence out of his heart tree in the same way the essence had entered it in the first place.

I just need to reverse the sensation of fullness I get whenever I bring in essence.

Once he’d had that realisation, the technique just sort of… clicked. The essence left his heart tree and flowed around his body. He’d managed to isolate only a partial amount of the essence. He didn’t yet know how to specify the exact unit, so he wasn’t sure how much he was using, but he guessed it was roughly half a single unit of Demon Essence.

When it was outside of his heart tree, the Demon Essence became more difficult to control. It wanted to leave his body completely, and it took an intense amount of concentration to keep it inside of him. He wondered what would happen if it left him. Would it simply dissipate into nothing?

That would be a terrible waste.

He wasn’t going to let that happen.

It took him what felt like a long time, but when he finally pushed his essence down from his heart tree, through his torso, his leg, and eventually into his broken foot, he felt an intense amount of warmth. Once the essence had reached the injured area it activated immediately. Elian removed his shoe and watched as his foot—which had gone an intense, deep and mottled purple, healed before his eyes.

When it was over, he wiggled his toes with ease, then stood up, putting all of his weight on his foot.

And there was still a small amount of essence remaining.

Elian bobbed up and down on his newly healed foot. “That’s amazing! It’s just like new!”

There was so much more for him to learn about being marked, and now he actually had help—even if it was in the form of someone he absolutely hated.

And Alfred.

Elian sat back down. The forest around the camp was still quiet, and he had more questions he wanted answers to.


Chapter 20

Elian spent a long while sitting in the dirt at the centre of their makeshift camp, the sun from on high shining down upon him, warming his skin. There was no sign of clouds in the sky that day. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not—the rain had come as a blessing to them the night before, helping to keep the demons away from their location.

Considering how long they’d remained here, they might need that rain again when night fell once more.

The dead Overseer Cael, and the dead guard Alfred, turned out to be incredibly valuable fonts of knowledge for Elian. Ever since Cael’s revelation about full-marked being able to fully reconstitute a body and place a soul inside of it, they’d clearly been trying to prove their worth to him.

One very interesting thing that he’d learnt about what Cael had called Essence circulation was that it didn’t just heal wounds—it also had the ability of making a marked stronger.

Elian hadn’t understood that at first. He could almost feel Cael restraining a massive sigh. Alfred had jumped in, explaining how it worked.

<Essence has the ability to heal everything within a marked’s body, assuming one has enough essence at their disposal. This means that when one is trying to exercise and gain strength, and their muscles break down and their body becomes fatigued, essence can be used to heal those break downs and take away the fatigue. That’s why the technique is called essence circulation.>

Once Elian had healed his broken foot, Cael had remarked—with an annoyed voice—that he simply shouldn’t have been able to learn the technique as quickly as he had. When Elian had asked the dead overseer how long it had taken him to learn to do the same, Cael had huffed and not deigned to give a response.

Alfred continued with the explanation, as apparently there was more to the technique than simply putting his essence into one area of his body.

<As the essence moves through your body, it heals whatever it comes in contact with. This is something you may not have even noticed as it uses a minute amount of essence healing tired muscles versus that of broken bones, but the essence moving through your body will have dissipated slightly, meaning the same amount that you pushed out of your heart tree won’t have reached your foot. When marked circulate essence through their body, they can usually return whatever is left over into their heart tree.>

Following the dead guard’s words, Elian had looked down at his leg. He flexed the leg, then flexed his other.

He tilted his head to one side. Did one feel less tired than the other?

“Huh.”

Alfred turned out to be an Infuser—at least when he was alive—a marked with the ability to imbue qualities from one item or being into another. They were the ones who made saltsteel enchantments in the first place, like the one over Elian’s spear, the spear that had once belonged to Cael.

While Elian wanted nothing more than to sit there and learn all that he could from the Infuser, he didn’t yet have enough essence to gain an ability from that branch of marked.

He checked his status screen.

[Human]

[Marks: 4]

[Tier:

Invoker – 1

Infuser – 0

Necromancer – 1

Summoner – 1]

[Skills:

Tier 1: Blood Bond, Animate Minion, Sight]

[Essences:

Demon – 2.4]

Only 2.4 units of Demon Essence left.

He wasn’t entirely sure what his next priority was. According to Baylin, if they rationed the food they would have enough to get them through another four days. Many of the miners—including Baylin himself—were currently injured, which meant it would be very difficult to have them on the road.

“Is there any way that I can heal the others?” Elian asked the souls residing within his heart tree.

Cael scoffed in his mind. <Why in the world would you want to? You would move better on your own.>

<No,> Alfred interjected. <There’s no way to do anything like that, unfortunately…> The Infuser trailed off, and Elian got the feeling that he was leaving something out.

“Are you sure about that?” Elian said.

<It’s only something that an Infuser has the ability to do.> Alfred sounded apprehensive as he spoke. <Even if you had the ability, it wouldn’t work on these people.>

Elian frowned. “What are you talking about?”

<He’s talking about Blood Sworn,> Cael said. <They’re something Infusers use. Sort of like bodyguards.>

<They are far more than bodyguards. They’re powerful fighters in their own right.>

<Pfffft. Markless aren’t powerful fighters.>

“Can one of you explain this? What’s a Blood Sworn?” This was news to Elian. He’d heard that some marked learnt how to fight—though never in the Lower Town—but markless… as bodyguards? Why would a markless defend a marked? And why would they even need to?

<A Blood Sworn is a markless warrior. Infusers have the ability to give markless enchanted items that can engender them with limited gifts that are normally only available to those that are marked themselves. These markless can even learn to use essence circulation, and they can gain other qualities with enchanted items, like strength and speed.>

<At the cost of taking those qualities and abilities away from a dead marked,> Cael spat back, sounding more than annoyed. <Blood Sworn are a disgrace that only coward Infusers would ever use.>

“Blood Sworn…” Elian looked over at the miners. The markless all around him. There were only eight of them left. His gaze came to rest on Baylin. Baylin, who could wield a sword in a way no miner had a right to. Who almost seemed as though he were at home in the midst of a fight. “What skill would I need to make that possible?”

<You would have to unlock three Infuser nodes,> Alfred said, sounding a little apologetic. <And even then, you would need access to a dead marked’s heart tree… then you would have to teach a markless how to use the essence. It is not near as instinctual for them, and could take them months, even years, to master.>

Unless they already knew how to do it.

But Alfred was right. He didn’t even have enough essence to unlock a single Infuser node right now, let alone three of them. Besides, he followed the explanation up and asked how much essence it would take to unlock a second node down a marked branch. It would take twice as much essence as it had taken to unlock the first.

And then the next node took twice as much as well.

Which meant if he wanted to unlock three nodes down the Infuser path, he would need thirty-five units of essence. Five for the first node, ten for the second, and twenty for the third. At the very least, that would mean killing thirty-five hellhounds, assuming he didn’t use any essence while killing them.

Not exactly something that seemed feasible. And they didn’t have months or years to practice anyway—the wounds would have healed on their own by then!

But he did have access to a dead marked’s heart tree. In fact, he had access to two, something Alfred had failed to realise.

It turned out that it only took .2 units of essence to use his Invoker skill, which meant he could steal sight from an enemy, hijack an enemy’s sight and see through their own eyes, or even transfer sight from one being to another, similar to how Infusers could transfer qualities from one object to another—apparently the two branches had several points where they were similar, not that Cael seemed to like talking about it.

With 2.4 units of essence remaining within his reserve, that meant he could use the ability twelve times before he ran out of essence.

I don’t know that running out of essence would ever be a good idea for me, though, not when it can help me heal.

“Well, regardless if I can heal them,” Elian said. “I’m not going to leave them behind.” He walked over to Baylin. He’d spent enough time talking to the two dead men, muttering to himself in the middle of camp. They’d helped him a great deal—far more than he’d expected.

They’re invested in my survival now. I just have to ensure it stays that way.

<Be careful, Elian,> Cael said, and it was strange hearing the man use his name. <They might not be marked, but those miners know your secret. If you manage to keep them alive, and get them back to the city… they may very well be your downfall.>

Elian shuddered. He didn’t like hearing the man speak those words in his mind, mostly because he’d had a similar thought. And when he was thinking in a similar way to a man he despised…

He didn’t respond to the dead overseer. He just let the words hang there. They played over and over in his head. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to stop them.

I trust Baylin, he thought to himself. I trust him with my life.

Baylin was standing by the locked wagon, using his sword—still within its scabbard—to rest on.

“How’s it looking?” Elian asked.

“Not bloody good is how.” Baylin gestured to the dead miners, piled outside of the camp. “Three dead. Five injured, including me—obviously. The only ones not hurt are those three cowards over there.” He nodded at the miners who’d tried to flee the camp. “Cog’s probably the worst off. Poor bastard can’t even stand, no way he’s going to walk. No way I’m going to walk, for that matter. Not as far as we need to, anyhow. And these aren’t wounds that can heal up in a day or two. I put Cog’s leg back in place and we strapped some wood about it as a makeshift splint, but I’m a far cry from a medic.”

Baylin looked Elian up and down. “Managed to heal that foot of yours then, did you? Got those dead marked to lend you a ghostly helpin’ hand?”

Elian shuddered at the way Baylin put it. “They were… surprisingly helpful.” He couldn’t say he liked the fact that the souls could see and hear everything he did, but he’d tried not to think about that too much.

“We’re gonna have to ride in the wagon,” Baylin said.

“The wagon?”

“Aye. All of the injured. I don’t see another way. Those healthy enough—you included—will have to pull us.”

Elian scratched the back of his head. “What about the salt blocks? No way we could fit them inside that wagon with the five of you jammed in there.”

Baylin looked him straight in the eye. “We’re gonna have to leave them behind.”

“Can’t we strap them to the roof?”

The old miner shook his head. “We don’t have the tools, lad. They’d just fall off. And that ain’t gonna help us now, is it?”

Elian lowered his head in thought. The locked wagon was a safe place, to a point, for the other miners to be. Far safer than walking on the exposed road, especially if the only defence they’d have is the buckets of salt.

Dropping the salt lines would be much faster than using the salt blocks, anyway. And do we really need a permanent camp?

He needed the protection of the salt blocks surrounding their camp if he wanted to guarantee at least a minimal amount of safety while he gained a new skill in meditation, but he could do that in the wagon if need be—even if it was crowded in there.

Elian looked at the wagon, thought about how much essence he still had remaining, and what Alfred and Cael had told him about essence circulation.

It can help strengthen my muscles…

It had taken four miners to pull that wagon. But what if…

“Get everyone inside the wagon,” Elian said.

Baylin tilted his head to the side. He looked like he wanted to question him. For the most part, Baylin had taken on a leadership role since this had all gone down, but he didn’t argue. After a moment, he just nodded and then got to work.

The wagon’s double doors were open. With the salt blocks no longer inside of it, it had plenty of room to fit the eight miners who were still living. Elian, no longer considering himself a miner anymore, stood outside of it.

“I’m not sure what you’re trying to accomplish here,” Baylin said. “You’re not strong enough to pull this thing by yourself.”

Elian smiled warmly at the man. “I won’t be pulling it by myself. Not completely.” While the miners had been getting as comfortable as they could inside the wagon, each of them gripping whatever weapons they had—there were enough swords and daggers to go around now, after three men had died—Elian had been controlling his minions.

They were a little worse for wear. Cael had told him that soon enough he should have a skill that would let him strengthen and heal his minions, but Elian wasn’t sure when he’d have enough essence to gain that skill.

Fortunately, the corpses didn’t feel pain, even if the voices of their souls sometimes let out hisses or whines inside Elian’s head whenever one of their bodies stumbled over and hit the ground.

He’d also been figuring out how he could strap his hellhound to the front of the wagon. Something told him that a hellhound would be stronger than a horse. It could even be stronger than two horses.

This way, he’d be the only one who’d have to stay outside of the wagon. Assuming his plan worked.

The door to the wagon was at the back. They’d broken camp. Elian looked forlornly at the salt blocks before strapping the hellhound to a harness built for an entirely different beast.

The hellhound stared at him with its eerily intelligent eyes as Elian strapped him in. Suddenly, he had the desire to pat the hellhound on the head, like it was a neighbourhood dog coming to his backdoor for scraps instead of a bloodthirsty demon that would have ripped his throat out if he hadn’t bonded it to his control.

He frowned, struggling to imagine him ever getting to the point of scratching the big, terrifying hell beast’s belly and uttering the words, “good boy.” The absurd picture made him chuckle and shake his head.

He made the minions grab onto the bars as well. No straps for them, at least.

<You’re reducing us to beasts of burden?> Cael muttered in his mind. <You’d be better off simply leaving this lot behind.>

Alfred remained quiet, which Elian was glad for.

He didn’t bother responding to the former overseer. The man no longer had the right to give him orders.

It was time to get moving again.


Chapter 21

Pulling the wagon was easier than Elian had expected. It had taken a little bit of effort to get it moving, just as it had the last time. When Elian had struggled with it, Baylin had ordered the three uninjured miners to give him a hand. They’d popped out of the wagon—reducing its weight by a good margin—then gave it a good shove.

The blood-bonded hellhound appeared to have amazing stamina and strength. Its muscles bulged and shifted beneath its fur, but as far as Elian could tell it never grew tired.

Minion One and Minion Two were stronger than he’d expected as well. They may have terrible coordination, but that was mostly Elian’s lack of control. And the dead… well, the dead never tired. He suspected that if he wanted or needed to, he could make the hellhound and the two reanimated corpses pull the wagon entirely without his help.

But he didn’t want that.

Elian had always thought of himself as strong. How could he not be strong, when he’d spent so many years of his life toiling in the mines? But that was a different kind of strength to what he needed right now.

Staying upright and swinging a pickaxe, while part of it was strength, a huge part of it was actually endurance. Swinging a pickaxe into a salt wall once, twice, even twenty times was easy enough.

But thousands of times over a long day? That required one to endure.

The corpse minions would make good miners…

As he pulled the wagon, he practised essence circulation at the same time. He was intrigued by what Alfred and Cael had told him about how it healed his muscles, and he wanted to experience that firsthand. They’d also told him that healing muscles took a lot less essence than healing actual wounds ever did, especially broken bones, so he wasn’t using all that much essence.

It had taken him a little while to get the hang of it. Circulating essence constantly around his entire body, instead of just toward one particular area like he had with his broken foot, were two very different things.

Whenever he became clouded and heavy with tiredness and exhaustion—Elian hadn’t actually slept much lately—he pushed a little essence through his head and basked in the feeling.

It made him feel lighter, more alert, like he’d had a whole jug of that brown liquid the richer markless and marked seemed to love so much.

Dead gods, it felt good.

At first, pulling the wagon alongside his hellhound and minions had been incredibly difficult and straining. Not as hard as it had been when he’d been walking on a broken foot, but still hard nonetheless.

But as he circulated essence, the weight of the wagon began to feel less substantial. His legs, arms, back, felt more sturdy, as though there were iron in his muscles, keeping them strong and firm.

After a few hours of this, pulling the wagon was still difficult, but it seemed more like a test of endurance—like the swinging of a pickaxe—than a test of pure strength.

It wasn’t just a task for his body, either. He was getting into a groove with the minions at his disposal. While the blood-bonded demon only needed a single command to keep pulling the wagon, then went on to do things on its own, the minions didn’t possess even a fraction of a mind, and therefore had to be controlled at all times. He was getting more and more used to the sensation of juggling the movements.

He decided to have one of the minions stop pulling. The weight of the wagon increased—or rather, the weight of the share he pulled did—and it felt like it had before, when he’d first began pulling it.

Elian grinned.

Essence circulation—it was working! It was making his body, and in part his mind, stronger and more robust.

This is an amazing feeling, and I’m only just getting started.

Though essence circulation only took a small amount of essence, as he’d been doing it for several hours, he’d actually used .9 of a full unit, and was now down to 1.5 units.

I’ll need to be careful of that.

The day had been blessedly free of demon attacks after the imps had come. The sky was clear, the sun shining down upon him, beads of sweat dotting his forehead. The walk, pulling the wagon, it felt good, and he could almost forget the danger they were in out here.

Almost.

The sun was a few hours from falling past the mountains when he heard the first howl. It had stopped him dead. The loss of his concentration made both the minions stumble and fall to the ground. He winced as they hit the dirt.

He sent a swift mental command to the hellhound to stop pulling the wagon and prepare itself for battle.

Which way are they coming from? Elian asked the beast.

The hellhound’s ears perked up.

“Elian?” Baylin asked. “You need help?” The old miner’s head was sticking out of the wagon’s hole, where the hellcat had broken through.

Elian waved a hand at the man. As much as he would love Baylin’s help, as he’d been the only one competent on the field of battle, the man was too injured to fight.

Besides, he had his blood-bonded demon by his side.

The hellhound’s head swung to the left. It growled low in its throat.

“Buckets!” Elian commanded. His voice sounded much stronger than he’d expected it to. The three uninjured miners jumped out of the back of the wagon as the doors swung open with a slam. Elian wondered if they’d been shoved out. They certainly looked eager to get the job done.

They’d managed to salvage three buckets of salt when they’d broken down the last camp. Elian almost didn’t want to bother with it, but they needed a barrier—something that would prevent a hellhound’s fire affinity from reaching the wagon and setting it alight. The salt lining it wasn’t about to help it not burn, after all.

Two more howls followed the first. Elian couldn’t tell how many enemies were on their way to him, but he saw the first break through the trees.

He grabbed his spear and shield—both of which had been strapped to his back—and stepped up to the quickly forming salt line. The line was rough and rushed, but there were no gaps in it. That would have to be enough.

Elian didn’t bother with the minions this time. They weren’t worth using. He also didn’t bother asking the uninjured miners to form a line with him. He’d just be worried they’d break and leave him by himself—might as well start that way.

Another three hellhounds broke through the trees.

Elian should have felt afraid. Instead, he was counting up how much essence he’d have when they were all dead.

That depends how much I use fighting them.

His legs felt stronger than before, after all the essence circulation. His whole body felt stronger. Before the salt circle closed completely, Elian ordered his hellhound out of the gap, startling the two miners about to close it with their buckets of salt.

He didn’t need to order them back in the wagon. They fled the second they’d finished, almost upending the buckets as they dropped them to the ground.

Part of Elian wanted to throw the shield in his left hand away so he could use only the spear. It didn’t feel right, only having one hand for each.

I’d have nothing to block their fire…

It would be an incredibly stupid decision, wouldn’t it? Then again, he did have the ability to heal his wounds now. He remembered the last few fights, and knew he’d be able to get better strikes in if he had both his hands on the spear.

Elian threw the shield to the ground.

<What are you doing?> Cael exclaimed in his mind. <You need that shield, you fool!>

<Shut up and let the man fight!> Afred shouted, so loud it made Elian’s head sting. After that the two went quiet.

All right. Let’s do this.

The first demon had quite a lead on the other three. It didn’t pay attention to Elian’s blood-bonded hellhound—something he was used to with the other demons. Something he’d been counting on.

Elian couldn’t help but grin as he used his newly attained skill for the first time.

Sight! he willed.

He wanted to steal the hellhound’s vision. Make it his own. When he went to activate the skill, he felt three different ways it could be used—hijack, steal, and imbue—pure instinct allowed him to use the second option with ease.

The hellhound faltered. Its eyes went white, just like Elian remembered when he’d seen Overseer Cael use the same ability on another hellhound.

The same instant that the hellhound’s eyes whitened, Elian’s vision expanded. The colour in the world became more vibrant. He could make out the details on the demon loping toward him, stumbling slightly as it could no longer see. There was a scar beneath its right eye. Another along its jaw. One of its legs appeared weaker than the others, unable to take as much weight—a detail he simply wouldn’t have been able to notice without this enhanced eyesight.

“Whoa,” he whispered. “This is amazing.”

Attack! he commanded his blood-bonded beast. His hellhound snapped into action, running swiftly to the first enemy. The blinded hellhound tilted its head to the side, hearing the beast running toward it, but it did not look afraid. It would be able to smell the other demon. It would think it was a friend.

Elian’s blood-bonded hellhound caught the enemy demon’s neck in its jaws and ripped and tore and jerked, its muzzle covering in blood.

The other three hellhounds had made it to the line while his blood-bonded demon was still fighting the first.

Elian had to engage them alone. His blood-bonded demon growled and snarled as it fought its blinded enemy. Elian tried to black out that fight as best he could as he focused on the one in front of him.

His enhanced eyesight helped him perceive his enemies’ movements far better than he ever had. When the first of the three hellhounds reached the line, slowing to a halt so as not to touch the salt, its eyes and throat glowing red as it readied a breath of fire, Elian snapped his spear forward, holding the haft with both hands, using all the strength he could muster.

The spear slammed straight into the hellhound’s head. One strike kill. It went down. Elian then tested a theory that he’d had. A split second before pulling his blade back out of the demon’s head, he attempted to pull the essence out of the hellhound. He wasn’t touching the demon with his body, but his spear was touching them both.

Red energy sped out of the demon and flowed toward Elian.

Elian yanked his spear back and danced away from a breath of fire coming from a demon to his left. He felt the essence fill his core.

“Yes!” he exclaimed, unable to help himself. Just as he did, his eyesight adjusted, dulling until it went back to normal. It felt like all the colour had drained from the world, and he was left feeling slightly empty.

But he knew it meant that two out of four of the hellhounds were already dead.

He sent a mental command for his blood-bonded demon to come attack the hellhound on his left just as he used his Sight skill for a second time, blinding the hellhound on his right.

Elian’s vision exploded in strength once more.

I could get used to this.


Chapter 22

The hellhounds died swiftly. Elian did end up getting hit by a breath of fire, his clothes momentarily catching alight, but it hadn’t taken him that long to put it out. He’d suffered a bad burn, but it had only taken him a little bit of essence—about .1 of a unit—to heal the wound.

When the four demons were dead and Elian had harvested their essence, he checked what he was left with.

[Essences:

Demon – 5]

Elian blinked. He’d been expecting to hold onto more than that, but he thought of the day he’d had. Circulating all that essence while he’d been pulling the wagon, using his new sight skill twice, and healing the wound he’d endured—it all added up.

He had exactly five units of essence left over, just enough for him to unlock the first Infuser node.

But not enough to do anything after that. No healing, no strengthening my muscles, no using my Sight skill.

That Sight skill and his newfound strength—even if it was only a small increase in the grand scheme—had made quite the difference in that fight. That, and he’d felt more… confident, sure of himself.

Throwing away that shield had turned out to be a good idea after all. His strikes had felt more solid and swift, holding the weapon in both hands.

“You’re still alive!” Baylin said. The man was balancing on one foot, using the side of the wagon for support.

“You sound surprised.” Elian smiled at the old miner. “Yes, I’m alive. Honestly, I’m a little surprised by that fact myself.” Though less surprised than he should have been.

Baylin eyed the blood-bonded hellhound. “That beast of yours sure comes in handy. I dare say we’d be dead without it.” He ran a hand through his hair, peering at the dead hellhounds from where he stood. “Though it looks like you took out your fair share. Those are definitely spear wounds.”

Elian started telling the old miner about the fight, when the man put up his hand.

“I saw it all.” He jutted his thumb at the hole in the wagon. “Was watching through that. Couldn’t help myself. When you got hit by those flames I almost leapt out to help.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” Elian said. “You wouldn’t have been much help on that.” He gestured to the man’s broken foot. The uninjured miners were out collecting the salt back up from the ground. They didn’t have enough to spare to leave it here, and that line had probably saved his life, allowing him to dance back away from the hellhounds without them coming in after him.

No wonder salt is so damned valuable. But it won’t work if I come across more of those imps. Or another hellcat, for that matter. That thing just took the pain, and could move the salt line with its wind affinity.

He shuddered to think of what demons might be scarier than a hellcat, but he was sure they’d be out there too.

“Night’ll fall in a couple hours,” Baylin said. “Got more walking in you?”

Elian peered over at the tree line before the forest, on either side of the road. Part of him wished he could go off in there on his own. Kill some more demons. Get in some training. Gain more essence. But he doubted he would last long by himself.

Not yet, anyway.

I wonder what the world would look like without the demon horde beyond our mountains. What it used to look like, once. The stories say the horde swept across the world, leaving nothing but the Valley of Auld left. The so-called gods died facing the torrent of waves, and those that survived were killed by the people who remained, for the terrible crime they committed of dooming our world to demons.

Elian narrowed his eyes. The demons weren’t as thick out here as he’d imagined. An army of marked, they could clear the road, the forest, couldn’t they? But he knew it wouldn’t be as easy as that—at least, not if the stories were true. The more marked in one place, the more demons they attracted. Especially if they were powerful marked. Most of the demons were just outside the valley, guarding the only clear exit from the treacherous mountains that kept their city and the towns that once surrounded it hemmed in.

If an army stepped out of the city’s saltstone walls, they would attract that horde, then stepping outside would be even more dangerous than it was now.

“Elian?” Baylin asked.

Elian blinked, pulled from his thoughts, recalling Baylin’s question. “I can pull the wagon as long as I need to.” Elian pursed his lips, stared at the old miner for a moment, thinking back to what Alfred had told him. “Baylin?”

“Hmm?” The old miner’s head snapped up and they locked eyes.

“Have you ever heard of Blood Sworn?”

Baylin didn’t even blink, but the muscles in his face tightened. Only for a mere instant, but long enough for Elian to notice. “Blood Sworn? Where did you hear about them?”

Elian tapped his head. “Alfred. He was the dead guard. An Infuser.” He tilted his head to the side. “So you have heard of them before?”

“Aye. I’ve heard of them.” The old miner glanced at the men gathering the salt, then at the hole in the wagon. Was he worried about people overhearing? He reached out to Elian. “Help me walk a bit?”

Elian frowned, wondering if it was safe for the man to venture away from the wagon with his injury, especially now the salt line was broken, but he didn’t protest. He did as Baylin asked, taking his arm. They walked a little ways from the wagon. Just far enough so the others couldn’t hear them.

“You were one of them, weren’t you?” Elian asked.

Baylin had been cagey and closed off about his skill with a sword. Elian had tried to respect that, tried not to ask, but he could no longer stop himself.

“Yes,” Baylin said the word like he’d had to pull it out of himself. His voice was gravelly, strained. “I was Blood Sworn.”

If Elian weren’t supporting the man’s weight, he might have taken a step back. He didn’t know if he was annoyed Baylin hadn’t told him, after all they’d been through the last two days, or just surprised that his hunch had been right.

“You’re Blood Sworn. A… a bodyguard to a marked? How long ago was this?” Elian had known the man for years. Known him well before his mother had died. For as long as he could remember.

Baylin lowered his head. “Was,” he said again. “I’m not anymore. The man I was sworn to is no longer around.”

“No longer around?” Elian asked. “What the hell does that mean? Is he dead?”

“Could be,” Baylin said. “I sure hope not, though. He… he was a good man.”

“He was marked,” Elian spat, sounding incredulous. He’d never met someone who was marked and also good, as far as he’d seen they all treated markless the same. “How could he be good?”

He might have always wanted to be marked, but that was only because he’d dreamt of having the freedom their powers brought—or the freedom he hoped their powers would bring. He couldn’t exactly be free if people back home found out he wasn’t just marked, but full-marked.

And he wanted to go to the academy. A childhood dream that he now felt was in his grasp.

“Marked or markless, everyone comes with their own morals and virtues, Elian. Being one or the other doesn’t make someone good or bad. You should know that now.”

Elian bit his tongue. The man had a point. Besides, there were two marked currently living inside his head. He might have leverage over them, but that didn’t mean he wanted to outright insult them—not that they would give him the same courtesy.

And Cael certainly deserves to be insulted…

“Who? Who were you Blood Sworn to, Baylin? I feel like… like I don’t even know you at all.”

Baylin’s gaze slid away from Elian. The old miner winced, as though he were hurt. There was definitely a bit of shame mixed up in that expression as well. “You know me, Elian. I’ve been watching out for you, and your mother, for a long time.”

Elian swallowed. “Who were you Blood Sworn to, Baylin?” The blood rushed from Elian’s face. His frown deepened. He had a feeling.

“I think you know,” the old miner—the former Blood Sworn—said. “They didn’t provide you with more essence at your test.”

Elian blinked. Why was he bringing that up? “Because I don’t have a bloodline.”

Baylin shook his head. “Because they didn’t know your bloodline.”

Elian shut his eyes. He knew what Baylin was going to say next—knew who the man must have been Blood Sworn to. He drew in a deep breath, opening his eyes, and locked gazes with Baylin. The man was finally looking at him again. “My father.”

“Yes. I was Blood Sworn to your father.”

Elian gripped the old miner’s arm. A little too tightly, as this time his wince was definitely from pain. Loosening his grip, he said, “Why didn’t you tell me you knew my father? All these years, I never got a damned thing about the man from my mother, and you knew him? More than that… you were, what, his bodyguard?”

My father was marked. It makes sense that he was… I must have a strong bloodline, to be full-marked…

Elian’s eyes widened. “Was… was he full-marked too?”

Baylin paused for a long moment. “I can’t tell you about your father, Elian.” The old miner looked as serious as Elian had ever seen him.

Elian let go of him, making the man stand without his help, balancing on his good foot. “Why the hell not?”

“Because I made a promise.”

“A promise? A promise? And you aren’t willing to break it, not even for me? Why? Can’t you tell me why? Did he intend to abandon me?”

“He didn’t know you existed. Not until it was too late, anyway… then he couldn’t come back for you.”

Elian was confused. Too late for what? Come back from where? “You aren’t making any sense.”

Baylin grunted. “I know. And I’m sorry.”

“Why didn’t you just keep lying to me? You tell me you knew him, but you won’t say a thing about him?”

Baylin lowered his broken foot to the ground and tested his weight on it. His face scrunched up in pain, but he took a step toward Elian anyway, resting a hand on his shoulder. Elian almost pulled back, but he didn’t. Only because Baylin would probably fall if he did. Not because he wanted the man’s comfort—if that was what he was trying to give him.

No. He definitely didn’t want his comfort.

“I’m sorry you never knew your father, Elian,” Baylin said. “He never intended to leave you. When he found out you existed—that you were going to exist, he almost—” The man sighed. “Leaving you was his biggest regret.”

“And yet he did it. Where exactly did he return to? The Peaks? Where the rich marked live?” Elian scoffed. “Of course he wouldn’t want to slum it back in the Lower Town with my mother. How did he even end up there in the first place? And what, he can’t come back from there? Last I checked it wasn’t all that far.”

“There are many things I cannot tell you.” Baylin squeezed Elian’s shoulder. “But… one day, if we live through this, if we hide what you are when we return… Maybe I’ll be able to take you to him.”

Elian crossed his arms. “Maybe I won’t want to.” He paused. “Did you know I was marked?”

Baylin tipped his head back, looking at the sky. “Part of me hoped you weren’t.”

“Why would you hope for that?”

“Because, Elian, you being marked… full-marked—well, let’s just say that you’ve got a difficult road ahead of you.”


Chapter 23

Baylin hobbled back over to the wagon, hopping half the way. Elian watched him go. He probably should have helped the old miner, but he was too busy being furious at him. A rage filled his chest, and he wasn’t sure what to do with it.

He grabbed his spear, which had been strapped to his back, and clenched the haft tightly with both fists, his knuckles turning white.

Not only had Baylin kept that he knew Elian’s father, and that he himself was Blood Sworn, from him for basically all of Elian’s life, he also wouldn’t tell him a damned thing! It was almost like the man was speaking in riddles.

Elian had no idea how to feel, so all he felt was anger. And there were no demons around for him to take it out on.

<Well… that was interesting,> Alfred said inside his mind.

<Your father was full-marked,> Cael mused. <Baylin all but admitted it. Are there other full-marked in the Valey of Auld, hiding their identity? I can only wonder how they survived.>

“Please, don’t talk about it,” Elian muttered.

The voices in his head went blessedly quiet. Elian stalked away from the camp. He wanted to get as far away from Baylin as he could. When he reached the tree line, he leant back against a large oak.

Come. Stand guard, Elian willed the mental command to the blood-bonded demon. He wasn’t a fool. He knew he shouldn’t drop his guard outside a salt circle. But right now, he didn’t care. The demon’s protection would have to be enough.

Elian shut his eyes and thought back to when he was a child.

Did mother know what my father was? That he was full-marked?

She’d never hinted at anything like that, but she’d known Baylin. She must have known Baylin at the same time as she’d known Elian’s father. Elian racked his brain, but he’d never gotten a straight answer from his mother whenever he asked about his father. She hadn’t provided him with even a hint of information.

He lowered his head, relaxing his body as he sunk into the support of the tree, the bark gently biting through his shirt, remembering his mother’s words.

Choice was taken from you the moment you were born.

What if she had known, and those words meant something entirely different to what he’d always thought?

He opened his eyes and looked over at the wagon. All the miners were back inside it. The salt from the ground had been gathered into the buckets, no doubt with plenty of dirt, twigs, pebbles, and grass, but it wasn’t as though they had much salt to spare now they’d left the blocks behind.

The two minions stood by the wagon, almost completely still. Their presence was strange, at first, but a day later and he was already getting used to them.

Has is really only been that long? Feels like we’ve been stuck out here for weeks.

Elian let out a long sigh. His rage was slowly leaving him; though the spark of anger still burned in his chest, it wasn’t as powerful as it had been mere moments ago. Elian had become used to tamping down his anger. It was something he’d been forced to do. An angry markless often got on the wrong side of marked—especially marked like Cael.

Though he wasn’t markless anymore, keeping his anger at bay might be even more important now that he was growing stronger and gaining powers. The last thing he would ever want to do was accidentally hurt someone simply because he let his emotions get out of his control.

He walked back over to the camp, commanding the blood-bonded demon to follow. It walked at his side like a faithful dog beside its master. That was another thing Elian was becoming used to. Strange how quickly one adjusted to new surrounds.

He stopped a few feet from the front of the wagon. He wasn’t sure how far the Lower Town was. He could certainly get in a few hours of walking before the sun fell, which meant they’d likely reach the Lower Town the next day.

Elian pulled the wagon in silence, letting all of his thoughts drift around in his mind, trying not to obsess over them. Baylin had given him a lot to think about, but it didn’t change the situation he currently found himself in—nor the one he was to find himself in soon.

After roughly an hour of pulling the wagon, he was beset by demons again. This time it was only two hellhounds, but there wasn’t much warning. The hellhounds didn’t howl and announce their presence like the last groups of them had. These were larger, too—larger even than Elian’s blood-bonded one.

They looked heavily scarred, their fur slightly grey in patches, as though they were older than other hellhounds.

How long do hellhounds live? Elian had to wonder.

There wasn’t enough time for him to call out to the others and get a salt line organised. His blood-bonded demon sensing the hellhounds presence was the only warning he’d gotten, giving him just enough time to unstrap his hellhound from the wagon and take up his spear from across his back.

Elian used Sight, stealing the closest beast’s vision. That didn’t slow it down one bit, and only his own hellhound leaping in the way stopped the enemy beast from falling straight onto him. Elian’s vision bloomed, doubling in strength. He stumbled back a few steps, fell into the best fighting stance he could manage considering he had no training, and angled his spear toward the second hellhound.

There was no salt line between him and the beast, no barrier preventing it from moving forward, and whatever confidence he’d felt from the last fight swiftly disappeared. The hellhound leaped straight at him, baring vicious fangs, snarling with its lips pulled back.

Elian lost track of what was happening with the other hellhound and his blood-bonded demon. All he saw, all he could see, was the beast leaping at him. Its terrible claws ready to tear him limb from limb, its jaws ready to clamp about his neck and rip until his throat was nothing but ribbons and something vital snapped.

Focus!

Elian thrust his spear forward. The beast fell on it. The weight of the damned thing was tremendous. The saltsteel blade sunk into the hellhound’s flesh. Elian had been gripping the spear’s haft with all his strength, and now he bore the entire weight of the hellhound on top of that.

There was a violent hiss and a terrible yelp as the saltsteel burned the beast and sliced through and into its chest. Elian went down, the bulk of the beast falling on top of him.

His thrust hadn’t killed it.

It was writhing on top of him with all the ferocity of a dying, cornered animal. Elian felt its claws sink into his shoulder. Sink into his stomach. His legs. Did this bastard demon have claws everywhere?

Stuck under the beast’s weight, Elian released his grip on his spear. His impulse was to shove the beast off him, but there wasn’t time, and with the beast’s reach it could tear into his throat while he was at it—assuming he was even strong enough to lift it.

I need to kill it.

It had already suffered a terrible wound. It would likely die on its own given enough time. All Elian needed to do was speed that up. He tore the dagger he’d pilfered from Cael’s corpse out of its sheath and dug it deep into the hellhound’s neck.

The beast stopped writhing.

Elian dropped the dagger and pushed the hellhound off him. Dead gods, was this thing heavy. Were he a little weaker he might not have managed it. As it was, he only really made it slide off him a little, giving him enough room to wriggle free.

While freeing himself, he took the liberty to consume the beast’s essence, dragging it into his heart tree. He felt… fuller than he would have expected to, but there wasn’t time to check. He needed to see if the other hellhound was still alive.

His connection with his blood-bonded demon was still strong. Elian saw the beasts as he made it to his feet. They were circling each other. Each bore wounds from the other’s attacks.

I must have felt the pain my blood-bonded demon endured, but I don’t even remember it.

Elian’s demon was taking a cautious approach. It looked as though the two beasts had tumbled along the ground after his demon had saved him.

Elian tore his spear out from the corpse of the first hellhound. He had to stick his foot on its chest and tug with all his might. Pain blossomed all over. He was bleeding something fierce, but he wasn’t practised enough in essence circulation to do anything about it in the middle of battle.

“Come on,” Elian muttered.

He still had the other demon’s vision, but its head was cocking left then right as though listening. Elian snatched up his spear and circled the beast, stepping as quietly as he could. He was tempted to rush back to the hole in the wagon and get one of the miners to pass him through a bucket of salt. That had worked well enough the first time he’d come upon a hellhound.

Something told him it wouldn’t work here.

This thing is older. More powerful.

Elian’s blood-bonded demon sprang into action. A split-second later, so did the enemy beast. They leapt toward each other, slamming in the air, then rolled on the ground in a rabid mess of fangs and claws, jaws snapping toward the other’s neck. Pain slammed into Elian, then. The pain of the impact. The pain of the other demon’s claws in his blood-bonded demon’s flesh. Elian stepped forward. He couldn’t let his demon die. Something wrenched at his heart at the very thought.

I’m more connected to it than I realised, aren’t I?

The beasts were rolling along the ground so swiftly and close together their bodies were one big mass of fur. Elian had to pick his moment. Blood flowed from each of his wounds. His right leg bore less of his weight than it had before, faltering. His shoulder twinged in pain. And his stomach felt hot. Loose. Wrong.

Elian yelled out a battle cry and thrust his spear forward. It slammed into the enemy hellhound, hitting it straight in the eye. A yelp of pain was quickly cut off as the blood-bonded demon slashed the enemy beast’s throat.

In that moment, all the strength flowed out of Elian’s body. He collapsed to the dirt.


Chapter 24

Elian woke in pain, his vision blurry, voices shouting inside his head.

<Oh, thank essence, he’s awake!> Alfred’s voice perked.

Elian blinked. What happened? The last thing he remembered…

He sat up, fast, and was greeted by a sharp pain in his abdomen and a strong hand on his chest, pushing him back down.

“Easy there, lad. Easy.”

Elian hissed. Dead gods did he hurt. “My demon?”

“Your demon is fine.” Baylin was sitting over him. Above the man was a wooden roof. Around him, several men were peering down at him from their benches.

Elian was on the floor of the locked wagon. They must have carried him in after the fight.

“Your demon,” someone muttered. Mellin? “Unholy is what it is.”

“Shut your mouth, Mell, or I’ll shut it for you,” Baylin snapped. “I’ve had enough of your lips flappin’ for a whole year.”

Mellin levelled a harsh glare at the man, but his shoulders slumped in clear defeat.

“I hoped your essence circulation would kick in while you slept,” Baylin said. “It healed you without you even noticing before your mark was revealed.” The old miner shrugged. “Apparently it doesn’t work that way anymore. I cleaned and wrapped your wounds as best I could.”

“It’s dark.” Elian’s mouth felt parched. He coughed. Something came up his throat. He spat it to the side. Blood, phlegm. He didn’t want to look. Each racking cough made his stomach flare in pain—his whole body, for that matter—that awful loose feeling worrying him. He tried to sit up, but he needed Baylin’s help. His stomach muscles weren’t responding.

Baylin helped him sit up a bit, passing him a canteen. He was still angry at the man, but he wasn’t too proud to take his help. A single flame lit the lantern on the wagon’s wall. There wasn’t much ventilation in here, and the smoke only worsened his coughing.

“Aye. Sun fell an hour ago. You’ve been out a while.”

Elian nodded weakly, regretting the movement. He brought up his essence reserve. He hadn’t had a chance to take in the essence from the second hellhound.

[Essences:

Demon – 7]

He frowned. Seven units? He’d gained more than he’d thought. Hellhounds usually only gave him one unit of essence. This one had given two—more than two, actually, as he’d used a small amount of essence in that fight. No wonder these had felt stronger. And they’d clearly been smarter, not announcing themselves with howls.

That was a worry.

He shut his eyes and focused on circulating his essence toward his injuries. He focused on the worst wound first—the one in his stomach. He’d heard gut wounds were the most dangerous, that they almost always gave one a slow death, only the rare person surviving them.

But that was for markless.

Essence pooled around the wound. Using the technique, even while in pain, was far easier than it had been the first time he’d done it. The burning pain he’d felt in his stomach slowly abated with each second that passed. His breathing was steady as this happened. He wasn’t sure how long it took, but when he was done he didn’t need to see the wound to know it was healed.

He dealt with the other wounds in his shoulder and his leg. The warmth the essence brought him was like nothing he’d experienced before being marked. It felt powerful and comforting at the same time. Like he had a fire within him, one far different than the burning rage he’d felt earlier in the day.

I wish everyone could know this feeling.

By the time he was done, he’d used up two whole units of essence. Far more than he’d needed when he’d healed his broken foot. The wound in his stomach had taken up the most, using around 1.5 units worth. The other wounds were more superficial and easier to heal than his broken foot had been.

When it was over, he sat up, feeling twenty times lighter than when he’d woken. He’d circulated some essence through his head as well, allowing him to be more awake. He wondered, did marked need to sleep if they had enough essence to heal their tiredness? He supposed he could ask the souls residing in his heart tree, but he didn’t feel like speaking to them at the moment.

The wagon’s doors had a bar across them, holding them tightly shut. When Elian stood, the miners all looked at him with wide eyes. He doubted they would have looked at another marked in the same way. But they’d known each other, even if not well, for years.

He’d been one of them, and now he no longer was. Now he possessed powers they each only dreamed of.

Elian stepped over to the wagon’s doors, reaching for the bar.

“Should you go out there?” Mellin asked. He cowered when Baylin glared at him.

“Man’s got a point,” Baylin said begrudgingly. “Night has fallen.” He peeked out the hole in the wagon. “We shouldn’t tempt fate—should probably cut out the lantern, too. I had the men lay a salt line around the wagon when we went out to grab you. Hopefully we’ll be safe in here through the night.”

“I need to check on my demon.” Elian wondered if he should name the blood-bonded hellhound already, as absurd as he knew that sounded. But what do you name such a beast? “I saw it get wounded.” That grey-furred hellhound had been formidable, even while blinded.

“Your demon will heal,” Baylin said, certainty lining his voice.

How can you be sure? Elian wanted to say, but didn’t. If anyone knew, it would be this man. This man who’d known a full-marked. Fought beside one as their Blood Sworn. He let his hand drop away from the bar locking the door shut and dropped his head. Shutting his eyes, he focused on the bond he now shared with the demon.

He probed his emotions down the link, and felt reassurance returned. They weren’t words, like how the souls residing in his heart tree communicated with him, but rather impressions that carried meaning—and the meaning was clear.

Safe. Whole.

The hellhound had taken on several wounds since he’d first blood-bonded it, yet it had never shown worry about those wounds, never faltered in its attacks. It had borne them well. Some part of Elian had suspected the demon must have a strong ability to regenerate, even if it wasn’t as strong as his own.

Elian sat on one of the benches and released a long sigh. He didn’t much like being stuck in this wagon, surrounded by the very people he’d been trying so hard to protect, the people he didn’t know if he could trust.

He glanced at Baylin, the only one among them that he had trusted, and the one he felt the least sure of now.

This was the moment he’d been dreading. Elian cleared his throat, looked each man in the eye one by one—sliding straight over Baylin. “You all know what I am.”

Silence followed his words. Though it had been pretty silent before he’d spoken, but this felt different. Like everyone was holding their breath.

“You all know me. You’ve all known me for years. I’m not…” He trailed off. Swallowed. “I’m not evil.” He hadn’t thought too hard about whether or not he could be evil, as all Summoners were said to be, and full-marked especially, for thinking they had the power of gods, and changing the world in ways it wasn’t meant to be changed.

Elaria, what the people of the Valley of Auld called the world they dwelled upon, was never meant to have demons residing on it, so the legends said.

But did that truly make full-marked and Summoners evil?

Baylin’s words entered his mind: Marked or markless, everyone comes with their own morals and virtues.

Mellin looked at Baylin before he licked his lips and spoke. “How do we know that? How… how can we trust you?”

“You can trust him because he saved you, you fool!” Baylin spat.

Elian raised a hand. “I can speak for myself.” He locked eyes with Mellin. “Something tells me mere words won’t be enough to sway your feelings, Mell. Believe me, I understand that. You might not realise it, from where you’re sitting, but I’m putting a hell of a lot of trust in all of you.” He paused, wondering if he should say what he wanted to say next. “When we return to the Lower Town—and I promise I’ll do my best to get each of you there safely—there’s nothing stopping any of you from telling the guards what I am.”

He looked down, then pulled his shirt up. The light from the lantern flickered, throwing jagged shadows across his chest, but even so, seeing the mark now permanently etched into his skin was as easy as though it were the middle of a sunny day.

A few of the miners gasped. They would’ve known what would be there—but it was one thing to know in your mind, another to see it before your very eyes.

“I don’t even know if I’ll be able to hide this.” Elian looked at Baylin. “I don’t even know if I should return with you all. But I want to.” He dropped his shirt back down, hiding the mark once more. “I want to go the academy. I want to serve the crown. Fight against the demon hordes and protect the Valley of Auld. Even if… even if it wants me dead.”

“Whoa,” Cog breathed. “I mean, I knew… but seeing it in the flesh…” He shook his head, clearly dumbfounded. “It’s straight from a storyteller’s tavern tale.” Cog looked at the others. “I trust ‘im. And Baylin’s right, you’d each be fools not to, with what he’s done for us. Coulda left us all behind. Coulda set his pet beasty on us if he wished. Instead, the lad risked his life to keep us alive, and what does he get in return? Scowls and muttered words?” Cog directed the last straight at Mellin, giving the lanky man a scowl of his own. “He’s been pullin’ that wagon for us, while we’ve been sitting safe inside. He’s workin’ hard to keep us safe when he could make way for the Lower Town on his own.”

Elian couldn’t help but stare at Cog. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever heard the man say so many words all at once. To be honest, he hadn’t known the man had it in him.

And here I am, just thinking of him as the one who snores a lot.

“Will they check his mark at the gate?” Kellig, one of the uninjured miners who’d fled when the imps had attacked, asked.

“They might not,” Baylin said. “But they’ll check it soon enough. The Lower Town Guard aren’t going to believe we made it back without a marked to protect us. They’ll question us to all hell if we don’t tell them Elian’s marked. They’d probably check all our chests, and then they’d see his anyway, fully revealed.”

While being marked was seen as a good thing, all marked had to go the academy, and all marked had to serve the crown in some capacity—for at least a minimum of five years last he’d heard. Whether in between terms at the academy, or after they’d graduated.

That was likely how Cael had become an overseer in the first place, and how Alfred and the other marked he’d served with had become their wagon guards—they were once-marked, and each only Tier 1.

They clearly hadn’t made it far in the academy yet.

And now they never will.

Elian had heard of the odd marked who’d somehow managed to hide their identity, perhaps because they didn’t want their lives to change, didn’t want the power that Elian so craved, and the freedom it would eventually bring to him. So he supposed the guard could easily suspect one of them of lying, hiding what they were, if they all pretended not to be marked.

And I would be lying, hiding what I am.

“At the same time, they might have trouble believin’ a miner managed to do all this,” Cog said. “Might they not want to see his mark right away? And even if they didn’t, they would eventually, as they’ll send him off to the academy.”

“Paint,” Mellin said.

“Paint?” Cog asked. “What you talkin’ ‘bout, Mell?”

Mellin ran a hand through his hair. “My wife. She, ah, likes to paint her face, you know, like them rich folk do, ‘cept she can’t afford the mixtures and stuff they use. So, I, uh, I make it for her.”

Cog smirked. “You make your wife face paint?”

“Puts a smile on her.” The lanky miner shrugged. “I’d do anything for that woman.” He looked at Elian. “And I’d do anything to get back to her.” He sniffed.

Elian blinked. Face paint! Such a simple, elegant solution, one that he’d never even thought of! “Would that work?” He directed his last comment to Baylin. His father, whoever the hell the man was, must have had to—or might still have to—hide his Summoner mark. If anyone here might know if it would work, it was Baylin.

Deep lines cut into the old miner’s forehead as he lowered his head in thought. “Aye. It could.”

“It’ll work.” Mellin nodded emphatically. “If I can find the right ingredients—you’ll have to step into that forest to find ‘em—and if I have somethin’ to crush ‘em with…” He frowned at Elian, as though sizing him up. He almost looked like a street painter. “Should be able to match your colouring.”

Elian frowned back at the man. “And you’d do that? Help me hide what I am? Don’t get me wrong, I want you to, but the way you’ve been talking…”

Mellin had been the last one he’d think would help.

“As I said, I’d do anything to get home.”

“And how can we trust you?” Baylin asked. “How do we know you won’t just tell the guards the second we make it inside, and your safe ‘n’ sound.” He leant forward. “You might even get a reward, aye? Sure you’ve given that some thought. Maybe you can buy your wife something pretty.”

Mellin blinked. “Yeah, I’ve thought about it. For a minute. Maybe two. Not much longer than that, though. But this lad…” He glanced at Elian. “Well, you’re right. He has kept us alive. Besides, I’ve seen the way you handle that blade, Baylin. Wouldn’t want to end up on the wrong end of it. I’ve seen how protective you are of the lad, too.” He sniffed. “An’ if I do this, slap some face paint on his chest to hide the mark, well…” He opened his arms, gestured toward all the other miners. “Everyone here could confess to the guards that I was tryin’ to hide a Summoner. That’s a death sentence, that is.”

The other miners all shifted in their seats at the words “death sentence.” Even Cog did, the man wincing at his broken leg.

“It would be a death sentence to stay out here without him,” Cog said. “The guards weren’t much help. They just died on us. Besides, I never put much stock in old stories anyhow. Evil Summoners…” he muttered, shaking his head. “This lad’s the farthest thing from evil.”

“What say you all, then?” Baylin asked. He rested a heavy hand on Elian’s shoulder. After what had transpired between the two of them earlier, Elian was tempted to shrug it off. But now wasn’t the time to look as though he were at odds with the man. “Will you vow to protect Elian’s secret? A miner, like one of us. A marked, who saved as many of us as he could? Who stood out there, fighting demons, while we barred the doors to this wagon and huddled in fear?”

Elian had a hard time imagining Baylin huddling in fear. The others maybe, but not him.

Cog was the first to respond. He nodded enthusiastically, raised his arm with the missing hand. “Aye! I’ll keep me mouth shut. Least I can do, and it’s a damn sight easier than what he’s been doin’ for us.”

“Aye,” Kellig said. “He’s the only thing keeping us alive. I…” The man swallowed, face paling. “I can’t handle being out there.”

Each miner lowered their head, uttered an “aye,” until everyone’s gazes rested on Mellin once more.

“Aye,” the lanky miner said. Mellin locked gazes with Elian. “I’ll do it. If you get us home.”

The wagon went silent after that, until the howls of a hellhound pack could be heard outside, the sound faint, carried to them by the night’s cool wind. It seemed as though the hellhounds had found other prey. Elian wondered how long it would stay that way, and what that prey might be.

He lowered his head. They were all looking at him now. Putting their faith in him.

“I’ll get you all home,” he said. “I promise.”


Chapter 25

Two small packs of hellhounds attacked during the night. The groups of demons seemed thinner the closer they came to the Lower Town’s walls. Elian had dealt with them far more easily than he had the two that had taken him out, leaving him unconscious.

Having the salt line around the wagon helped a great deal. He hadn’t realised just how much he’d been relying on it when facing the hellhounds until it wasn’t there at all.

Which just went to show that he definitely wouldn’t survive out here on his own. Not for a while, at least. He still thought about it, even after he was as sure as he could be about gaining the protection and silence of the other miners. Even though his ultimate desire was to make it to the academy. To learn everything he could there.

When the first pack of hellhounds had come, Elian had ventured out into the dark night. There wasn’t much cloud cover overhead, but the moon wasn’t around either—a night with no moon. He remembered his mother saying they brought danger.

They certainly brought a lot of darkness.

Fortunately, neither he nor his blood-bonded demon had much trouble seeing in the dark. The hellhound took to it naturally, after all. As for Elian, that was exactly what his Sight skill was for. He could easily enhance his vision by stealing it from the demons that attacked. Even in the dark, he could make out their masses of fur and pull their vision from them.

By the time the morning came, Elian had gone another night without sleep—unless he counted the time he was unconscious. Though the essence was sustaining his body and mind, he was beginning to wonder just how far it would get him in the long run.

He’d gained a far bit of essence from the fights, as well. After he’d healed the wounds he’d endured the day before, he’d been left with five units of essence. He’d harvested the essence from the other, old hellhound that he’d killed, which had given him two more units.

He’d used a bit during his fights in the night, but not a great deal—maybe .2 units per hellhound, as he stole their vision whenever he could. At the moment, he was only able to use his Invoker skill to steal the vision from a single hellhound at a time. He wondered when he’d be able to do more with it.

He’d faced seven hellhounds that night, each gaining him a single unit of essence—the beasts weren’t as strong as the ones that had ambushed him during the day. By the end of it, he had 12.6 units worth of essence.

More than he’d ever held in his heart tree at once. It felt good, having that much. His body felt more… whole, somehow.

He’d pulled the wagon for two hours that morning, until they’d crested a hill and had seen the Lower Town in the distance. Baylin said it was probably only three hours away now, at the pace he was able to make.

Three hours until they made it back to civilisation. Part of him was glad; part of him was terrified. The Lower Town should mean safety. It always had in the past, and after talking to each of the miners during the night… it sounded as though they really were going to keep his secret.

But what if people found out what he was anyway? What if there was no way for him to stop it, and heading back to the Lower Town would only cause his eventual demise? How difficult would it be for him to hide who he was, every day, in the academy? When serving the crown? Constantly surrounded by other marked?

After that conversation with the miners, Cael had whispered in his mind that there was no way they wouldn’t betray him. That they were markless. That they couldn’t be trusted.

He’d ignored the dead overseer’s words. He trusted these miners far more than he would ever have trusted that man.

Though he knew the overseer had a vested interest in protecting him—it was the only way he would ever come back to life again, after all.

At the top of the hill, with the Lower Town in sight, Elian had stopped pulling the wagon. There were things he needed to do before they arrived. This was the first time he had enough units of essence to unlock a second node in one of his marks. He also hadn’t unlocked a node for Infuser yet—the mark that Alfred has possessed. Though he only had enough units to do one or the other.

Besides, they couldn’t arrive at the gate until they had a way of hiding his mark, which meant he had a few things to collect in the forest.

Elian didn’t know a lot—or, well, much of anything—about roots and herbs and what was needed to create this face paint Mellin had mentioned, but he would have to be the one to go out and get it.

Mellin refused to step into the forest. “People die in that forest,” was all he said whenever it came up.

People die on the road, too.

Mellin said all he would need to do was gather the roots from lilies. At least that was a flower he was able to recognise.

This wasn’t all Elian had to do before he reached the Lower Town, however.

He had to do something about his blood-bonded demon. The connection they shared was still knew, but he found himself feeling for the beast in a way he hadn’t even known was possible to feel about a demon.

It was strange. He controlled the beast, and yet he could feel its emotions too. It had a drive to protect him, just as he had a drive to protect it.

Elian had been watching the other demons closely. Trying to see if there was the same hint of intelligence in their eyes that he saw in his own. So far, he hadn’t encountered it. All he saw was rage, the red glow of their fire affinity, or their eyes going white whenever he stole their vision with his Sight skill.

Never did he see the same intelligence as he did in his own blood-bonded demon.

He sighed, looking at the wagon. Kellig and the other uninjured miners were setting up the salt circle. Baylin was leaning against the wagon, a sword in his hand, all his weight on his good foot, the other, broken foot, held in the air just above the ground.

The last thing Elian felt like doing was talking to Baylin. He was still frustrated with the man. His anger had mostly dissipated, but it wasn’t gone completely. He could still feel its spark within his belly.

He’d thought through his feelings and, logically, he shouldn’t have been as angry as he was—Baylin had been keeping a secret from him, yes, and still was keeping many more, but that was because he was keeping to a vow he made.

Didn’t that make the man honourable? Perhaps to a fault, but honourable, nonetheless.

Except thinking in that way only seemed to fan the flames of his frustration.

“Baylin,” Elian called over to the man. “Can we speak?”

Baylin looked over at him. He paused, perhaps hoping Elian would walk over. Then the old miner—or former Blood Sworn, as he actually was—hobbled over to him, using his sword like a cane. “What is it, Elian?” He glanced over at the trees. “Shouldn’t you be off picking flowers soon?”

Picking flowers made entering a demon-infested forest to find roots that could be crushed into a powder to hide his forbidden mark so he wouldn’t get killed on sight sound so much less dangerous than it actually was.

Elian glanced at his blood-bonded demon. They were far enough away from the others not to be overhead. He bit his lip. “I don’t know what to do with him, when we reach the Lower Town.”

Baylin’s chin tipped up, and there was understanding in the man’s eyes. His forehead creased in thought, making him look ten years older. He gazed over at the demon. “There… may be a way.”

Elian shifted back onto his heels. This wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d thought the man would tell him that it wasn’t something he should worry about—that killing the beast would bring him another unit of essence, so that would be the logical next step to take. Or, that if he didn’t wish to do that, he should simply release the beast.

But the fledgling bond felt too strong for him to break.

“There’s a way?” Elian gripped the man’s shoulders, feeling a sudden urgency he hadn’t before, now that he knew holding onto the demon might be possible. “How?”

“I’m not sure if I should tell you or not.”

The spark of anger still within Elian flared into a full-blown flame. “Haven’t you kept enough from me?”

Baylin lowered his head. “It’s dangerous, Elian. I’ve seen it done before…”

“My father?”

Baylin didn’t show any hint that he’d heard Elian’s words. “It’s a risk. If a Summoner were to do it without instruction, I have heard the consequences can be dire.”

“Consequences of doing what?”

“Using the third Summoner skill.”

The third summoner skill? To unlock that, he would need almost twenty more units of essence than he had now. Elian licked his lips, anticipation making his heartbeat quicken. “What’s the third skill?”

“Assimilation.” Baylin said the word as though it had weight, and it fell from his lips like a stone.

“Assimilation?” Elian asked. He released his grip from the man’s shoulders, dropping his arms. “What does that do?”

Baylin rested heavily on his sword and sighed. “It allows a Summoner to bring a blood-bonded beast into their heart tree, much like a Necromancer brings the soul of a minion inside of them—except it takes the whole beast.”

Elian blinked. “And what kind of cost does doing this have? You… you said it would be dangerous.”

Elian wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this.

How could a demon larger than him fit inside his heart tree?

Also, Baylin had definitely been holding out on him—he’d acted as though he had no idea what would happen when Elian reanimated his first corpse, telling him stories of how Necromancers went mad…

He’d known exactly what would happen. Just what else was this man holding out on?

“Your bond, with the demon, you can feel its feelings, can’t you?” Baylin asked.

Elian glanced over at the demon, standing guard, its chin raised. Right now, it looked like a noble guard dog, eagerly serving its master. As Elian thought about it, the man was right. He could feel the demon’s feelings, when he really focused on them. But they were faint. Like… being underwater and trying to hear someone speaking above. They were no more than mere impressions.

Something told him that would change, the deeper the bond grew—assuming it got a chance to.

“I can. A little.”

“Imagine if the demon’s emotions and your own were melded, so indistinguishable it became difficult for you to know if what you were feeling was from yourself or not.”

“The demon doesn’t seem to be feeling all that much,” Elian muttered.

Baylin shook his head. “That’s only because your connection is faint. Demons… I have heard they feel more deeply than humans.”

“And where did you hear that?” Elian snapped, still wanting more information from the man.

“There are benefits to the Assimilation skill, but the drawbacks… they may very well get you killed.”

“I wouldn’t be alive without that hellhound. None of us would be.” Elian was surprised by the level of conviction in his voice.

“You could set it free.”

Exactly as the last word slipped out of Baylin’s mouth, the ears on the blood-bonded demon flicked up. The hellhound swung its head around and peered straight at Baylin.

Baylin’s heavy frown softened. “Though it appears as though your demon doesn’t want that.” The old miner tipped his head back. “Perhaps… perhaps there’s a chance this will work after all.”


Chapter 26

Elian stalked through the forest, in search of flowers and demons. In one hand he held his spear, in the other, a bucket of salt. His blood-bonded hellhound padded along at his side. There was something different about the demon, ever since that talk he’d had with Baylin.

Something more… aware, as though it knew exactly what was happening around it. At one point, when Elian had stepped into the trees, the salt line and the camp behind him, he’d stopped and looked the demon in the eyes.

“You can understand me, can’t you?”

The demon blinked, then lowered its head—as though it were a dog, asking for pats. Elian paused, then he placed the salt bucket onto the ground and rested a hand on the demon’s head. He felt something through the bond.

Was that… gratitude?

Why would the demon he enslaved feel gratitude, of all things?

<You’re really going to do this, aren’t you?> Cael asked. The man had been quiet for much of the day after his whispered warnings during the night had been ignored.

Elian glanced over at the makeshift camp, by the trees. The salt circle was firmly around the wagon, and the miners were locked away, huddled inside of it. He hoped it would be enough to keep them safe—hoped a pack of hellhounds wouldn’t catch their scent on the wind while he was in the forest.

“Save your words, Cael. You’re not going to talk me out of it.”

<I know better than to try and talk you out of something now.>

“I’m not sure you do.”

<I think it’s a good idea,> Alfred said, a hint of hesitation in the dead Infuser’s words.

“You do?”

<The Summoner mark has always been revered as the most powerful. The most dangerous. And the most… mysterious, as so much about it has been lost over the years. Right now, while you are safe from the scrutiny being in the academy will bring… it’s the perfect time to delve into those powers.>

<Delving into the Summoner mark’s powers seems like the most dangerous thing he could be doing,> Cael contested. <But the man is right. You will need advantages that others do not have if you are to move up through the ranks. As long as you can hide those advantages.>

Elian frowned. “You’re on my side on this?”

<It is in my best interest for you to gain vast amounts of power, Elian. Whatever I did to you in life… I hope we can put it in the past.>

Elian scoffed. That wasn’t exactly an apology.

Cael still feels justified in his actions, because at the time I was effectively markless, and—in his opinion—he was my better…

A thought occurred to Elian then.

Perhaps the longer Cael’s soul resides within my heart tree, the more he sees the world from my eyes alone, the more likely he is to change his views. It could very well be that when I become powerful enough to truly raise him from the dead, he’ll be a better person.

Elian held in a chuckle. Something told him that line of thought was being a little too optimistic.

The forest was quiet. Elian wished he could enhance his hearing. That was down the next node for the Invoker mark, something that Cael had told him. But he trusted his hellhound’s hearing well enough, even if they were still ambushed the other day. Besides, even if he had the skill, he would still need to take the hearing from another being for it to work.

I could take it from my blood-bonded demon… but that doesn’t feel right.

Briefly, he turned his attention back toward the hellhound. There was so much he didn’t understand about the beast. While the other demons he encountered were nothing but ravenous monsters, this one seemed like more—like his Blood Bond skill had altered it somehow.

No, that thought felt wrong. It felt more like his skill had…

Set it free?

That thought jarred with the reality that was before him—the blood-bonded demon had to listen to his commands.

He tilted his head to the side.

Didn’t it?

Elian shook his head. He needed to focus on his surroundings. He should feel more afraid than he did, being out here. Should feel worried about the possibility of a demon attacking.

But he was out here looking for demons.

He took his hand away from the blood-bonded demon’s head and picked up the bucket of salt Baylin had told him to bring. The man had said it should be enough, in a pinch, to spread around him, giving him a little more reach than the demons—stopping them from getting too close to him during a fight.

It felt a little absurd carrying it around, but he knew there was wisdom in the man’s words. And not just wisdom; it was clear he’d been speaking from experience.

Just what must it have been like for him, being Blood Sworn? What had he been capable of, with the use of essence circulation?

Elian shoved all his thoughts aside and pushed forward through the forest. He had a lot of demons to kill.

And some flowers to pick.

~

Elian felt a warning emanate from his blood-bonded demon.

Threat.

The beast’s ears pricked up, its head turning to face the trees left of them. Elian didn’t hesitate. He poured salt around himself—ensuring he didn’t get any on his demon—then he dropped the bucket and held his spear two-handed.

It took him a few more seconds before he heard the hellhounds. They hadn’t howled. They were smarter than the first few he’d encountered. They just came barrelling along, crushing the forest’s undergrowth with their musclebound bulk, snarling something fierce as they set their glowing red eyes on Elian.

Elian counted four of them. His heart pounded. He tried to settle his breathing, but it refused to come into control.

Is four too many? Can I handle them?

He targeted the first one and waited for the perfect moment. The foliage was thick and dense within the forest, and the trees close enough together that it was tough to find a clear path, so the hellhounds were winding this way and that.

Now.

He activated his Sight skill, tearing away the closest hellhound’s vision. It kept bounding forward, but it could no longer see the massive tree trunk in front of it.

Slam!

The entire tree shuddered as the beast ran straight into it. Elian deactivated the skill. The world dimmed, listless and lacking in colour all of a sudden. Then he yanked the vision from the next nearest hellhound as the first was still gaining its bearings.

A loud snarl sounded as Elian’s own hellhound burst forth in a mass of muscle, teeth, and claws, slamming into the demon he’d just blinded. He’d been about to command the demon to do just that.

Is he anticipating my needs before I say them now? Or is this just a coincidence?

Elian waited a breath, watching the blinded hellhound and his blood-bonded demon fight. The fight was happening too far outside of his small salt circle for him to do anything to help.

I wish I had a bow, and I wish I knew how to use one.

Once he was sure his blood-bonded demon had the advantage, the other hellhound’s throat wrapped firmly in its jaws, Elian cancelled his Sight skill.

The last two hellhounds were on him, snapping their jaws and slashing their claws toward him. He stepped back as far as he could in his little salt circle, but it wouldn’t be long until the demons flanked him.

This damned circle isn’t big enough!

His instinct was to blind the demon he intended to attack, but instead he blinded the demon to his left. His left hand was curled into a fist at his side. Dead gods, he hoped this worked. There was no turning back, and no help on the way.

As he activated Sight, his vision exploded once more. He could perceive his enemies’ actions so much more acutely than before. He flung the handful of sand he’d been holding in his left hand straight at the blinded demon, then gripped his spear in both hands and thrust it toward the other demon.

The blinded demon snarled as the hiss of salt burned its face. It stumbled backward.

Elian’s spear pierced the neck of the hellhound he was attacking. He planted his feet, pushed off his back leg and shoved, hard, until the spear pushed out the other side—a feat of strength he didn’t think he would have been capable of only a day or so ago. Blood fountained from the beast’s wound.

That essence circulation has been paying off.

The few hours he’d spent pulling the wagon had further enhanced his strength, even if it had cost him half a unit of essence. He hated spending essence, but he knew that it was necessary if he was going to progress enough to survive.

The hellhound choked. Its throat had been red when Elian’s spear had thrust straight through it—the beast had been about to use its fire affinity. Instead, the flames got stuck in its throat, burning the insides of its skin.

I didn’t even know that was possible.

As the hellhound died, Elian stepped over the salt line. He placed a hand on the beast, stealing its essence as he yanked his spear out of it.

Snaaap!

The sound came from ten feet away. Elian knew that sound. His blood-bonded demon had won the fight with its own opponent.

Two down.

Elian had felt a sharp pain in his stomach during the fight. A feeling he’d become familiar with, one he’d steeled himself against—his blood-bonded demon taking injuries. It was still strange to him that he could feel its pain.

Can the demon feel my pain?

Elian shoved that thought aside. A snarling form leapt at him. Not the blinded demon he’d hit with the salt. This was the first hellhound he’d blinded, the one who’d slammed headfirst into a tree.

Elian had no time to get out of the way. His vision enhanced, he saw every detail of the beast. Its yellowed teeth. Matted fur. The saliva about its pulled-back lips. Its eyes, glowing a fierce red. Even a little freckle by the tip of its snout.

Don’t hesitate.

With no time to dodge, and unable to get his spear in the right position, Elian threw his weapon to the ground and ripped the dagger from his belt. He braced himself for the weight of the demon that was about to hit him. The pain he was about to feel.

I can’t let it get its teeth wrapped around me.

Elian had found he could heal from many wounds, but he doubted a snapped neck or a ripped-out throat would be one of them.

He straightened his arm to its full reach and thrust his dagger up, holding it tight in his fist, and stabbed it through the beast’s jaw in the same instant its claws slammed into him, tearing his already tattered shirt to absolute shreds. He’d washed his body clean of blood that morning with one of the barrels of water they’d brought along from the open wagon, using as little as he could so as not to waste it.

I shouldn’t have bothered.

Elian collapsed, falling backward and slamming hard into the ground. The wind went out of him. Something cracked. He heard it loud and clear, like someone snapped a stick right by his ear. The demon was still alive, struggling on top of him.

And Elian still had a grip on his dagger.

Circulating essence wasn’t something that came naturally to Elian yet, though he’d been getting better and better at it, he still needed to be able to focus.

I need to stop finding myself in situations like this.

If he didn’t circulate his essence during this fight, he’d surely be dead. He called for his blood-bonded demon to help, but it was engaged with the other remaining enemy.

Elian pushed the essence out from his heart tree, all too aware that he’d already used .6 units of essence during this fight, and .5 units that morning. Something clicked in his mind and the essence flooded toward the wound in his back, pooling around the injury.

A bone in his back snapped again, but this time it was snapping back into place.

Elian pulled his blade out of the beast’s jaws. Its claws were slashing at him, opening fresh wounds as his essence circulation tried to heal the first ones. Elian stabbed the beast, barely able to move beneath its bulk. He shoved his blade into the enemy again and again and felt it weaken above him until finally the beast went completely slack, and he once more found himself trapped under the massive corpse of a hellhound.

But at least he was alive. Elian dropped the dagger at his side and pushed. This hellhound was easier to move than the last had been—or maybe he’d already grown stronger. He circulated essence even as he pushed, healing the wounds the beast’s claws had inflicted upon him. As he was still touching the beast, he took its essence.

When he made it to his feet, he found his demon standing over the corpse of the final enemy hellhound.

Elian swayed slightly. Despite circulating essence, he was still wounded. His blood-bonded demon flashed into action and was at his side in a second, propping him up and preventing him from falling. Elian wrapped an arm around its neck, and whispered, “Good boy,” as he let the beast take his weight.

He didn’t stand there for long. Maybe a minute or two. Just until his wounds were healed enough for him to move with ease. He kept the essence circulating through his body, felt his muscles twitching as he did. Felt his mind changing slightly. His heartbeat was swift, but he found it wasn’t beating half as hard as it had the last time he’d been through this.

I’m becoming more accustomed to this, and the essence circulation is helping my mind heal and adapt.

It took an entire unit of essence for him to feel completely whole, but when he did, he was glad for it. He harvested the essence from the other two demons and checked his reserve.

[Essences:

Demon – 14.5]

Elian blinked. He’d gained almost two units of essence since deciding on this course of action, but had to fight four demons to do it.

Still, he wouldn’t have done it another way—couldn’t have done it another way.

The stronger I am, the better I’ll be able to survive these fights.

He needed to learn to circulate essence even in the heat of battle.


Chapter 27

Elian lost track of time in the forest. The canopy grew thicker the farther he travelled through the trees, the branches and leaves dense above his head. Eventually he found a patch of lilies growing wild in a small grove where a break in the thick canopy allowed sunlight to shine freely.

He dug them out from the roots, stuffing them into a satchel he had about his shoulder that he’d brought for this end—one he’d pilfered from the open wagon of supplies before they’d abandoned it.

He had encountered several more packs of hellhounds as he’d made his way through the trees, but the fights had gone very differently to the first one.

After Elian had healed up from defeating the first four hellhounds with his blood-bonded demon, Cael had spoken up within his mind to offer him advice.

<There are some demon hunters—professional essence collectors—who use a tactic that allows them to mask their scent,> the dead overseer had said.

“Mask my scent?” Elian had asked.

<Yes. Your scent, more than the noise you make when you move through the forest, is how the hellhounds are finding you. Trust me, their sense of smell is far superior to that of an enhanced human.>

Elian had frowned at the man’s words. “I need the demons to find me if I’m going to gather enough essence for what I have to do.”

<You can find them.>

Elian had listened to the man, scrunching up his face, his nose crinkling, as he went into detail about what he would have to do.

He’d never harvested the pelt from a beast before.

It had been tough, gruesome work. Elian had considered, several times, abandoning the task completely and venturing out into the wild as he had been. Especially as he saw his blood-bonded demon looking on, staring at him through the entire procedure.

How must it feel, watching Elian slice through the demon’s own kind?

But he didn’t feel horror from the demon—what he felt was understanding. The demon knew what he intended to do, and it supported his decision.

That had been enough for him to push forward.

Now, as Elian stuffed the last of the lily roots into his satchel, he had the pelt of a hellhound draped over his shoulders. It was untreated, and smelled more horrible than he’d expected, but that smell—the smell of the beast’s fur and sweat, not just its blood—was enough to mask his own from the demons around him.

And so Elian turned from the hunted, to the hunter, and the packs of hellhounds he’d encountered along the way to the grove of lilies hadn’t seen him coming—they did not fear their own kind, and he used that to his advantage.

But there were other things he needed to take into account as he walked. He was louder than anything else in this forest. His steps were not soft, nor were they considered. They were the blundering, uncaring steps of a miner. Elian had walked softly before—when he’d been sneaking into the overseer’s chambers to steal an essence stone—but he was still more clumsy than anything else.

Besides, there was a difference between moving through a forest and moving through a mine. He’d long been used to the ground within a salt mine.

A forest was a foreign thing to him. The Lower Town was completely paved in stone but for the gardens kept in people’s yards, and the few that were scattered about in public spaces.

There were farms in the Lower Town, but they were sectioned off, closed from access to the public, as the Valley of Auld’s food sources were owned entirely by the crown, and protected by guards—if anything ever happened to them, then the entire city would no longer be able to operate. Elian had never seen a farm before, though occasionally he saw the animals that came from them when they were taken to the butchers for slaughter.

Cael taught him what he could. Apparently the Invoker had taken a class in wilderness survival at the academy, and that’s why he knew about how Demon Hunters masked their scent—it was also why he’d decided that such a profession was beneath him.

Elian had used essence circulation to quicken his practice. Both Cael and Alfred remarked that using essence circulation while learning a task, as long as one was able to put the act of circulating their essence to the back of their mind, was a way that someone could more quickly solidify the learning of a skill.

It was also a prohibitively expensive method, as most marked—especially during their time in the academy—had limited access to essence, only being able to use what the academy provided to them for their classes.

To Elian, it sounded rather restrictive, and was also apparently why those from rich families moved through both their marked tiers and the ranks at the academy far faster than those who came from more modest means.

And, more interestingly, the academy provided twice the units of essence to those who were twice-marked than those who were once-marked—and three times as much to those who were thrice-marked.

Which was exactly what Elian intended to pretend he was.

Elian had encountered four packs of hellhounds on his way to the grove of lilies, each with varying numbers of demons. With his blood-bonded demon, he’d managed to defeat each and every one of them with barely a few scratches.

During each fight, he was able to maintain essence circulation for longer and longer. His thrusts were becoming stronger, more sure. His movements more swift. He felt more confident in battle.

Alfred warned him that he might be ingraining poor technique during these fights, especially with the use of essence circulation solidifying his movements. Cael countered that poor technique could always be overcome—dying, on the other hand, would be a different story.

By the time he’d reached the grove, he had a total of 21.3 units of essence. He’d been liberal with using what he had, practically circulating essence the entire time, and he hadn’t hesitated to use his Sight skill in battle.

It felt like a slow process, but he only needed roughly ten more units of essence to unlock the next two Summoner nodes.

I’ll need more than that. I should keep some left over. For one, I don’t know how much this Assimilation skill will cost to use, and two, I don’t want to bleed my essence dry.

He often worried about what might be happening back at the camp. While he knew the miners should be safe within the wagon, and the odds of encountering another hellcat—especially this close to the Lower Town—were incredibly slim, the image of returning to every single one of the miners slaughtered by a pack of demons kept assailing his mind.

Elian walked across the grove toward to the blood-bonded demon. The beast looked up at him, intelligence bright in its eyes. He was doing all this, gaining this much essence, so he could bring the demon along, and he still didn’t know what to call it—to call him.

The blood-bonded demon seemed to sense what Elian was feeling, as it tilted its head to the side.

What do I call you? Elian said through the bond.

The beast’s eyes flared red, revealing its fire affinity. It pushed a sensation toward him, and Elian got the impression of flames.

Elian smiled. “Flame?” he said aloud, then through the bond, Is that what you wish to be named?

The demon lowered its head, in something halfway between a nod and a bow.

“Flame it is.”

<Did you just name a demon?> Cael asked.

<I like the name,> Alfred chimed in.

Elian patted Flame on the head. “He deserves to be named. You’re a good boy, aren’t you?”

The hellhound’s tail wagged. Elian’s eyes widened. That had been the last thing he’d expected. He grinned.

Their bond was indeed growing stronger.

Elian looked through the trees, back in what he hoped was the direction of camp. “We better keep hunting. Then get back. If the miners get into trouble without me there…” He trailed off, not wanting to think on that any more than he already had.

Elian had Flame lead the way. He got the sense the demon knew the forest far better than any human. It wasn’t that he couldn’t find his way back to the camp alone—he had left the minions back there, after all, and could see and sense the lines of energy that connected him to them. It would be easy enough for him to follow them.

But there was still some hunting to do along the way.

Flame’s nose was able to swiftly sniff out a pack of hellhounds only a few minutes after they left the grove of lilies, but the demon was giving him a warning sensation. When Elian probed further, Flame seemed to think this pack should be avoided.

Elian wanted to disagree—wanted to go after them—but he trusted Flame’s judgement. The hellhound had managed to keep him alive this far, after all.

They skirted around the pack until Flame came across another. On their return to the camp, they took down five more packs, one after the other, his essence circulation allowing him to quickly recover after each fight.

Dead gods, there was something exhilarating about being in the heat of battle. Able to take down your opponent. Always being one false move between life and death. It made him realise what it was that Baylin had been feeling when he’d been fighting—something he’d heard about in stories.

Battlelust.

The fear never left him. It was always there. But it never stopped him.

By the time he returned to camp, he wondered how it was possible that at the start of the day he’d almost died in their first encounter.

He looked at his essences again before stepping out of the trees.

[Essences:

Demon: 35.1]

He hesitated to ask Alfred and Cael how much that much essence would be worth in coin back home. He didn’t doubt it would be more than he’d ever seen in his life—probably enough to get a markless out of the Lower Town and into the Middle City, where they would never have to mine again, and could pay someone to teach them an apprenticeship that kept them firmly within the walls.

But he wasn’t concerned with coin. At least, not right now. When he returned to the Lower Town, posing as a thrice-marked, he would be sent to the academy, where his room and board, and a portion of essence, would be provided for him by the crown.

I have enough to unlock the next two Summoner nodes and gain two new skills, and still have 5.1 units left afterwards.

And he should have more than enough lilies to hide his mark.

He closed the status screen and followed Flame through the trees, sensing a bit of unease coming from the beast. When he cleared the trees and sighted the salt circle he’d seen Kellig and the other uninjured miners make that morning, he realised what Flame had been sensing.

Or rather, what he hadn’t sensed.

There wasn’t a single miner in sight in their makeshift camp.

The wagon was gone.


Chapter 28

Elian slipped back behind a tree, commanding Flame to stay out of sight.

How could this have happened?

His heart was racing faster than it had in the battles he’d fought getting back here. He’d imagined something happening to them. Imagined returning to them all slaughtered.

But he hadn’t expected them to be gone.

He breathed through what he was feeling.

This doesn’t make any sense. They can’t have just disappeared.

He peeked around the tree. Tilted his head to the side. The wagon was gone. There were tracks, wagon tracks, leading forward through the circle of salt…

Demons didn’t do this. The salt circle’s intact, except for that line…

His whole body was taut with tension. He forced himself to relax as he took in the situation. According to Baylin, they’d been roughly three hours from the Lower Town’s gates at the pace they were walking. The city was visible from atop that hill. The Lower Town at the base of the mountain. The Middle City built into the side, jutting out as the buildings climbed ever higher until they finally reached The Peaks.

Where the academy lay.

If he squinted, he could make out the massive tower that was the ancient building.

Focus.

The miners wouldn’t have left without him. Even if they’d wanted to abandon him, they would have been either too afraid to walk the road without him, or too afraid of what Baylin would do to them if they did.

And if they hadn’t left of their own accord, and demons weren’t about to steal the wagon, it meant they’d been found. Either by marked guards, a demon hunter party, or some other expedition outside the city.

“They left me behind,” Elian muttered.

<Of course they left you behind,> Cael said.

Elian scowled. “You never did trust them.”

There was a pause. <I trust Baylin has your best interests at heart, from what I’ve seen of the man. And I’ve seen exactly what you’ve seen these past few days. If you would take a moment to think about things instead of being a f—> The former overseer cut himself off, then continued. <If you took the time, you would realise he wouldn’t want you turning up at camp, a pet demon in toe, with a bunch of marked waiting for you.>

Elian blinked. He still felt like snapping at the dead man, but mostly because he was right. Of course they wouldn’t have waited for him. If he’d returned, with Flame by his side, his mark—though hidden under his tattered shirt—unaltered, the Summoner aspect of it clear for all to see… well, things would have gone very badly.

They would have tried to kill me, or capture me then kill me. Either way, my fate wouldn’t have been a good one.

Elian sighed. For a moment, he wondered if this was for the best. Maybe he should just turn around right now. Head into the forest. Grow in power with his blood-bonded demon and live off the land, hellhound pelt about his shoulders like some barbarian Summoner of old.

How much essence could I gain if I kept hunting?

He spent a long while on that thought, leaning against the tree, staring into the forest he’d just been fighting within. But that wasn’t the life he wanted.

Elian looked over at the Lower Town, with its stout, stone building that had weathered many a demon attack before the walls were fully salt-sealed in the years following the Godfall. Then he dragged his gaze upward to the Middle City—somewhere he’d never so much as set foot in.

Finally, he looked at the Peaks, where most marked lived, and those with strong bloodlines prospered. Where marked trained and served the people, defending the Valley of Auld against the demons.

That’s not all I want. I want this world to open up to us once more. I want the hordes to be turned back. I want the world to be as prosperous and interconnected as it once had been before the Godfall.

Along with tales of the war that had caused the full-marked of the Valley of Auld to summon the demon horde to this world, there were tales of those they fought, and of other far-off realms, kingdoms, and empires.

He wondered if any of those places still existed—if they had managed to survive.

Maybe I could find out on my own, but… I won’t survive out here, not without training. Not without tiering up. Not without learning how to use the skills of all four of my marks.

Elian bit his lip. He tracked the lines that connected him to his minions. They weren’t where he’d left them in the camp.

The corpses of Alfred and Cael were lying on the ground on the other side of the road, between a few trees. He could only make them out because he knew what he was looking for.

“Baylin must have seen whoever took them long before they arrived.” He nodded toward the corpses. “And he hid you over there for safekeeping.”

<I was wondering where my body had gotten to,> Alfred muttered inside Elian’s head. <So… what are you going to do?>

“The plan remains the same.” Elian hefted his bucket of sand, eyeing the salt circle they’d left behind greedily. “I need grind these lily roots into a powder and unlock some more nodes. And to do that… I need somewhere safe.”

The problem was, the only safe place he knew of out here was the salt mines. He looked in his satchel. He had a single canteen—the contents half-drunk—and a small amount of dried meat. Travelling back to the salt mines… it would take him too long. He might have dreams of surviving off in the wilderness on his own and becoming powerful, but he had none of the actual skills that would let him do that.

Essence could sustain him to a point, but Cael and Alfred had both told him that he still needed food and water—that he in fact needed to consume more than markless did, as he expended more energy than them as his body healed faster than theirs did.

With backtracking to the salt mines out of the question, he would have to make do with what he had. Elian spent a bit of time gathering the leftover salt from the circle that had been around the wagon, filling his bucket to the brim, then he slipped back into the forest until he found a small clearing.

The hellhound pelt he wore about his shoulders still prevented him from being sensed. Hellhounds didn’t attack corpses—as far as he’d seen—so the minions shouldn’t be in any danger…

An idea formed in his mind. It wasn’t one he liked, but he didn’t feel as though he had a better option. He needed uninterrupted time to clear the next node. Cael and Alfred had told him the process could be interrupted, but he might very well lose the essence he was using if it was.

Then he’d have to go out and gather more.

Elian set up a salt circle, one large enough that he shouldn’t be reached by a hellhound when he lay down in the centre of it.

At least, not by their claws. He imagined their flames would reach him easily enough… but he had to make do with what he had.

He draped the hellhound pelt over him like a blanket, lying down on his back in the forest’s underbrush. Roots dug into his spine, reminding him of the stones and pebbles that always seemed to find their way under him when he’d slept in the mines, no matter how many times he cleaned the floor or checked over his bedroll.

Beside him, on either side, he made the corpse minions lie down. Elian held his breath for a long moment. The smells in his immediate vicinity—the rotting of the minions, the untreated hellhound pelt… it was a putrid combination.

Eventually, he toughened up and just dealt with it, considering he kind of needed to breathe.

<This is a little awkward, Elian,> Alfred said. <Why are we… lying down like this?>

Elian sighed. “The pelt should mask my scent, and demons aren’t attracted to corpses. With the salt circle, they should be further deterred. Trust me, cuddling up to your corpses isn’t exactly what I want to be doing right now.”

<Oh. Oh good,> Alfred said, then muttered more quietly, <That’s a relief.>

<Could you shut up and let him get this over with? We’ve spent far too much time out here as it is!> Cael said.

<Why are you in such a rush? We’re dead.>

Elian tuned the two voices in his head out, and they quietened down soon after on their own. He breathed deeply, and focused on his heart tree. He felt the different essence channels branching off, knew which marks were connected to each. It still felt a little wrong, to be unlocking the second node of the Summoner mark while he hadn’t unlocked the first of the Infuser, but he was excited to push forward down this path.

Assimilation.

To be one with his blood-bonded demon, with Flame… it still felt like an impossibility, and Baylin had said the process of achieving it was dangerous. Now here he was, doing it alone.

Except, I’m not alone, am I? I have Flame. I even have Cael and Alfred. Which, honestly, isn’t as bad as I’d thought it would be.

Elian focused, pushing essence down toward the next Summoner node. He didn’t know how much time passed. Flame stood watch, their bond strong enough to warn him if any danger arose.

The process of unlocking a second mark’s node was remarkably similar to unlocking the first, only harder. He had to bear his will down upon the task. He was entirely consumed, and was almost surprised when it was finished.

An explosion of power bloomed within Elian, one that carried twice the weight as the last three times he’d unlocked a node. A familiar pressure pressed down on his mind.

Node Unlocked!

Mark: Summoner

Skill Name: Borrow Trait (Tier 1)

<Did you unlock the node?> Cael asked, a hint of anticipation in his voice.

“I did.”

<What’s it called?> Alfred asked. <What’s it do?>

Elian glanced around. Flame hadn’t moved from where he’d been standing guard. His chin up, ears perked, a loyal guard dog rather than some violent demon.

“There isn’t time to experiment… I should push on. Unlock the next node.” Elian’s mind swirled with what the ability could do—it sounded like something an Invoker might have.

Borrow Trait.

If it was what he imagined it was, it could give him the ability to take on a trait from his blood-bonded demon. Its strength, speed… maybe even its fire affinity.

That would be amazing.

He sighed. For as long as he was safe here, he needed to push forward. There would be time to practice his new skills later.

Elian laid back down on the ground, the corpse minions flanking each side of him, and pushed his essence through the next channel, toward his third Summoner node.

It took all of his focus to manage. The resistance was more acute than anything he’d ever experienced, almost as though his body was telling him he wasn’t ready to do this.

But he had to be ready. He had to push forward. The longer he stayed out here, the more suspicious the guards would be when he returned. How could he have survived out here all alone? Would they believe his Animate Minion and Sight skills had been enough?

His clothes soaked through with sweat. His muscles spasmed. Nails stabbed into his head.

Still, he pushed forward.

He’d endured pain. He’d endured hard work. He’d pushed forward when he should have had nothing left in him—that was work in the salt mines. That was work under Overseer Cael.

This was worse.

When he finally felt the explosion of power that was unlocking his third node, and the pressure of the notification trying to burst free, he opened his eyes to darkness. He gasped, breathing heavily, as though he’d been holding his breath through the entire ordeal.

He clutched his chest, his heart beating hard. Slowly, his breathing returned to a normal rhythm.

As he was about to look at the new skill he’d gained, Flame sent a warning through their bond. And something else—a strong impression.

Fear.

A roar broke the silence of the forest. One he recognised from when the wagon had first been attacked.

It was the roar of a hellcat.


Chapter 29

Elian burst to his feet. For the first time, he could feel the panic the souls residing inside his heart tree were feeling.

This was one of the beasts that had killed them. That had torn through four marked guards along with Cael. Elian had killed one, but he’d been lucky.

Very lucky.

That kind of luck, like lightning, never struck the same place twice.

The pressure of his new skill’s notification pushed at his mind. The forest, with the thick canopy of trees above, and the sun having gone down when he meditated, was too dark for him to see a damned thing.

Almost as dark as the cave tunnels.

Elian had 5.1 units of essence remaining—more than enough to utilise his Sight skill, to take it from whatever demon came. Assuming he was able to before it ripped him to shreds.

He remained as silent as he could, sending thoughts to Flame. His blood-bonded demon could smell the enemy, could see through the trees. Elian didn’t want to steal its vision—didn’t want to leave it helpless.

So he did something he hadn’t tried before.

He used his Sight skill to hijack the demon’s vision. Elian’s perspective shifted in an instant.

One second, he’d been standing in the salt circle, the corpse minions at his feet, his eyes unable to penetrate the darkness farther than his arms could reach. The next, he was looking out from Flame’s eyes, seeing what he saw—and only what he saw.

Flames eyesight was far superior to Elian’s.

The beast’s vision was able to pierce the trees with ease. Flame’s head slowly moved, tracking something through the forest. A shadow. No—more than one. There were at least three different shadows flitting through the underbrush. Elian didn’t have his demon’s hearing. Right now, he was only seeing through the demon’s eyes. Which meant he couldn’t hear the figures that moved through the forest at all.

Are they all hellcats?

He hoped not. One hellcat might be too much for him to take—but three? Three would be impossible. And it wasn’t as though he’d be able to outrun them.

The salt circle would do nothing to a demon as strong as the last hellcat he’d encountered. Not only did the hellcat have a wind affinity, it hadn’t been deterred by the salt-lined walls of the wagons.

<Jump your vision,> Cael said in his mind.

Elian almost opened his mouth to ask “What?” He stopped himself, clamping his mouth shut. Instead, he gave a small shake of the head, hoping the dead overseer would know what he meant.

I’m going to have to learn how to communicate non-verbally with them.

<If you steal one of the hellcat’s vision now, they’ll rampage toward you—you might not even be able to see them coming. But if you hijack their vision instead, you’ll know if they’re coming for you.>

Elian gave an almost imperceptible nod, one he knew Cael and Alfred would be able to feel. Sighting one of the lithe, swiftly moving shadows, he activated his Sight spell once more. His perception hopped from one demon to another. He knew this was only possible because of how close the hellcat currently was. For instance, if he’d hijacked the sight of a bird and it had flown out of his range, he might be able to cling onto their vision for a little while, but he wouldn’t be able to hop his vision to another being at that distance.

That would require a stronger tier of his skill.

The hellcat moved so fast through the forest, Elian couldn’t help but be surprised by the fact that he couldn’t hear it.

How could something so fast be so silent?

The hellcat paused. Its vision through the pitch-dark forest was as clear as though it were twilight. Its vision panned to the left and right, and Elian saw the other figures running along with it—two more hellcats, each the size of the first he’d encountered.

Dread filled Elian’s gut, freezing his veins.

Three hellcats, as he’d feared.

The hellcat he was hijacking the vision of turned its head. Then it froze, its vision locking onto Elian, right where he stood in the middle of the salt circle.

Elian didn’t deactivate the skill. Instead, he shifted it. He hadn’t even known such a thing was possible until he’d done it. It was as though he could feel the edges of what he was capable of, and all he needed to do was push. His perspective snapped back into his own head, and suddenly he was staring out into the forest once more, the corpses at his feet. He’d blinded the hellcat. Stolen its vision for himself.

It roared once more. He could see it clearly now—all three of them—through the trees.

Can’t run. Can’t hide. He gritted his teeth. Time to fight.

He’d stayed in one place for too long, become too confident out here.

The demons surged forward. He had no trouble tracking their movement, but if he hadn’t stolen the hellcat’s vision, he would have.

What surprised Elian the most was the hellcat he’d blinded barely hesitated as it ran through the forest. It shouldn’t be able to see a damned thing, yet it was moving like the wind, heading straight for him. Though it was marginally slower than the other two beasts, unable to keep pace with them.

Elian took a step backward, almost tripped over Minion One—Cael’s corpse. “There are too many of them.”

<You can do this,> Alfred said. <You have to.>

<There’s no running from these beasts,> Cael said.

Elian had been lying on the ground with his spear by his side as he’d been unlocking his nodes, now he gripped it in both hands, standing on unsteady feet.

He was going through all of his skills. Blood Bond, Animate Minion, Sight, Borrow Trait, Assimilation. None of them would be enough. As the demons bounded toward him, the fight played out in his mind, over and over. Flame wouldn’t be strong enough to take even a single one of the hellcats.

Everything he had, all he’d been through, the strength he’d gained—both mental and physical—none of it would be enough.

He had to try something new.

In seconds, the hellcats would be on him. If this next action didn’t work how he hoped, it would mean his death.

I have to try.

He fled out of the salt circle and sprinted toward Flame, sending a mental command to the beast to come toward him so they would meet in the middle. Elian had just used .6 units of essence, which meant he only had 4.5 units left.

All he could do was hope it would be enough.

The moment he reached the blood-bonded demon, he clutched onto Flame’s fur with one arm, his other still clutching his spear.

And he activated his new skill—the one he hadn’t even seen a notification for yet.

A massive amount of essence was yanked out of his heart tree at a drastic speed. It flowed out of him like water pouring free from an overturned bucket. By the time the skill had activated, he held no more essence in his heart tree. He was drained.

Empty.

There was no time to think on that. A red light bloomed into life, shining so bright he had to shut his eyes lest it blind him. He scrunched them shut as he felt the demon’s fur beneath his grip dissolve.

The massive bulk of the demon that he’d been leaning on disappeared. An explosion of energy and power erupted, the force of it throwing him backward. He hit the ground hard, but it didn’t hurt—not as much as it should have, anyway.

When Elian opened his eyes, he could see the trees more clearly, even though he knew his Sight skill had been deactivated, the hellcat no longer blinded.

A rage boiled up inside of him. It burned hotter than anything he’d ever felt before. Elian snarled, spittle flying from his mouth. He tried to reach out to the bond he shared with flame, but he could no longer access it.

No—that wasn’t true.

The bond was no longer necessary. Elian and Flame had become one. The rage wasn’t his own—it was the demon’s.

<Move!> Cael shouted in his head.

Elian snapped into action.

He was on his feet faster than he’d thought possible. Except it wasn’t fast enough. The first of the hellcats had broken through the trees. It leapt toward him.

Elian moved on pure instinct. He dodged out of the way, rolling along the rough ground. Roots, rocks, and branches scratched his arms and shoulders. He’d let go of his spear when he’d been thrown backward during the change. He spotted it and snatched it up from the forest floor.

Dead gods, he could move so fast! He felt so strong! Like he could tear a log in half with his bare hands or punch a hole through solid stone.

Whether he actually was that strong or not remained to be seen.

But he had no more essence left—he’d used every bit of it to activate the Assimilation skill.

I hope it was worth it.

Spear in hand, he whirled. His muscles bunched and dense with power. The first hellcat, the one that had leapt at him, shifted direction after it landed. It was ten feet away. The other two, however, were almost on him.

While Elian still felt his connection with his corpse minions, he had no idea what to do with them, so he ignored them.

Elian had grown accustomed to circulating his essence while in the midst of battle. He wouldn’t have survived so many fights without doing that. Now, whatever wounds were inflicted upon him, unless he was able to steal essence from one of these beasts… the wounds might mean his death.

Which meant he had to go in for the kill as fast as possible.

Elian held his ground when every fibre of his being told him he needed to run. Told him he couldn’t take an onslaught of fangs and claws, of densely packed, feline muscle.

Five marked couldn’t take on a single hellcat, and here I am, about to fight three.

The closest hellcat leapt toward him, a roar loosed from its open maw, forelegs outstretched, claws ready to rip through every inch of his skin.

Elian slid his right hand all the way down near the butt of his spear, then he thrust forward using as much reach as he could manage. He hit the beast in its chest.

Blood spurted from the hellcat’s mouth along with an awful, keening whine, but his attack hadn’t been enough to kill it, and now his spear was stuck in the damned thing.

He leapt backward lest the beast and all its weight fall atop him—he’d been through that enough times that he wasn’t going to let it happen again. But to do that, he’d had to release his grip on his spear. Now all he had was the dagger at his belt, and he doubted that would be enough to take down these damned things.

Last time I took down a hellcat with the manacles around my wrists. Now I have far more tools at my disposal.

Elian was a little surprised by his optimistic thought. The rage boiling in his chest was still there, burning ever brighter. He tore the dagger from its sheathe and sidestepped the other hellcat’s leap. He wasn’t quite fast enough. One of its claws hit him in the shoulder, sending him spinning. The claws were so sharp he felt them tear through his skin as though it were nothing more than a brittle leaf. His right arm felt weak, blood pouring from his wound.

He righted himself, regaining his bearings. The hellcat he’d hit with the spear was writhing in pain on the ground. Elian knew how powerful a demon’s ability to regenerate was, but could it regenerate with that spear still lodged in its chest?

I can’t wait to find out. I need its essence.

The wound in his shoulder stinging, Elian threw himself at the downed hellcat, tearing into its throat with his dagger. He no longer had eyes on the other two hellcats, but he needed this beast’s essence to have a chance of surviving.

The first slash was enough. Elian was surprised. These hellcats were tough. Tough enough to kill Cael, Alfred, and three other one-marked wagon guards.

Still, the strength his Assimilation skill offered him must have been the only reason he’d been able to penetrate its flesh so easily with his dagger.

Elian didn’t need to check its breathing to know the thing was dead. Instead, he could feel that its essence was now available. He pulled the essence free from the demon. Felt it fill his heart tree.

You have gained 5 units of Demon Essence.

Elian started circulating essence the moment it entered him. He’d be able to heal—to steal vision.

One down. Only two left. I might actually wi—

Pain tore into his back as a roar sounded in his ear. One of the hellcats had made it to him. The beast must have swiped at him, as he was sent rolling along the ground until he landed on his back. In too much pain, taken by surprise, he wasn’t fast enough to move. The hellcat was on top of him.

Not again!

Elian still had his dagger clutched in his hand, but a foreign instinct took over. Suddenly that rage that had been boiling and burning in his chest wanted to break out. It warmed his throat.

Fire erupted from his mouth.


Chapter 30

For a moment, Elian was simply stunned.

Fire was coming out of his mouth. He was breathing fire! Almost as though he were a demon.

Then he remembered… he was a demon—or at least, he had assimilated with one. Flame wasn’t just lending him strength or speed or better vision. Right now, he was a part of him. They shared the same instincts.

And they shared the hellhound’s fire affinity.

Flame was trying to help guide the fight.

Elian relaxed into the mesh of emotions and instincts, letting them blend into one.

The hellcat’s fur was alight. The beast looked more stunned than Elian at the new turn of events, clearly not expecting a demonic elemental affinity to come from a human. But it wouldn’t be stunned for long.

Elian’s arm snapped out like a snake attacking its prey. He jammed his dagger straight into the side of the beast’s skull, a feat of strength he knew he wouldn’t have been capable of before, even if he’d hit the butt of the dagger with a hammer.

The blade sunk through the thick bone, all the way into the beast’s brain. Elian left his dagger in the hellcat’s head as he slid out of the way. The weight of the hellcat slumped straight to the ground.

Now there was only one enemy left.

Elian spotted the final hellcat. It was circling him, it’s steps hesitant. It was wary. Elian knew that. Usually, he wouldn’t be able to read the emotions of a demon so easily from their posture.

This is Flame’s knowledge.

The way the beast’s back was hunched. The way its steps were smaller. Hellcats were more powerful than hellhounds. Hellhounds, even the bigger, older ones he’d faced, seemed to run toward danger without a thought to their own safety.

This hellcat, however, appeared to be reassessing the situation.

It’s afraid of me.

Elian could use that. Hell, he had to use that. He may have taken down the two other hellcats, but he didn’t think he’d be able to take down this one. His weapons were gone, and he may have assimilated with a demon, but that didn’t mean he had their claws.

He doubted he’d be strong enough to kill this thing with his bare hands.

The wound in his shoulder was healing faster than he’d expected. It wasn’t just the essence he was pooling around it that was healing it, either—this was something else. Something more.

Flame’s regenerative abilities—they, too, had melded with Elian.

But the wound in his back was worse than the one in his shoulder. It would take longer to heal. He felt how weak it was making him. Even with the extra strength, his legs wanted to wobble—it was taking all his will not to let them.

He couldn’t afford to appear weak.

And something else was happening, too. He’d been too focused on the fight to notice, but now that he had, he couldn’t take his attention away from it. There was… a ball of energy, inside of his heart tree. Not the essence he’d taken from the first of the hellcats he’d killed. Nor was it one of the souls residing within him, either.

This was something different. He knew what it was the instant he put his attention on it—it was his Assimilation skill. And it was Flame, inside of him.

That ball of energy showed how long the fusion of man and demon would last, and it was running out. When it did, the hellhound would be ejected from his body. They would be two entities once more, and Elian would lose any strength he’d gained.

I can’t let that happen.

Elian stepped forward. That anger was still within him. He didn’t know if it was his own or if it was Flame’s. Or if that didn’t matter anymore.

We’re one in the same.

A howl loosed from his lips, something bestial and primal. Something… demonic. The hellcat froze where it stood, like prey caught in a predator’s gaze.

That’s right. I’m not afraid of you. You’re afraid of me.

Elian leapt forward, running for the beast. Fire rose up from his chest, glowing at his throat, just as it had before. He was about to breathe flames once more—but at the same time, he knew that if he did, the Assimilation skill would end.

This has to be enough.

Fire loosed from his lips. The hellcat whined, whirled, then fled through the trees.

Elian fell. Straight to his knees. A sudden weakness came over him, like he hadn’t eaten in a week.

<Elian.> The voice was soft, quiet, and it seemed to be coming from far away. <Don’t fall asleep, Elian. Don’t fall asleep.>

Elian blinked. It was dark, all of a sudden. He’d been able to see so clearly… how did it become so dark?

Elian blinked once more, only this time his eyes didn’t open again. What was the point in keeping them open?

<Elian, stay awake. You need to stay awake.>

It was so dark. He couldn’t see anything anyway. And he was so tired. He deserved some rest, didn’t he?

<Elian! Wake up!>

<ELIAN!>

Something wet and rough ran up his cheek. Elian was lying on the ground. When had he fallen that far? The wet thing touched his face again, ran over his eyes.

It was a tongue.

“Flame,” Elian mumbled. He opened his eyes. It was still dark. He shot up to a sitting position, pricking his ears in case any danger was nearby, recalling all that had happened.

“The hellcats…” He was easy prey, sitting there, close enough to blind that a distinction almost wasn’t worth mentioning. Two hellcat corpses would be close by, and he’d only taken essence from one of them. He was still trying to register all that had happened as he made his way back to his feet.

He put a hand on Flame’s back, felt the warmth of his fur. The bond thrummed with more power and force than it ever had, the connection between them strengthened five-fold. He didn’t even have to issue his command; the demon knew his will and led him toward the hellcat’s corpse.

Elian knelt in the dirt, in the dark, and touched a hand to the dead beast. He closed his eyes.

“You fought well. May your soul return home through the void.” The words tumbled from his mouth before he realised what he was saying.

He frowned. Why had he said that? How had he known to say that?

As he contemplated that, he pulled the essence from the hellcat. Felt his heart tree swell.

He’d used more essence than he’d bargained for with the Assimilation skill, but he’d gained ten points from the deaths of these two hellcats, and had only used a bit during the fight to help heal his wounds.

I breathed fire twice, yet it cost me nothing?

<You need to get out of the forest.> Alfred’s voice was wary, afraid.

<I don’t know how you’re still alive.> Cael didn’t sound afraid—his voice was oddly devoid of emotion.

Is he in shock? I didn’t know dead men could be in shock…

He knew their words were right. He wouldn’t be able to survive long out here in the dark. It was a miracle he was still alive. His essence had stopped circulating when the Assimilation skill had ended. He began circulating it again, pushing it through his body, pooling it into his back where it hurt the most, and sending some to his head to feel more aware and alert.

Elian assessed his options, as few as they were he still had them. He was worried. Very worried. The Assimilation skill that he’d used had worked. He and Flame had fused into one, but then… then the demon had been ejected from him.

And it hadn’t taken very long.

For some reason, when Baylin had told him of the spell, he’d thought it would be a more permanent solution—thought that he would be able to activate or deactivate the skill as he pleased. As long as he had enough essence to activate it in the first place.

Now, that didn’t seem as though it was the case.

Maybe it only lasted for such a short time because I was fighting, using up all of that energy too quickly.

That made sense, but if he were wrong… and even if he were right, what if the spell only lasted for an hour? Even if he could get it to last for an entire day, he would need to find somewhere private to eject the demon and reactivate the skill.

Again, assuming I’ll even have enough essence. That first use had cost 4.5 units.

This was proving far more difficult than he’d imagined—far more difficult than Baylin’s words had made him think it would be.

Elian pushed himself back to his feet, touching a hand to Flame again. It felt natural, letting the demon lead him through the dark. Flame helped him find his spear and his dagger.

I could use Borrow Trait; would that allow us both to see in the dark?

Except he didn’t feel like he needed to see. He trusted Flame to lead him—trusted the demon with his life.

He made the corpse minions stand and follow him out of the forest. They stumbled around behind him, falling more often in the dark, but they kept pace well enough.

It wasn’t long before they made their way out of the trees and were back on solid ground. Without the thick canopy blocking the sky, the moon’s light was more than enough to see by. He could make out the Lower Town, the Middle City, and the Peaks above.

Lights glowed, dotted around the city, like stars sprinkled over the mountainside. He started walking down the road.

In a couple of hours, he would be at the gates. By then, he hoped he would have a plan. The options he’d assessed were fewer than he’d thought—all he could realistically do was use the Assimilation skill and hope it would last long enough.

I think it took 4.5 units of essence because that’s all I had left… It seems to work differently to other skills. Could I control how much I put into it?

His brow knitted as he walked, contemplating his different skills, and how much essence each of them used. His Blood Bond skill, up until he’d used Assimilation, had been his most expensive skill, and that had cost only a single unit of essence. But what if he’d used that same skill on a strong demon, like one of the hellcats?

Would it have cost more?

A hellhound provides one unit of essence—or at least, most of them do—while a hellcat provides five. Would I need five units of essence to Blood Bond a hellcat?

The question was an interesting one, but he had no way of testing it. And even if he did, right now the last thing he needed was another blood-bonded demon. He would already have enough trouble hiding the first.

The voices in his head were quiet. They hadn’t even mentioned the words he’d said when he’d taken that hellcat’s essence. Perhaps they were just too surprised he was even still alive to notice how strange it had been. But Elian certainly had. He’d never heard words like those spoken before. He didn’t even know what the “void” was. Why would he want the soul of the dead hellcat to travel through it?

And where, exactly, was “home” referring to? Where the demon hordes had originally come from?

Those words didn’t come from me. They came from Flame. Or at least, they came from being fused with Flame. Something the demon left behind in me…

Perhaps the bond wasn’t the only thing that had changed after he’d been fused with the demon. Maybe Elian had, too.

The closer he got to the Lower Town, his two corpse minions stumbling behind him, Flame padding at his side, the more he worried he was making a huge mistake by returning at all.

Was going to the academy worth the trouble of keeping this a secret from everyone he would ever meet?

Then he remembered what Baylin had said about his father—the little he had said. The man was alive. The man was alive, and he was full-marked. Elian couldn’t abandon civilisation if he wanted to achieve his goals, he was quite sure of that.

And he couldn’t abandon civilisation if he wanted to find out who his father was.

So he kept walking down the road, toward the Lower Town.


Chapter 31

Before he got too close to the Lower Town’s gates, Elian hid within the trees near where the forest ended to use his Assimilation skill for the second time. He’d used 1.5 units of essence with all the healing he’d gone through, meaning he only had 8.5 units left when he went to use the skill again.

Something told him the skill varied in how much essence it would use. He wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he was learning it was wise to trust his instincts.

He’d huddled behind a copse of trees. As he did, he’d expected Cael, or even Alfred, to warn him against what he was about to do—to tell him it would be foolish to use this skill to hide the demon when it had barely lasted for more than a minute or two the first time.

But they’d been silent. They must have seen the bond he’d formed with the demon. There was no fighting that.

Elian ran a hand along Flame’s fur. “I’d risk my life for you, though I still don’t really know why.”

Flame cocked his head, staring at him with those intelligent eyes. Now Elian knew there was far more going on behind them than he could have ever thought. Something had definitely changed the demon when he’d blood bonded it. Not… taming it, but… something.

He didn’t know what it was quite yet, or how to explain it. He may have been fused with the demon, and grown a stronger bond, but that didn’t mean they fully understood one another.

Something told him that would change in the future.

Remembering what the change had been like last time, Elian ensured the trees were thick enough to shield the explosion of light he knew would come. When he activated the skill, he focused on his heart tree and the essence within it, bearing his will down upon it to control the output as best he could.

Elian was growing better and better at controlling his essence. He hoped he was good enough.

Drawing in a deep breath, he activated Assimilation for the second time. Essence flooded from his heart tree, the same as it had before—like water from an overturned bucket.

Only now, he had the presence of mind to pick up the bucket, to alter the flow. It was difficult, requiring a level of control he hadn’t known he possessed, and a narrowing of his focus that he couldn’t imagine employing in the midst of battle, but he managed it.

And what he found was that he could choose how much essence he used for the skill.

Elian gritted his teeth. He had 8.5 units left. He would need to leave as much as possible left over for the next time he used this skill.

He poured three units of essence into it. Red light bloomed in his vision, so bright it stung his eyes. But he forced himself to keep them open this time. He wanted to see the transformation, even if it hurt. Flame, whose fur Elian had been gripping, dissolved into pure light, then entered into him, pouring straight into his heart tree.

The ball of energy he’d noticed last time settled inside of him. He prodded it, and realised he could draw upon the energy if he needed to—but drawing upon that energy would make the skill usage time shorter and eject his demon faster.

Elian was not thrown backward this time. At least, not so hard that he flew. As he’d expected the force and braced for it, it only pushed him back a few steps. He stumbled, caught his foot on a root, and had the presence of mind to use his minions to steady him.

He released a long breath. He hadn’t encountered any more demons since the hellcats—the hellhound pelt about his shoulders was still doing a good job of keeping them away.

Which made him wonder if being currently fused with a demon would help with that.

He shook away that thought and sat, cross-legged, on the grassy ground amidst the trees in the dark. Assimilated with Flame, he could see so much more clearly, almost as though he’d stolen another being’s vision with his Sight skill, though not quite as powerfully as that.

Still, the blades of grass were easily visible. He ran a hand along their tops before resting his palms on his knees and shutting his eyes.

He needed to examine the ball of energy within him, needed to see how fast it was being used up. Elian remained completely still as he looked at it within his mind’s eye, trying to discern as much as he could about it.

Minutes passed, and the ball of energy… remained exactly the same. The first thing he’d noticed was that it was significantly larger than when he’d noticed it during the fight with the hellcats, even though he’d only expended three units of essence this time. It was probably larger because he hadn’t used any of the energy yet.

During that fight I was so much stronger than I normally am. So much faster, too. And I breathed fire—twice.

He’d also used Flame’s regenerative abilities. His shoulder had healed far faster, and far more easily, than it should have from essence circulation alone. In fact, if he hadn’t been bonded with the demon, he probably would have collapsed from blood loss before killing the first hellhound.

So, the more of the demon’s traits that I use, the faster that energy will deplete?

He opened his eyes and examined his surroundings with a clarity he wasn’t used to. It wasn’t just his vision that had improved, either. All of his senses had been heightened. Hearing. Smell. Even his sense of touch was more sensitive than it had been.

Another few minutes passed with him straining his newfound senses, then he shut his eyes to examine the ball of energy more closely once more.

It hadn’t shrunk. It remained exactly the same.

Are these senses passive advantages of the skill, and so don’t use up energy?

He pulled the last bit of rations that he had stored in his satchel and bit down upon it. He was absolutely ravenous—and apparently, so was Flame. Flavour exploded in his mouth in a way that salted pork had no right to.

He devoured the leftover rations, then frowned as he felt something shift within him.

His eyes widened as he felt the ball of energy. It had… grown? If he hadn’t been using all his focus to examine the energy earlier, he imagined he wouldn’t have even noticed. Part of him actually wondered if he was simply imagining things, but he didn’t think he was.

A grin split his lips. A sense of optimism overtook him that he wasn’t sure he’d felt in his life… perhaps ever.

Food, sustenance, it furthered the use of his skill? And as long as he was conservative with how much of the energy he used, not using as much strength as his body now had to offer… could he perhaps make the skill last indefinitely?

Baylin had to know that this, or something like this, was possible. I wish I’d asked him more questions—or that he had more answers.

Elian burst to his feet, pumped his fist into the air. Suddenly all his dreams of entering the academy became so much more solid and real. It had all been a crazy plan up until now.

I’m going to make it to the academy, learn how to master my abilities, and fight the demon hordes!

He tried to contain his excitement. There was still more that he needed to do.

Elian sat back on the ground and pulled the lilies from out of his satchel. He placed them on the grass, then made one of his minions—Minion One, which had once housed Cael’s soul—place the salt bucket it had been carrying in front of him.

Elian had never crushed roots before, but he figured it couldn’t be too difficult of a procedure.

It can’t be that hard if Mellin is able to do this.

Elian chuckled with a shake of his head.

First, he took the lilies, slicing them at the stalks so as just to keep the roots, placing them in a pile beside him. Then, he overturned the bucket of salt.

As he overturned the bucket, the sharp smell of the stuff hit his nostrils, causing a shooting pain to run up to the top of his skull.

That had never happened before.

He accidentally got a bit of salt on his hand. There was a hissing sound. Elian winced, pulling back his hand. He looked at where the salt had touched his skin, near his index finger’s knuckle.

He was burned. The skin was… burned.

“That’s not good,” Elian said, feeling as though it was quite an understatement.

He brushed off his hand, even though there were no more marks upon it anymore. He could heal the burn with a bit of essence circulation, but he left it on his skin for now.

He needed to figure out what had just happened.

Elian looked at the pile of salt on the ground, then at his hand. He breathed in sharply, then jammed his hand into the pile.

Hisssssss.

He yanked his hand back, flapping it wildly, gritting his teeth from the pain.

“No. Definitely not good…”

<Salt burns you,> Cael said. <You have fused with a demon and now salt burns you. Not good is putting it pretty damned lightly.>

Elian, sitting on the ground, leant backward and stared through the canopy of trees at the sky.

Then he swore. Not loudly—the last thing he wanted to do was alert any demons in the area of his whereabouts.

The wall that protected the Lower Town from demons was lined with salt—not only between the stones, but imbued into the very stone itself by the strongest Infusers in the whole of the Valley of Auld.

And he would have to walk through the portcullis, over an actual line of salt laid out on the ground, to get back in.

The voices within Elian’s mind were silent for a long while as he sat there, letting this all sink in. He was so close to his goal. So close to getting back to the Lower Town and being able to pass himself off as thrice-marked.

I’m not going to let this stop me.

He leant forward, grabbed the bucket and turned it upside-down, thumping the bottom with a hand to ensure all the salt grains fell out. Then, he used a few dry leaves he found from the ground to brush out the rest. If he was going to make something to conceal his Summoner mark, he didn’t want it to burn him.

He didn’t have a mortar and pestle, but a bucket and the butt of a spear would have to be enough.

He stood and put the bucket, filled with lily roots, between his boots. Holding the spear about the middle, he crushed the lily roots beneath it—almost like he was churning butter.

It took a while before the roots were turned into a powder. Multiple times, he became impatient and almost drew upon the energy that represented his blood-bonded, assimilated demon. But he held himself back.

That would be something he’d need to get used to. He could already see it happening. During a training or sparring session, his instincts might kick in—or, well, not even his instincts, but the instincts from his blood-bonded demon. The impulse to draw upon that massive reservoir of strength could be too much to resist.

What would happen if he slipped up? Would they realise what he was capable of? Would he use too much energy, and split from the blond-bonded demon in the middle of one of the academy’s classes?

I can only worry about one thing at a time.

Gripping the haft of his spear with both hands, Elian continued crushing the lily roots into a powder. Once he’d gotten himself into a rhythm, he lost track of time, and all his worries drifted away. There was only him, the spear, the bucket, the lily roots inside it, and the task before him.

When all was done, sweat dotted his forehead and his hands felt tight and sore—as though he’d been gripping a pick-axe for hours.

He took a moment to look at the powder at the bottom of the bucket. Considering how many lily roots he’d gathered, it didn’t look like much.

It will have to be.

Elian placed the spear along the ground then pulled his shirt off over his head. He glanced around the copse of trees he was hiding amongst, straining his hearing momentarily. The last thing he wanted was to be caught off guard. But it was quiet. A few twittering birds, the trill of dozens of insects hidden to the naked eye, and the wind filtering through the trees were the only things he really heard.

The sounds felt so much more immediate and… significant since his hearing had been enhanced by the assimilation.

This is how the demons always hear.

None of the sounds felt like threats, which was something he seemed to instinctively know.

Elian grabbed a small handful of the powder and applied it to his skin, not really know what he was doing. He’d heard about such things before, the face paint that women sometimes liked to wear. He’d even seen marked women walk through the Lower Town, their faces looked so much smoother than that of those in the Lower Town—he realised now why that must be.

At first, he was worried. The powder looked strange on his skin. His skin was rather pale, but the lily root powder was even paler. But once he was done applying it, it didn’t look that strange.

“Is there a chance the guards will think I’ve faked my mark?” Elian asked.

<The gate guards are one-marked. There’s no way they would disrespect a thrice-marked, even a Tier 1 thrice-marked like yourself. If you were to take it the wrong way, they’d worry you would seek revenge in the future,> Alfred said.

Elian tilted his head to the side. “Really?” A slight smirk twisted his lips, an unusual feeling took over him. He’d never taken pleasure in someone else’s discomfort before, but he’d been treated quite poorly by marked in the past—especially by one in particular, whose soul currently resided in his heart tree. So he felt a certain satisfaction at the idea of someone being worried about disrespecting him.

“That actually sounds nice.”

Are these Flame’s emotions bleeding through, or are they my own?

He knew the answer even as he thought the question—they were his own.

Being marked might be even better than he’d first thought.


Chapter 32

Elian walked as swiftly as his reanimated minions could go, finally making his way to the Lower Town’s gates. He was on high alert as he strode down the road, his ears perked for any danger. Part of his mind was always turned toward the ball of energy in his heart tree.

The amount of energy there remained the same. In fact, after he’d eaten some of those rations, it had actually grown.

This bodes well.

As long as he managed to control his use of the energy, he might never have to worry about releasing the blood-bonded demon from its assimilation with him. The demon’s emotions were strong inside of him, but it no longer felt the deep rage it had when he’d first assimilated it.

Right now, the emotions Elian was feeling were ones of… peace. As though the demon’s goals and Elian’s goals were one in the same, and Flame—like the souls of Cael and Alfred—was invested in Elian’s success.

The guards at the gate saw Elian long before he made it there. The portcullis was down—as it always was unless someone was entering or leaving. The guards were lined up at the top of the wall. Elian didn’t know if their vision was enhanced or not. He could imagine the guards, at least those who were Invokers, might be drawing on the senses of markless to keep themselves sharp the entire time. He wasn’t sure how that worked.

“How is this going to go?” Elian whispered, barely opening his mouth as he spoke.

Perhaps he shouldn’t have bothered being worried what the guards might think of him talking to himself. With two corpse minions stumbling ever forward behind him, it was clear he was a Necromancer. Other marked would know what that meant. They would know he wasn’t mad.

Wouldn’t they?

<I don’t know. I don’t think anything like this has ever happened before. Those guards would know every marked who has ever left the town,> Cael said. He sounded a tad more unsure of himself than usual.

The portcullis didn’t open as he approached. Bolts from ten different crossbows were pointed down at him from slits up on the battlements. A man stood in the middle of them, his hands behind his back, a frown creasing his forehead. He had a grey beard and a head almost entirely devoid of hair but for where it had been shaved short at the back and sides. He looked around Baylin’s age, perhaps older, and his skin was deeply tanned—no doubt from standing atop the wall for so many years.

<Anders Galkin,> Alfred said. <Head Guard of the Lower Town Wall. He’s an Infuser.>

A woman was standing by his side. Shorter, and significantly younger. She wore tight leathers with a myriad of different buckles, and had what looked like two short swords strapped to her back, the hilts poking over opposite shoulders.

<Aila Verran. His second in command. Also an Infuser.> It was Cael who spoke this time, and there was a hint of emotion in his voice. Though Elian couldn’t place the emotion, and he wasn’t about to ask. Even if these guards thought it was perfectly natural for him to be talking to himself, that didn’t mean he wanted them to hear what he said.

Anders Galkin took a step forward. He peered down at Elian from atop the wall. “I was told to expect you, but I have to say, I didn’t believe you would survive the forest. Apparently, I was wrong.”

The man had a loud, commanding voice. Even if Elian’s ears hadn’t been enhanced by assimilating with Flame, he would have been able to hear the man clearly from a hundred paces away.

“It looks like you owe me a gold piece,” Aila said. After a pause, she added, “Sir.”

“I’ll settle up with you later.” Anders raised his chin. “State your name.”

“Elian.” Elian’s voice didn’t quite reach the same level as the man’s, but to his ears it sounded strong enough.

“And how is it you survived out there?”

Elian looked down at the pelt he was wearing. He couldn’t go into too much detail. “I dare say it was mostly luck.” He paused. “And being thrice-marked certainly worked to my advantage.”

Anders narrowed his eyes. “Raise the portcullis.”

The guards’ wielding crossbows never took their aim away from his chest and head. Elian wasn’t sure how to feel about that. He hoped they didn’t have heavy trigger fingers. He’d seen a crossbow fired before. It could punch a hole clear through steel, and Elian wasn’t wearing any of that.

I dare say one could punch a hole through my skull easily enough.

Six guards stood at the gate as the portcullis was raised. Each wielded a spear and held a shield in their off hand, the same configuration as the guards who’d died protecting the miners’ wagon.

They gave him wary, sceptical looks. But in their scepticism, he sensed a hint of fear.

No…

Elian sniffed.

He smelled fear.

That was new.

The moment the portcullis was raised, Elian was ushered forward. The guards gave furtive glances past the line of salt.

They fear being outside the walls.

He supposed that made sense. Elian feared being outside the walls, too.

But not as much as they seemed to, and the fact that he wasn’t rushing over the line, or showing any hint of fear at having been stuck out here, was clearly making an impression on these guards.

Elian expanded his gaze, looking at the walls and the line of salt with his peripheral vision. He was taking more than one risk here. It wasn’t just masking his Summoner mark. It was that salt now hurt him—though it didn’t seem to hurt him as much as it would hurt a full-fledged demon.

I’m not a demon at all.

Elian relaxed his body as best he could. He didn’t want to appear tense. The head guard, Anders, and his second in command, Aila, had not taken their eyes off him. They still stood atop the battlements, peering down.

<Don’t show a hint of pain,> Cael said, steel in his voice. <If you die, so do we.>

Thanks for your concern, Elian thought, but didn’t say.

Before the guards had a chance to grow suspicious as to why he was standing there for so long, Elian started walking. The guards wouldn’t suspect him of being a Summoner, and they certainly wouldn’t suspect him of being assimilated with a demon.

How could they?

As he neared the wall, he felt a pressure from it. Something pushing at him. The stone was imbued with salt. Elian knew demons could sense salt, but he’d never been able to—not even when he’d been burned by it. Perhaps that was changing, or the salt in the wall was so potent it was impossible for him not to sense it.

A shiver ran up his spine, one he struggled to hide. His newfound demonic instincts were telling him he needed to run. Part of him wanted to give into those feelings. To turn around and sprint back into the forest. He wondered what would happen if he did. Would the guards puncture him with holes, loosing those crossbow bolts into his back as he fled? Or would they scratch their heads and wonder why the foolish former miner was running from safety?

I’m sure they could manage both.

This was the decision he’d made. It was far too late to turn around now. He had to press forward. He’d had his chance to live in the forest, and he’d squandered it.

The portcullis’s archway loomed over him as he stepped forward. The pressure intensified, prickling his skin. It was as though he were walking toward a fire. Somehow, the salt had heat, and though it wasn’t burning anything else, he knew it would burn him.

His mind and body rebelled at the action he was about to perform.

Finally, he reached the salt line. It took all the energy he had to step over it. He didn’t contact the line, but he could feel it burning him nonetheless. There was a subtle hissing, though he couldn’t tell if it was something real or imagined. Either way, it didn’t seem to register to the guards arrayed on the other side of the gate.

Elian never let the intense pain he was in show. He circulated essence through his body, healing the burns as they came, using every ounce of willpower he possessed not to wince or hiss from the pain.

When he made it to the other side of the line of salt, along with his two corpse minions, the gate came down with a loud clank. He wanted to keep walking, away from the wall, but the guards stood in his way. They didn’t speak to him, nor did they move. Not until Anders and Aila came down from the wall, walking down stone staircases on either side of the inside of the gate.

Why are they being so cautious with me?

It seemed strange. The gate was closed. He was not a demon—not to their knowledge, anyway—and there should be no reason for them to suspect that he was a Summoner, yet there appeared to be an overabundance of caution.

It was strange, and not at all what Cael and Alfred had led him to believe to expect. For a moment, he wondered if the two souls had been playing him all along. Had they brought him to his death, knowing he couldn’t hide what he truly was, in the guise of helping him for their own gain?

He wouldn’t put something like that past Cael, though he could have easily died out in the forest had they been less helpful, or more hindering. Still, this would be a rather elaborate trap.

Maybe Cael thinks I have it coming.

Anders, the head guard, came to stand before him, three feet away. Four of the crossbow wielding guards had made it down from the wall as well. He had no doubt that they could have a bolt in him before he could get out of the way, and with all the essence he possessed, he wouldn’t be able to heal that many wounds.

Not before more found him.

“Show me your mark.” Anders’s voice was cold, devoid of emotion, his face passive.

Elian raised his shirt. More than anything, he desired to look down at his chest and ensure his Summoner mark was still hidden. Instead, he maintained eye contact with Anders.

The head guard peered down at Elian’s marks, a single one of the man’s eyebrows arched up his forehead.

One of the crossbow-wielding guards glanced at another guard standing beside her, a hint of worry in her eyes. Another of the crossbow-wielders lowered their weapon slightly, then raised it back up at a sharp glare from Aila.

“Well, that’s interesting.” Anders lowered his hand to his belt. For a split second, Elian felt nothing but sheer panic.

He’s going for his weapon!

Anders, however, didn’t go for his sword. Instead, he grabbed his coin pouch, plucked a gold coin out from it, and flicked it into the air over at Aila. The man’s second-in-command caught it smoothly with a smirk.

“Wall Guard, stand down,” Anders said.

Crossbows were lowered, shoulders relaxed, and Elian released a silent sigh of relief. He still felt the pressure of the saltstone around him, but it was a pressure he could handle.

Anders turned around. He walked away, then said over his shoulder, “Follow me. I want to hear everything that happened out there before I send you off.”

Aila walked at the head guard’s side.

Elian didn’t hesitate. He stepped forward, following the pair up one of the wall’s staircases, up to the guard tower above it. The pressure from the saltstone never wavered. If anything, it increased with every step he took up those stairs.

Even the steps are infused with salt.

Something told him the head guard’s office would be no different.


Chapter 33

Elian’s skin burned. The pressure of having saltstone pushing down at him from every side was worse than walking over that line of salt had been, because this pain never let up.

Anders Galkin, Head Guard of the Lower Town Wall, sat behind a large wooden desk, hands folded together on the table. Aila Verran, his second-in-command, stood behind him on his right.

They levelled Elian with scrutinising gazes.

“You can sit, Elian,” Anders said. He motioned to the seat opposite his own, on the other side of his desk. It was high-backed and looked uncomfortable, but Elian gladly took him up on the offer. It creaked from his weight.

“You look tense,” Aila remarked.

“Of course he looks tense. He just survived by himself out beyond the wall.” Anders tilted his head forward. “Tell me again how you managed that. In detail, this time.”

Elian swallowed. “I told you, I got lucky.”

“Getting lucky does not describe what happened to you. What happened to you was a bloody miracle.”

Elian’s forehead creased. He inched forward in his seat. There was something familiar about the man’s voice. He sounded like most marked, except for a few tells.

“You grew up in the Lower Town.”

Anders blinked, leant back. “Aye. That I did. No bloodline to speak of.” He waved a hand. “Around half of the Lower Town Wall Guard came from around these parts.”

Elian inclined his head. This was good. He still wouldn’t be able to tell this man the whole truth, or even a good portion of the truth, but he felt a bit more relaxed—even with the pressure and pain from the saltstone—talking to someone from the Lower Town.

“Our wagon was attacked.”

“So I’ve been told. All the marked guards and the overseer were slain.” Anders raised an eyebrow. “Though I recognise one of those guards and the overseer, too, in your minions.”

Elian had had his minions follow him up the stairs, which was a somewhat difficult thing, as it was the first time they’d ever navigated stairs before, but Anders had asked him to leave them outside. Apparently walking corpses made his skin crawl.

“I needed to reanimate them,” Elian said. “We needed all the help I could get.”

Anders waved his words away. “There’s no law against raising the dead, especially outside the walls, and if I recall only Tier 3 marked have the right to refuse reanimation after death.”

There’s really no law?

Elian was a little surprised by that, if he were honest.

“Must be quite the experience, having those two inside your head,” Aila said.

<Does she sound sad?> Cael asked within Elian’s mind. <She sounds sad, right?>

<Why, Cael, did you have a thing for Aila Verran? A little out of your league, don’t you think?> Alfred replied.

Elian flinched at Cael’s return outburst and did his best to tune the two of them out. “It’s… certainly been unique.”

“Let me guess, Cael’s talking right now? Likes the sound of his own voice, that one.”

“Aila,” Anders snapped, his voice sharp. “No need to speak ill of the dead.” The Head Guard paused. “Even if your assertions are accurate.”

The man’s words elicited another volley of outrage from Cael.

Elian shut his eyes for a moment, realigning his focus.

Then he told the story of what had happened when the demons attacked. Though there were parts of the story he had to change—for instance, he couldn’t mention the fact that he’d been in chains when the demons had attacked. He honestly wasn’t sure if the laws applied to marked the same as they did to markless, but the last thing he wanted to do was inadvertently incriminate himself as being a thief and end up losing a hand.

Well, he supposed that was the second last thing he wanted—the first was not to incriminate himself as being a Summoner and lose his head.

“You choked a hellcat to death using your bare hands?” Aila raised an eyebrow, and there was a curious interest in her eyes.

Elian inclined his head.

“And this was before you were marked?” Anders asked. “Using nothing more than your natural strength?”

Elian had to admit, it was hard to believe. “It was life or death, sir. I acted without thinking.”

“If you had thought it through first, you probably would have died,” Aila remarked.

<Why is she looking at you like that?> Cael’s words were spoken softly, and they slipped through despite Elian trying to block them out.

<Be quiet, Cael,> Alfred said. <We should let him concentrate.>

Elian went on to say how he’d found the essence stones in the chest in the open wagon, after he’d crawled out of it with Baylin. He hadn’t known he was marked, but he’d had a feeling, a compulsion, that had overtaken him.

Elian shrugged as he explained it.

“Sometimes we just know,” Anders muttered.

At the end, when Elian had told the whole story—or as much as he could without revealing his Summoner abilities—Anders was quiet for a long while.

“A miner from the Lower Town becoming thrice-marked and surviving alone beyond the wall without any training to speak of.” He shook his head, his face blank of expression. “It’s quite a story.”

“It’s not a story,” Elian said. “It’s the truth.” He paused, then remembered to add, “Sir.”

Anders raised a hand. “I think you misunderstand me, lad. I don’t mean to say a fanciful story. The fact you’re alive and sitting in this room is proof enough that your tale is true. What I mean to say is when you turn up to the academy… word of what you’ve done will travel fast.”

“The markless will tell all sorts of tall tales about you in the taverns and on street corners,” Aila said.

Anders grunted. “Indeed they will. And those from strong bloodlines… well, let’s just say your time at the academy will be… interesting. There will be some markless out there that will wish to be retested, as well.”

At the academy.

Elian struggled to contain his excitement. They were talking about him being at the academy as though it was a sure thing. Which shouldn’t have surprised him—it had been his plan all along.

“Hard to believe you don’t have a bloodline,” Aila said.

Elian stopped himself from shifting in his chair. “My mother was markless.”

“And your father?” Anders asked.

Elian looked the man in the eye. “I don’t know who my father is.” It wasn’t a lie. Baylin may have told him a few things, but he never mentioned the man’s name. Elian wouldn’t know what he looked like, either.

“Interesting,” Aila said.

Anders simply grunted. He opened a drawer and pulled a sheet of parchment out of it. Dipping a quill into an inkpot, he got to writing something. “Your letter of entrance to the academy. Can’t say I’ve ever written anything like this before.” After writing for a minute or two, the man paused, eyeing him. “No last name, then?”

Elian shook his head. Richer markless and marked were the only ones who tended to have last names, though some markless in skilled professions sometimes used their profession as their name.

I certainly wouldn’t want to be called Elian Miner.

Anders scratched something onto the parchment. “Elian Salt.”

“Salt?” Elian asked.

Anders looked him in the eye. “They’ll think you’re some marked’s bastard son, being thrice-marked and not knowing your father.”

“There are worse thing to be called,” Aila muttered.

Elian frowned, wondering what the woman had meant by that.

Anders handed the letter to Aila. “See that he makes his way to the academy safely.”

Aila took the letter and tucked it through a gap in the side of her breastplate. “My pleasure.”

“Spend that gold coin I gave you on getting him some new clothes. If he turns up at the academy looking like that, there’ll be stories starting before anyone even knows who he is.”

Aila, still standing behind the head guard, opened her mouth. She looked like she wanted to protest—Elian didn’t blame her, a gold piece was more than he would make in an entire month. The head guard not only wanted her to spend it on him, but on clothes, of all things?

Aila pursed her lips. “Yes, sir.”

Anders smirked at her military-proper tone. He looked at Elian. “Well, why are you still sitting there? You’ve been dismissed.” He waved a hand toward the door.

Elian stood. He turned and walked along the stone floor. The pressure still bore down on him, but he found he’d been able to ignore it far better than he’d expected. That didn’t mean he didn’t wish to get out of there as fast as he could, however.

“At the academy, some will find it difficult to accept you, given where you came from.” Anders’s words made Elian pause. “They will try to tear you down, as they will not think you are worthy of being there. You don’t need to prove anything to them.”

Elian turned to look at the man. Anders was staring down at a piece of parchment on his desk, not looking at him at all. Elian wasn’t sure what to say to that, and so he remained silent.

Aila followed him out of the head guard’s tower office. They stood on a landing of a spiral staircase that curled around the tower. It was good to breathe fresh air again.

His stomach grumbled. Loudly.

Aila chuckled. She gripped his shoulder, then motioned down the steps. “Come on. Let’s get you a bite to eat before making you presentable. I know just the place.”

“What about my minions?”

“Bring them along.”

Elian didn’t allow himself to relax until they’d stepped back onto solid ground. His shoulders felt rock hard with how tense he’d been throughout the entire conversation with Anders.

He breathed more easily once the pressure of being around so much saltstone was no longer bearing down on him.

He couldn’t relax completely, of course. He may have gotten this far, and he was certainly out of the literal woods—but that didn’t mean he was out of the figurative woods.

He still had a secret he was hiding. He touched a hand to his chest as he walked behind Aila, feeling the ball of energy in his heart tree. More than one secret.

“Where are you taking me?” he asked.

Elian had lived in the Lower Town his entire life, but he hadn’t spent a great deal of time near the Lower Town Wall. There weren’t a great many marked in the Lower Town, but they all hung out around here.

Not somewhere a markless ever wanted to find themselves.

Aila glanced at him over her shoulder. “A tavern.”

Elian felt a slight bit of trepidation. A tavern. Not just any tavern, either—this would be a marked tavern. A place he’d never been allowed to set foot in before. He looked at his torn, tattered, ripped and bloody clothes. He was caked in dried blood and mud and dirt. He’d be embarrassed about the state of himself if he hadn’t just been through so much. “Maybe Anders was right. Shouldn’t I find something else to wear first? And… clean up?”

“A third of the Lower Town Guard saw you arrive today. There will be no quelling rumours here. Besides, I think a few people will want to buy you a drink.”


Chapter 34

A sign hung above the tavern’s door. One thing his mother had done for him was teach him his letters, something most miners never got a chance to learn, which made him wonder how she’d learnt them in the first place. She always said he might find that he would need the skill someday.

He’d forgotten she’d used to say that.

The tavern’s sign read Purgatory, and Elian didn’t need anyone to explain to him why.

“So, this is where marked wait before stepping into hell?”

Aila smirked. “Good to know you can read. I was getting a little worried there. Most born around here…” She trailed off. “No offence.”

Elian shook his head. “I would have assumed the same about someone like me.” His stomach grumbled again. He hadn’t eaten a great deal that day, but he felt hungrier than he should have been even after taking that into account.

Fortunately, the tavern appeared to be made from ordinary wood. He’d been worried that the building would have been infused with salt, like the guard tower and the wall itself, but it would have been a waste of resources to imbue everything within the Lower Town with salt when a demon hadn’t made it this side of the wall in centuries.

He smiled to himself.

That’s not true though, is it? There’s a demon on this side of the wall right now.

Before he’d become a Summoner, that knowledge would have frightened him, but as he knew the demon wasn’t a threat—and wasn’t even currently outside of his body—it didn’t frighten him at all.

At least, the demon didn’t.

Once he’d stepped away from the saltstone, Elian’s emotions had strengthened. Something interesting had happened when he’d been feeling the pressure of the salt—Flame’s presence within him had been dulled, and as their emotions were one, Elian’s feelings had dulled along with them.

He and the demon had no longer felt quite like one as they should have. Now, his emotions felt far more vibrant and full, just as they had before he’d stepped through the portcullis.

“Well, are you coming?” Aila held the door open with one hand, her other hand on her hip.

Elian stepped through the door into the warmth of the tavern. There weren’t as many people inside as he’d been expecting. Then again, it was the middle of the day.

A woman stood behind the bar, polishing a mug. She glanced over at Aila, then did a double take when she saw Elian. The woman looked to have seen around thirty summers, though Elian had heard marked rarely appeared their age by markless standards.

Must have something to do with essence circulation.

The woman—whom he assumed was the tavern’s proprietor—was about to open her mouth when Aila clapped her hands together, gaining the attention of the two tables of marked sitting down to drink and eat.

“Ladies and gentleman of Purgatory,” Aila began, “I wish to introduce you to a man who killed a hellcat before setting foot in the academy, or even breaking through to his first node: Elian Salt!”

“He’s marked?” a man shouted from one of the tables. He had a heavy beard, which currently had some ale dripping from it.

“Oh, he’s more than just marked. He’s thrice-marked!” Aila leant in, whispering into Elian’s ear. “Bring in your minions.”

Elian stood, staring in at no less than ten marked, not including Aila herself, suddenly having second—no, make that third—thoughts about being in this tavern.

For a lack of better ideas, Elian did as she’d told him, making the minions walk into the tavern. He supposed it was an easy way to show that he was marked without actually using any of his essence.

The minion’s walked with an awkward gait, but far more smoothly than they had when he’d first reanimated them. He’d been making them walk around for a few days now, and he was getting the hang of juggling his concentration. Soon enough, he’d have them wielding weapons with some skill as well if he managed to get enough practice in—then maybe he’d finally be able to use them effectively in battle.

He could certainly see how it would be difficult to reanimate the corpse of something non-human. The only reason he could control these corpses so easily was because he knew how their bodies were supposed to move.

I wonder how impossible it would be to reanimate a spider and make them walk around… also, that would be very creepy. Corpse spider minions.

One of the men sitting at the tables stood suddenly. “Alfred?” The man stepped forward. Elian hadn’t had a good look at him before, but now that he was the focus of his attention, he noticed that the man was red faced and red eyed, as though he’d been… crying.

<That’s… that’s Albert. My older brother. He’s an Infuser too,> Alfred said.

Albert and Alfred, wouldn’t that be a little confusing?

“You never told me you had a brother,” Elian whispered.

<I… didn’t think my death would bother him. Same father, different mothers. We never really got along.>

Albert stumbled forward. He looked like he was several drinks in. He was staring at his brother’s walking corpse. Then he stopped and turned his gaze to Elian. “I heard he died out there, protecting markless.” The man—who was bigger than Alfred, with broader shoulders, a bushy beard, and bulging muscles—clenched his fists. “Were you one of ‘em markless he was protecting? Come a long way in a short while, have you?” He looked at Aila. “You can’t expect us to believe this filth is thrice-marked?”

Aila stepped in front of Elian. She was still smiling, and looked casual enough, but her hand came to rest on the hilt of her sword. It didn’t escape Elian that this made half the marked in the tavern shift in their seats. “You’d best take a step back, Al. You know how I feel about people crowding me.”

Albert blinked. His eyes refocused, seeming to take Aila in for the first time. “I’m not crowding you.” He pointed at Elian again. “I’m crowding him.”

“Albert.” One of the other marked guards the man had been sitting with was standing. “Circulate some essence and sit the hell back down. You can’t talk to a thrice-marked like that, and you certainly shouldn’t be talking to a Tier 3 that way either, let alone Galkin’s second!”

Albert blinked again. His nose dripped snot. He sniffed it up. He swayed one way, then the other, and it was anyone’s guess what he was going to do.

Then he took a step back. His face cleared of its redness. His eyes became less bloodshot.

<Essence circulation can help someone sober up real fast,> Cael said. <Your brother isn’t very bright, is he, Alfred?>

<Half-brother,> Alfred muttered. <Didn’t think he actually cared…>

Elian cleared his throat. When he’d reanimated Cael and Alfred, he hadn’t taken into consideration that they might have loved ones affected by seeing their walking corpses. Now, he felt like a fool. Felt like he was parading them around, shoving the fact they were dead into people’s faces.

Plenty of marked had treated him like trash in the past, giving him no respect because he was markless, lacking in any real power.

Now that the tables seemed to have turned, and he had the potential to be more powerful than any marked he’d ever met, he didn’t want to become someone who looked down on those “beneath” him—even if there was a small temptation to use his newfound place in the city that way.

Albert, having sobered up with essence circulation, was beginning to look a little afraid. A bead of sweat formed on his forehead. His eyes widened as he realised how he’d just spoken to Elian.

“Alfred is touched that his death has affected you this much,” Elian said.

If what Anders had said had been right—and he had no reason to believe the man had lied—Eian was in for a tougher time than he’d thought at the academy. It wouldn’t only be his secrets that he’d be hiding, he’d be dodging other people’s opinions of him, thinking he wasn’t “worthy” because he lacked a bloodline, and because of where he came from.

Elian didn’t want to get started on the wrong foot with the first marked he met.

Albert took another step back. He ran a hand through his hair. “He was my lil’ brother. Course I cared about him. Just never knew how to show it. Until you walked in, with him as a minion, I thought… thought he’d died thinking I didn’t care.”

“Well, he knows now.”

“He does?” Albert asked in a small voice.

“Aye. He does.” Elian tapped his head. “Told me so himself.”

Albert nodded sheepishly, then he headed back to his table, sitting down next to the man who’d stood a moment before and set him straight. He grabbed a mug of ale and downed half of it in one gulp.

“Well, that was interesting,” Aila said. “Alfred was new around here, younger than most, coming up in lower years at the academy—I didn’t realise anyone knew him that well.” She scratched the back of her neck, looking a little guilty. “Maybe I went about this a little carelessly.”

<I’m not new around here,> Cael said. <Why isn’t anyone crying about me?>

The atmosphere in the tavern shifted. Aila sat at a stool at the bar, Elian taking the one next to her, and ordered them each a mug of ale and some food. One of the other guards came up and waved her off. “Let me buy your drinks.” He put up his hands. “I’m not crowding you, Aila.” He cocked his head at Elian. “I just want the lad to tell us all what happened. You can’t walk in, say he survived out there on his own, then leave us with nothing. The whole Guard Company have been talking about the deaths of that squad since we got the news.”

“You knew them?” Elian asked.

“Of course I knew them. There was Alfred, who you know now I suppose. Paldin, Maccin, and Fenlay.” He paused. Looked at the other corpse minion. “Oh, and Cael. That overseer.”

<That overseer, as though I’m just an afterthought,> Cael mumbled. <I don’t even know your name. Bet you no one will remember you when you’re nothing but plant fertiliser.>

Elian blocked out Cael’s bitter words. The barkeeper dropped off two mugs of ale before disappearing into the back to get some food. Elian’s stomach grumbled again, his mouth salivating at the thought of finally eating something substantial. He’d been eating his fair share of rations, but now he found himself to be absolutely famished. Ravenous.

He wondered how much of that hunger was his own, and how much was Flame’s. It wasn’t as though Elian wasn’t used to going hungry, after all.

Elian wiped his face, realising he’d been salivating so much a bit of drool was dripping from his lips.

“How about we let him eat first.” Aila patted Elian on the shoulder. “The man’s been through a lot.”

The guard nodded and backed off to his table, but not before dropping a few copper coins onto the bar.

When the food came, Elian dug into it without shame, eating the majority of it with his hands, only chewing as much as he needed to to get it down his throat. The food was good. Better than he was used to. The meat tasted like beef, and there was a healthy helping of roast vegetables on the side soaking in a deliciously savoury sauce.

He cleared the plate in what must have been only a minute or so.

Aila stared at him, an eyebrow raised. “Does everyone eat like that where you’re from?”

Elian bristled.

Where I’m from? I’m from here! Exactly where I am!

Rage flared within him, fast and hot. He looked at Aila and was about to say something harsh to her when he caught himself and shut his mouth.

My emotions are more powerful now. I must be careful.

He gritted his teeth and swallowed any response.

Aila’s forehead was creased, her mouth turned down in a frown. “Did I offend you? I didn’t mean to. It was a serious question!” She shook her head and looked straight ahead at the barrels stacked behind the bar. “There I go, being careless again.”

“No, no, it’s alright. I’m just…” Elian swallowed. With how casual Aila had acted around him, it hadn’t felt like he was speaking to someone who was marked. And with a last name like Verran, something told him this woman had grown up far above the Lower Town.

And there was something that man had said when he was talking down Albert…

“Wait, are you Tier 3?”

Aila blinked. “You didn’t know?” She pointed at something on her shoulder. Three white stripes. He hadn’t noticed them before. “This depicts my Tier.”

Elian looked around at the others within the room. A few of them had two stripes on their shoulders, while most—the younger ones among them—had only a single stripe. He wasn’t sure how he hadn’t noticed before.

<You really didn’t know that?> Cael asked. <It was such a basic thing I didn’t think it was necessary to tell you.>

Elian didn’t appreciate the dead overseer’s tone, but he supposed he couldn’t blame the guy for being frustrated that seemingly no one around here cared that he was dead.

Elian leant heavily on the bar. He grabbed his mug of ale and washed down the food he’d just shovelled into his mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m not used to talking to marked.”

Aila inclined her head. “I know,” she was speaking softly, quietly. “Why do you think Galkin sent me with you? Do you really think he’d send a Tier 3, his second-in-command, along with someone who’d just uncovered their marks just to get you new clothes and bring you to the academy?” She sipped her ale. “The man knows what you’re going to go through when you get their. He also knows that I’m… rather overly social. I’m sure he figured I’d pull off a stunt like this.” She paused. “Do you have any pools in the Lower Town?”

“Pools? What’s a pool?”

“That’s a no, then.” Aila looked up at the ceiling. “We have them up at the Peak. There’s a river that runs down from the top of the mountain. Water runs off the sides of cliffs into these great big bodies of water. When I was young, I learnt how to swim in the pools. My father, he likes the teaching method of throwing people into the deep end, where the water isn’t shallow enough for your feet to touch the ground. That’s what he did with me.”

Elian looked around the tavern. “That’s why we’re here. You’re throwing me into the deep end.”

“That, and the food is good.” She held her mug up to the proprietor, who gave her a knowing smile as she passed. Aila faced Elian, still talking in a whisper. “I can’t say I know anything about what your life was like before you discovered you were marked, but I have an idea of what it’s going to be like at the academy, what it’s like being scrutinised, having expectations piled upon you because of where you came from—even if where we came from couldn’t be any more different.” She sipped her ale again. “If you want to understand where I’m coming from, I’m sure Cael will be willing to say a thing or two about me.”

<The Verran family holds one of the strongest bloodlines in the entire Valley of Auld.> It was Alfred who spoke, not Cael. Cael didn’t seem to be in a very informative mood. <They are known for producing twice-marked and thrice-marked almost exclusively. Aila was the first among them to be one-marked in generations, which to their family, is almost akin to being markless in another marked family.>

Elian paused for a moment, wondering what that might be like. One thing was becoming clear—he liked this Aila woman, and he liked Anders Galkin, too. That was a good sign, considering he’d soon be stuck in an academy with nothing but marked.

“You’re liable to meet a few of my relatives, at the academy. I’m sorry to say they won’t all be as pleasant as me.” Aila waved a hand toward the two tables of guards. “Now go, tell your story. If you can’t talk to a room full of one-marked, you’re going to have a hard time dealing with other thrice-marked.”

Elian downed the rest of his mug of ale. Aila ordered him another.

He turned and faced the waiting crowd.


Chapter 35

Elian had never spoken to a room full of people before, and the tale he needed to tell wasn’t exactly a truthful one. Even when he’d been trying to get the miners home safely—people whom he hadn’t gotten a chance to talk to again since making it back to the Lower Town—it had mostly been Baylin who’d taken charge.

This was a whole new experience. He wanted to be annoyed at Aila for putting him in this situation. He didn’t appreciate having so many eyes on him, especially when every single one of them was marked. These were the type of people he would have crossed the street and walked two blocks out of his way to avoid.

And now here he was, drinking ale with them, regaling them with the tale of how he didn’t die, and lying through his teeth to do it.

Maybe I should have taken my chances with the demons.

He smirked at his wayward thought. Strange, that he’d consider risking death-by-demons over speaking in public.

No, he couldn’t be mad at Aila for this, not after all she’d told him, not after he understand the reason she’d put him in this position. He couldn’t help but agree with her logic.

Besides, if he couldn’t handle talking to a roomful of one-marked, half-drunk Lower Town guards, then how did he expect to actually survive at the academy?

As Elian had just told his story to the head guard back in the man’s tower office, he at least had his “facts” straight for another telling.

He supposed he would have to get used to telling this story.

~

“I was locked inside a wagon, with no way of seeing what was going on outside. All we could hear were howls, shouts, and a deafening roar. Then there were no more shouts, and only the roar remained.

“That was when a hellcat tore through the wall and tipped the wagon on its side.”

Elian was surprised to find that the marked guards were a rapt audience. Once he’d gotten into the flow of his story, they’d all hushed, not even a whisper passing their lips, their concentration centred on him. And it wasn’t scrutiny, this time—he’d got the hooks of the story into them.

Elian had always enjoyed listening to stories in Lower Town taverns and on street corners. He loved hearing all about the Godfall and marked and the academy. That was partly why he wanted to be marked so much—not just for the freedom, not just to fight the demon hordes, or serve the crown, but he wanted to live in the stories he’d always heard growing up.

Now, he’d actually gotten his wish.

When he mentioned the part where he’d gone out in the woods—saying he’d wanted to gain more essence where it wouldn’t put the markless miners in danger, and not mentioning that he’d needed to find lily roots to hide that he was a Summoner—then come back to find the wagon gone, he’d actually gotten a gasp from those listening.

Which was strange, considering they all knew that had happened—they must have, they already knew about the guards and Cael getting killed out there.

When his story was done, the marked guards insisted on buying him more drinks. Elian wasn’t the biggest ale drinker, even if he had knocked back more than a few in his time. Still, he found it difficult to say no to these men and women after they’d been listening so attentively to his story.

Which was why he found himself with five mugs of ale lined up on the bar.

“I don’t think I can drink all this,” Elian said. “I don’t think I want to drink all this.”

Aila gave him a knowing smile. “Give the first one a taste.”

Elian frowned, and did as she asked, bringing the mug to his lips and taking a sip. “This tastes like… water?”

Aila whispered, “Look under the last mug.”

Elian, becoming more confused, looked under the mug she indicated. The bottom of the mug was concave, leaving a little room beneath it. What he found there were five copper coins. From what he could tell, it was two copper for a mug of ale in this tavern.

Elian frowned, heavily. It took him a moment to realise what was going on. When he received a wink from the barkeeper as she passed by, his eyebrows shot up in understanding.

“She’s given me water instead of ale, and half the price of the drinks…”

“Figured you’d get it after a while,” Aila said. She glanced behind her, then leant in again. “It’s an old trick, that some women and storytellers employ, when they have a lot of drinks bought for them that they don’t actually want, but they’d rather not refuse.”

Elian blinked down at the coins, staring at them piled in his hand. “This…” He shook his head. “This is more money than I make on a ten-day mining shift.”

Aila’s forehead creased. She dropped her head. “I figured you would need some coin. I’ve seen people come in from the Lower Town, thinking the academy will provide everything…”

“I thought they did provide everything?” Elian asked.

“They provide food, housing, lessons. They even provide a small amount of essence. But without any means of income, life at the academy can become rather expensive. You’ll find yourself taking on loans you don’t know how to repay. I know this isn’t much, but it’s something.” Aila clapped him on the shoulder.

Elian slipped the coins into one of his pockets. It really wasn’t a whole lot of money, in the grand scheme, he knew. But to him, it felt like a lot.

Especially since he’d made it in a matter of a few minutes, just by… telling the story of what had happened to him. It seemed a little disingenuous. Like he was lying to those people who’d just bought him drinks. But he couldn’t drink that much.

And he’d much rather have the coin.

Elian didn’t spend much more time in the tavern. The meal had been a good one. A meal like that should have filled him up for an entire day, as he wasn’t used to having such good healthy portions, but as it was he still felt a pang of hunger. He wasn’t sure if it was because of all he’d been through getting here, his marked body needing more food than his markless one used to, or the fact that he was assimilated with a hellhound.

He decided it was likely a combination of all three.

Aila took him through the middle of town, away from the wall. He walked on streets he recognised. There were people he wanted to see—Baylin being at the top of that list. He wondered where the man would be. Either at home, or at one of the cheaper, more dingier taverns in the part of town that only markless ever stepped into.

He still felt frustrated at Baylin, for the secrets the man had kept from him over the years. For the fact that all this time, the old miner had known who Elian’s father was, and never actually told him. But he also wanted to thank him. If not for Baylin, Elian wouldn’t have survived out there—especially not that first night. Marked or not, he hadn’t survived outside the walls all by himself, no matter how his story had sounded.

He hadn’t mentioned Baylin in the story he told at the tavern, which was something he felt a little guilty for.

But he didn’t think it wise to speak of the prowess of a markless man to a room full of marked, nor mention the fact that the man used to be Blood Sworn.

Too many questions might have unfolded—questions I don’t know how to answer.

Elian’s eyes were peeled, darting around, looking for the miners he’d helped get back here, but as he passed the blacksmith’s corner, walked through the town square, and ventured through the market district—the scents of the food from the various stalls distracting him more than he wished—he didn’t spot a single one of them.

Where are they all? Do they know that I made it back safely?

They’d kept his secret, at least. That was something he was eternally grateful for. He wanted to thank them. All of them.

Those people that he did pass avoided his and Aila’s gaze. Once they noticed a marked woman was walking through the Lower Town, they didn’t want to have anything to do with her—or anyone with her. They lowered their heads or crossed the street. They stopped their carts short, giving her right of way.

And Elian realised it wasn’t just her they were avoiding, it was his corpse minions, too.

Elian might not yet be dressed like a marked, but he would be soon. Not only that, word in the Lower Town would spread fast about what had happened—Aila had been right. The stories would flow, and not just from the mouths of marked.

Hell, the stories probably already were flowing.

They’re all going to look at me differently. And even if the stories talk of me protecting markless, the miners, once having been one of them… I’ll still be different in their eyes. I’ll never be treated the same by those I used to know.

Elian wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He’d been wanting to be marked for so long. Been wanting to get freedom from his dead-end life of toil. But it also meant abandoning everyone he knew that was still in it.

Maybe one day, when I’m more powerful, and if I ever gain any influence over the Valley of Auld, I’ll be able to change conditions for markless in the Lower Town…

Whether that would ever happen or not, Elian had to focus on his own journey, and put one foot in front of the other.

It didn’t take long until they were in the nicer part of the Lower Town. The nicer part of the Lower Town mostly consisted of marked who needed to be close to the wall, and those few richer markless who lived around here.

Most who could afford it moved straight up to the Middle City, or even to the Peaks.

He looked at the back of Aila’s head.

Verran. That’s where she grew up. In the Peaks. A part of a family with a strong bloodline.

Though the way the woman talked about it, she didn’t seem to appreciate where she’d come from, or the expectations that had been put on her. Being once-marked, to them, wasn’t enough. It made him realise that the only marked he’d ever encountered, or really interacted with in any way, had been once-marked. And mostly Tier 1s. Which meant he knew nothing about twice-marked or thrice-marked, how they were treated, or how they treated others.

Aila stopped walking. Elian, so caught up in his own thoughts, almost walked straight into her.

“Lost in the clouds?” Aila asked.

“What?”

The once-marked Infuser shrugged. “It’s a saying from the Peaks—it means lost in thought, daydreaming.”

“There’s a lot on my mind.”

“I can imagine.” She motioned toward an expensive-looking storefront. They’d stopped just outside of it. “Time to get you something to wear.”

Elian didn’t move, he simply looked at her for a long moment. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

“I was ordered to show you around, remember?” Aila winked. “Now come on. Let’s get you out of those rags.”


Chapter 36

Elian had been expecting a very different experience when he entered the expensive-looking clothing store. The clothes displayed in the window were marked at exorbitant prices he knew that on his wage as a miner he’d never be able to afford.

How could I cloak cost more than I make in a year?

The cloak was a fine, dark blue and had gold inlay on the seams. It looked to have a myriad of different pockets, and he imagined there would be more pockets concealed within it. And while it did look rather nice and durable—not to mention thick enough to keep away winter’s biting cold—he couldn’t understand how anyone could justify spending that much gold on a single cloak.

Aila Verran didn’t so much as blink at the price of things. She also didn’t hesitate to walk inside the shop, as he had. The shop smelled nice, sweet-smelling smoke wafting through the open doorway.

The proprietor of the store wasn’t marked. Elian wasn’t sure how he knew—it wasn’t as though he could see that the man didn’t possess marks just by looking at him—but he just… knew. A whispered question to Aila confirmed his suspicion.

He’d known markless who obtained skilled professions could move up in their station, especially when those professions were highly valued by marked, but the only people he’d met in skilled professions were blacksmiths—and though smiths earned more than a miner’s wage, they didn’t earn drastically more. At least, none of the smiths that Elian knew did.

Perhaps because they weren’t skilled enough in the crafting of armour and weapons…

Elian was beginning to realise that he didn’t know much more than what he’d been exposed to, growing up in the lowest conditions the Lower Town had to offer.

He also felt incredibly out of place in this store. He’d cleaned his boots as best he could before stepping inside, worried he might track dirt into the place. When the proprietor had seen him step through the doorway, Elian had been sure the man’s face would twist in outrage and that he’d shout at him to get out and not sully his store with his presence.

Considering he was still covered in mud, blood, and grime, Elian wouldn’t blame the man for doing such a thing. But at the sight of Aila Verran, her guard uniform, and the stripes on her shoulder showing her to be Tier 3, the man’s eyes briefly widened, then he bent at the waist in a low bow.

Elian could smell fear in him. Then he realised something—why it was that he knew this man wasn’t marked.

It wasn’t him that had known—it had been Flame that had known. But, as he and the demon were one, it had been difficult to distinguish where the feeling had originated.

That gave Elian pause, and his thoughts ran wild.

Demons can sense marked?

Could they also sense the essence within marked? Elian looked over at Aila, who was greeting the proprietor with an easy nod, which put the man instantly at ease. He could feel a sense of power coming from her, something he hadn’t noticed before, but now that he was looking for it, it was clear as day.

He frowned to himself as he thought back to when the demons had attacked the wagon, killing the marked guards and Overseer Cael.

Had they been attracted to all that essence?

“Do you have a bath?” Aila asked.

Elian looked up. She was talking to the proprietor.

“A… bath?” The man raised an eyebrow. His nose crinkled as he looked over at Elian. He offered Elian a charming, warm smile. “I have one upstairs, it’s not usually open to customers, but for you, Marked Verran, I can have some water boiled!”

“Wonderful.” Aila produced the single gold coin she’d gotten from Anders Galkin. “How many outfits would this buy me here?”

Not even one, Elian thought, based on the price of the cloak he’d seen in the window.

The proprietor’s eyes darted left and right. At the same time, the fingers of his left hand moved a little. “That should be enough for three shirts, three trousers, and a… basic cloak.” He waved a hand. “Not to mention some undergarments. Though these clothes won’t… be of a quality you are used to, Marked Verran.”

Aila waved the man’s words off. “That’s fine.” She glanced at Elian before looking back at the proprietor. “Can you size him for those garments before his bath? And, perhaps set fire to his old clothes once they’ve been discarded?”

The proprietor bowed once more, and Elian was sure he was trying hard to hide a smirk. “It would be my pleasure.”

Elian left the storefront feeling cleaner than he ever had. He wasn’t sure how long he’d spent in that bath. Aila had insisted the water be refilled twice to get everything fully cleaned off of him.

It was the first time in years that he could remember not having a speck of salt on him, nor a speck of dirt. There had been small burns, almost like a rash, on his skin where the salt had been clinging to it. He hadn’t even noticed it had been irritating his skin. And the new clothes he’d been given, they felt so… soft, yet durable. They were flexible, too. He could move in them more comfortably than anything he’d ever worn.

And dead gods, when he’d stood in front of the mirror in the store, his reflection staring back at him, he’d looked like a completely different person. He hadn’t realised how much more defined his muscles had become since he’d started essence circulation.

And the clothes… they made quite the difference.

“You look like a changed man,” Aila Verran said, giving him a once over. She tapped her chin with her index finger. “Though I think something’s missing.”

Elian touched his own chin. A beard had formed from not only his ten-night in the mines, but also the time it had taken him to return to civilisation. “I could use a shave.”

It turned out Aila wasn’t only referring to his beard, but his hair as well. She took him to a barber—which was an experience he’d never had before. He’d heard marked and richer markless alike sometimes paid people to cut their hair and beards, but he’d never actually experienced such a thing—why waste money paying someone else for a task you could perform yourself?

His experience at the barber threatened to change the way he thought about such things. After stepping out of the old man’s establishment, Elian ran a hand along his cheek, across his chin, over his neck. He’d never felt so smooth in his life. Then, he ran a hand through his hair. Gone were the messy locks that would curl up on the sides of his head, and what was left behind was far shorter, almost all the way around except for on the top, where the barber had insisted on leaving it a little longer, remarking that Elian’s head would look too flat otherwise.

Aila had chuckled at that. She was giving him that same once over again, giving him an odd feeling in his gut. Finally, she nodded. “Not bad. You should pass muster on arrival. I only wish we could get you some better clothes, but even if you could afford it right now, coming in from the Lower Town, with your personal history, wearing expensive clothes… it would probably garner you even more attention and questions than you’re already going to be getting.”

“Is this what life is like for marked? Buying clothes and having others cut your hair?”

“It’s a small part.” Aila did a half-turn on her heel then headed toward the middle of the city. “Do you have any belongings you wish to grab from your home before we take you through to the academy?”

Elian blinked, then hurried to catch up to her, as she was already several strides away. He thought of his house—a place so small it was barely fit for one person, let alone the two people it had once housed before his mother’s death. It was the only place he’d ever really known, but he felt no sentimentality about it.

All returning to his house ever did was remind him of the fact that his mother was no longer there, and that it was where he didn’t want to be.

Yet in that moment, he felt a slight longing to see it. Not because he wanted to stay, but perhaps because he couldn’t wait to be away from it, and seeing it one more time would provide him with a small amount of closure.

His house—which was less of a house, and more of a rundown shack—was on the opposite side of the Lower Town to where they’d just been.

The only thing that made it resemble a real house was that it had four walls, a door, and a single, lonely window that was currently boarded shut. Elian didn’t like leaving his house with the window merely shuttered. A harsh gust of wind might be enough to open it, and with him gone for days at a time, no one would be there to close it.

That doesn’t seem all that important anymore.

For the first time since he’d met her earlier that day, Elian was the one leading Aila around. When he stopped at the rundown shack with the boarded-up window, Aila almost kept walking by.

She stopped, came to stand beside him. Elian could see the pity in her eyes as she looked at the shack. Considering who she was—the type of family she’d come from, growing up on the Peaks—she doubtless could never imagine living a life like the one he had.

“This was your house,” Aila said.

Elian inclined his head. He stepped over to the door and turned the handle. It wasn’t locked. There wasn’t anything worth stealing inside, and even if there was, who would believe it, looking at this place?

The door hinges screeched as he opened it. He’d been meaning to fix that, but he’d always been too exhausted.

Now, that’ll never get fixed.

As sunlight streamed into the dark shack, insects scattered along the ground, disappearing into cracks in the wood.

When he looked in on the place, he couldn’t help but freeze at the threshold. Even to him, who had lived here all his life, he struggled to imagine living here again. He’d been in bad conditions in the mines, and out on the road. But this… was different, somehow. Worse.

There was a single, small bed at the back of the place. When he was a child, he used to share that bed with his mother. As he got older, he chose to sleep on a bedroll laid out on the floorboards—which creaked beneath his feet as he entered.

He looked around. He had a few shirts and trousers—all patched up, all stained in some way. He didn’t feel the need to pack any—he was still wearing the satchel that he’d taken from the open wagon of supplies, and it currently held the clothes he’d purchased, that he wasn’t currently wearing, from the clothing store.

When he made it to the middle of the room, he stopped and just… stared at everything.

There was only one thing in this place which he wanted to keep. A necklace that had once belonged to his mother.

Elian walked over to his bed. More easily than he ever had, he dragged it across the floorboards. There were familiar scratches in the wood from when he’d done this in the past. Not the most subtle of hiding spots, perhaps, but again, no one would come looking for anything valuable here.

And what he had hidden, he was sure, wasn’t of value to anyone but himself. He took the dagger from his belt and pried up one of the floorboards. Beneath the floorboard was a pouch with about a dozen copper coins inside—coins he’d saved up over a long, long time. Another item sat beside these. A crystal attached to a string. He reached down and tucked the crystal necklace into his coin pouch before taking the items out of their hiding spot.

He hefted the pouch in his hand.

It wasn’t much, but at the same time, it was just about everything he had. He tucked it into his satchel.

Aila took a few tentative steps into the shack. “Your life is about to change a great deal,” she muttered, then locked eyes with him.

“It already has.”

Elian walked out of his home—his former home—and he didn’t look back.


Chapter 37

Elian found Baylin waiting for him near the gates that led from the Lower Town to the Middle City. As a miner, they weren’t gates he would be permitted to step through—not without permission from someone above his station.

Baylin was carrying a long, large bag over his shoulder, one Elian didn’t recognise, and he was dressed differently—not to mention that like Elian, the man had found an opportunity to bathe.

Baylin didn’t look like a miner at all. Not anymore. He’d been leaning against the large stone wall that separated the two sections of the Valley of Auld. The moment he spotted Elian and Aila, he pushed off the wall and strode purposefully toward them. As purposely as he could, with that broken foot of his making him limp each step, and leaning heavily on a walking stick.

He stopped a little short, glanced at Aila warily, then looked at Elian. “Lad!” he called out. “You made it.”

Any annoyance or frustration that Elian might have been feeling about Baylin seemed like a distant memory as he saw the older miner—the former Blood Sworn. His face burst into a smile.

“It’s good to see you alive.” Elian looked at Baylin’s broken foot, at the walking stick he put much of his weight on. “How’s the foot?”

“Broken and painful.” Baylin stared hard at Elian, as though he were looking for something. “It’s good to see you alive, lad. You keep that fire burning in your heart?”

Elian blinked, for a moment not understanding what the man meant. Then it clicked.

Flame. He’s talking about Flame. Wondering whether or not I was able to assimilate with the demon.

“Aye,” Elian said. “It’s still burning. That flame’s the only reason I made it back alive.”

Aila raised an eyebrow, looking between the two of them. After a moment, her gaze came to rest on Baylin. “You’re one of the miners who survived.” She tilted her head to the side. “You came to speak with Galkin.”

“Aye. That I did.”

“And the man actually listened to you.”

Baylin ran a hand through his hair. “We’ve crossed paths, in the past.” He paused. “I never caught your name.” He put a hand to his chest. “My name is Baylin Sworn.”

Elian frowned. Sworn? As in… Blood Sworn? Not once, in all the time that Elian had known Baylin, had he ever known him to have a last name.

Aila seemed taken aback by this. It was the first time Elian had ever seen her look surprised in any way. “Baylin Sworn…” She trailed off. “The Baylin Sworn?”

Elian was confused, now. What did she mean by the Baylin Sworn? Like she knew who this man was?

“Aye. That’d be me.”

“What in the hell are you doing in the Lower Town—as a miner no less!” Aila blurted.

Elian looked between the two of them. “What are you two talking about?” He looked at Aila. “You know who he is?”

“Of course I know who he is!”

Aila looked at Elian, a little wide eyed, then she blinked. “He’s Baylin Sworn!” Her attention turned back to the old miner. “People still tell stories about you at the academy, you know?”

“But… he’s markless?” Elian scratched the back of his neck. “Why would people tell stories about him?”

“Well, it’s not just him they tell stories about, it’s who he was sworn to.” Aila paused. A smirk played on her lips. “Derrick Hollow.”

“Derrick Hollow?” Elian frowned. “I’ve never heard of him.”

Baylin locked eyes with Elian. “He was the one and only marked I was ever sworn to,” he said the words almost casually, with a shrug of his shoulders, but Elian felt the meaning behind them.

Derrick Hollow is… my father?

“Where’s Hollow now?” Elian asked, trying to keep his voice restrained.

Aila gaped. “You really haven’t heard of him, have you? He died. Outside the walls. Years ago.”

“That’s why I ended up here,” Baylin said, gesturing around the Lower Town. “What marked would take on a Blood Sworn who lost the very person they were sworn to protect?” He glanced up at the Peaks, high above. “There was nothing left up there for me after that. After I lost him.”

Something gripped Elian’s heart, and he suddenly found it difficult to breathe. He wasn’t understanding what he was hearing. Baylin had told him that his father was alive—or at least, he’d said that was the last thing he was sure of.

Yet Aila had said he’d died outside the walls.

Elian briefly wondered if they were talking about someone else. This Derrick Hollow, whoever the hell he was, couldn’t be Elian’s father. It must have been someone else, someone Baylin didn’t want to name.

But he knew that was just a lie he was telling himself. Still, he trusted Baylin. Even if the man had been keeping things from him, he was sure that the things he had told him had been the truth. Elian had thought his father had gone up to the Peaks, perhaps into the service of the crown—he wasn’t really sure—but the way Baylin had spoken of the man leaving, he’d said he didn’t even know he’d had a child, and that he hadn’t left by choice, but because he needed to.

If what Baylin was saying was true, and everyone else in the Valley of Auld thought that this Derrick Hollow had died outside the walls… did that mean his father wasn’t anywhere in this city? That he hadn’t died out there, but instead left for… somewhere else?

Where else in the world would he have gone?

Elian didn’t have an answer to that. As far as anyone knew, as far as all the stories told, there was nowhere left in the world to go. The Valley of Auld was the last bastion of humanity—the only force left, facing the demons by their lonesome.

But what if that was all wrong?

“Elian?” Aila waved a hand in front of his face. “Your head in the clouds again?”

“I have a lot to think about.”

Aila peered at him suspiciously. “You’ll have plenty of time for that once you’re settled in. Well, plenty is perhaps an understatement…”

“You’re taking him to the academy now?” Baylin asked.

“Galkin’s orders.”

Baylin looked Elian over, seemingly for the first time since they’d seen each other again on this side of the wall. “You look good, lad.” He clapped a hand on Elian’s shoulder. “The academy can be a difficult place. Perhaps you needn’t go there alone.” He cleared his throat. “You are thrice-marked, like Derrick Hollow before you, which means you’ll have the powers of an Infuser at your fingertips.” He paused. “Have you considered taking on a Blood Sworn?”

Elian’s mouth fell open. Baylin… wanted to come with him? To the academy? Elian hadn’t thought there would be any chance of him seeing a familiar face there. He considered the man’s words. Baylin had been looking out for him for a long time—longer than Elian had realised—and he’d been doing it all out of some obligation to Elian’s father.

Was this simply more of the same?

Elian looked at Aila. “Is that possible?”

Aila looked slightly stunned. Her mouth had opened up as well. She closed it. “It’s possible. Though he won’t technically be Blood Sworn—not until you grow in Tiers as an Infuser and unlock the right node. You can technically give him some power when you unlock your third Infuser node, but it won’t be enough to consider him full Blood Sworn, and the academy doesn’t allow Tier 1s to have Blood Sworn, anyway. It isn’t unusual for marked to bring personal servants to the academy, however. Though you’ll need to provide room and board for him, as the academy will only provide that to you, not anyone who works for you.”

Baylin patted the bag on his back. “That’s all right. I can afford to fend for myself.”

Aila raised an eyebrow. “In the Peaks?”

“I did call it home. Once. Before I fell from height.”

Aila inclined her head. “Well, then, it’s up to Elian.” She ran a hand through her hair. “I will say, some marked don’t like the idea of Blood Sworn—even some Infuser’s—and bringing Baylin Sworn, of all people, with you to the academy isn’t going to cool any fires when it comes to attention on you. But then again, it takes a lot of time and resources to train a markless to be a good Blood Sworn. Despite what happened to Hollow… I think you’d be a fool not to take on this offer.”

Elian smiled. He’d already made up his mind once he knew it was possible. There was no way he was going to leave Baylin behind.

I honestly wouldn’t be alive, if not for him.

And with Baylin by his side, he would have a significantly better chance of unravelling the mystery of who his father was—and where in the world he might be. Assuming he could ever get the man to talk.

Aila spoke to the guards manning the gate to the Middle City. Unlike the gate into the Lower Town, this one wasn’t as heavily guarded. There was a guard tower, similar to the one where Anders Galkin had his office, but Elian couldn’t spot anyone up on the battlements.

Nor could he sense any salt infused into the wall, something for which he was grateful for.

<Finally,> Cael said within his mind. <We’re leaving this forsaken Lower Town. I can’t imagine how you lived in such squalor for so many years. I also can’t believe how nice Aila is being to you. She was never this nice to me…>

<Perhaps it has something to do with how you treat others,> Alfred remarked.

<Shut up, Alfred. What do you know about this?>

The two souls able to speak within his mind had been fairly quiet up until now. Elian had to say he’d been getting used to—and rather appreciating—the silence. His mind felt a lot clearer when the only voice inside it was his own.

He glanced back at the two minions, giving them a sour look, before he attempted to block their voices out again. He’d grown to appreciate their help over the past few days, but that didn’t mean he wanted their input at every moment of the day, especially when he couldn’t speak freely to them as he was in the company of others.

The voices in Elian’s mind ceased after he gave the minions that harsh look. Perhaps Cael remembered why it was he wanted to help Elian in the first place—so that he might one day have a chance at being fully resurrected and brought back to life in his own body. Elian could have, at any point, reminded them both that he could dispose of their corpses if he wished, cutting off the connection that allowed him to control them, and for their souls to remain within his heart tree.

They would disappear forever, entering the realm of true death, not this purgatory where they were stuck in between.

But he wasn’t as cruel as that. At least, he’d had no need to be.

The great portcullis raised with a clink of chains as a wheel on the other side was pushed by someone Elian was sure was markless. The gate rose slowly. While it did, Elian looked over his shoulder at the Lower Town. He didn’t know if he would miss the place, or even the people, but it still felt strange leaving it. On the days when he’d lost all hope of ever actually being marked, and there had been a fair share of them, he’d figured this town, or the mines, would be where he ended up dying.

When the portcullis rose high enough for them to walk through the archway, Baylin nudged him on the shoulder.

Elian Salt, Baylin Sworn, and Aila Verran walked through the archway toward the Middle City, with Minions One and Two trailing behind them.

It wouldn’t be long now before Elian was setting foot within the academy’s walls.


Chapter 38

The Middle City was nothing like the Lower Town. It was far more populated, for one. Elian had never seen buildings as high as the ones he saw now—at least, he hadn’t seen them up close. If he turned his gaze upward toward the Peaks, he could make out plenty of tall buildings. They just looked very small from where he stood, all the way down here.

They didn’t get half as many glances, walking through the streets of the Middle City. There were all types here, and Elian spotted more marked around than he’d ever seen in one place back at the Lower Town—there hadn’t even been this many marked back at the Lower Town Wall.

The glances Elian and the others did receive were nothing like the ones they got in the Lower Town, either. Apparently marked—being far more common—weren’t as feared here. At least, they weren’t feared as openly. Elian certainly smelled hints of fear wafting from people, especially when they looked over at his corpse minions. He supposed he couldn’t blame them for that, even if Baylin was more dangerous than both the minions combined.

They dressed differently here in the Middle City as well, though he couldn’t help but notice not all were as wealthy as he’d grown to believe.

“What are they doing?” Elian asked, nodding toward a few children sitting on a street corner who were trying to talk to people walking by. They had hats in their hands, holding them out as though they were expecting something to be dropped into them.

“Begging for scraps,” Baylin said. “For food and coin and the like.”

“Begging?” Elian frowned. He’d been short on coin and money all his life, especially after his mother had died, but the community within the Lower Town had made sure he never went without food for too long, though that didn’t mean his stomach hadn’t felt like it was trying to eat itself on occasion. And when he’d worked in the mines… well, he hadn’t had much, but he’d had enough to get by. “Don’t they have jobs? Another way to earn coin?”

He couldn’t imagine begging for his food…

His first thought had been, Don’t they have families to look after them? But he knew better than anyone that not everyone was lucky enough to have a family.

“There aren’t enough jobs to go around,” Aila muttered. She flicked several coins into the air. Elian hadn’t seen where she’d gotten them from, so to his eye it almost looked as though she’d simply plucked them from thin air. There were three dull thuds as a coin landed in each of the hats—he could have sworn he saw a hint of silver caught by the sun’s rays.

That was mighty generous of her.

His feelings felt all jumbled at seeing those beggar children. Whenever he imagined people in the Middle City, even markless, he’d always thought they were all, well… far more prosperous.

As they walked toward what he was told was the Middle City’s main square, for the most part his assumptions had been correct—people had more here than most ever had back in the Lower Town, but things also cost more than they did back there, an oddity he didn’t quite understand.

A howl sounded somewhere off to his left and his hand dropped to the dagger about his waist—Anders Galkin had taken the spear with the saltsteel blade off his hands, saying the infusion on the blade wasn’t his to claim, and that he shouldn’t be walking through town with a weapon like that until after he’d spent some time at the academy, but he’d left him the dagger, at least.

Elian’s whole body stiffened at the sound of that howl.

Hellhounds.

His shoulders tensed. His fists clenched about the dagger’s hilt. His muscles felt all bunched up, ready for him to pounce, and his essence stirred within his heart tree.

Then a strong hand fell on his shoulder. “Calm yourself, lad. It’s just a normal hound.”

Elian struggled to take his hand away from his dagger. He could have sworn that had been a hellhound’s howl, not just that of a dog, and his body and mind both weren’t ready to be calm, not until he eliminated the threat. But then he remembered where he was.

There were no demons here—none but the one inside of him, at least.

Elian released a long breath, then inhaled deeply. Slowly, he felt his heartrate calm. It had been pounding hard in his chest—almost hard enough to hurt. It was strange, when he’d been outside the wall, he’d gotten used to the threat of demons around him. He might not have been comfortable with them, but the fear he’d just felt in that moment seemed… stronger than it should have been. Perhaps it was because he’d assumed he was safe here—or should be safe here—and that howl had shattered that for him in an instant.

He refrained from circulating essence through his head, even though he knew it would help calm him. Elian had no idea when the next time he would be able to get his hands on essence was, so he needed every unit that he had.

“It’s strange being back inside the walls after what we went through, isn’t it?” Baylin said. His voice was soft. “Out there you expect it. In here, it catches you off guard.”

Aila was peering at him, her face blank.

“I’m fine,” Elian said, shrugging off his reaction. “Just a normal hound.”

They kept walking toward the heart of the city. The Middle City had been carved into the mountainside. There were lots of short, flat planes where houses had been built, and streets formed, with stairs leading up to the next tier of the city. He looked up, at the Peaks high above them. “Are we going to walk the entire way?”

His legs were getting sore—he wasn’t used to walking up so many stairs. Hell, he wasn’t used to walking up any stairs, and it was straining muscles he didn’t even know he had.

“Walk?” Aila chuckled. “Why in the world would we bother to walk?” She nodded ahead of them. “We’re heading to the station.”

Elian frowned. “The station?” He had no idea what she was talking about.

“You really are from the Lower Town,” Aila muttered.

“In the Middle City and the Peaks, they have a wagon. One that runs on tracks laid onto the ground. It drives them up the mountain, circling around it as it climbs, taking them straight to the top.”

“A wagon on… tracks?” Elian was struggling to imagine what he meant. “It’s pulled by horses?”

“An Infuser runs it. The intricacies of how it works are a little beyond me, however,” Aila said.

Elian frowned, wondering how an Infuser could pull a wagon. Maybe they made the wagon lighter… but that didn’t explain it enough. “Aren’t you an Infuser?”

“Of course,” Aila said. “But I’m a combat Infuser. An entirely different specialty.”

“There are non-combat marked?”

Baylin grunted. “A fair few. They just don’t tend to tell stories about them.”

Elian raised up to the balls of his feet to try to look over the crowd at this wagon-on-tracks they were talking about, but all he could see were more buildings. More stairs.

Then they turned a corner.

The wagon wasn’t like any wagon he’d ever seen before. The sight of it made him stop. It was made from… metal? And it wasn’t only one wagon, either. It was several wagons, connected together in a long line. The wagons were long and slim, to fit on the metal tracks laid out on the ground, he supposed.

He’d never seen so much metal in his entire life.

Baylin rested a hand on his shoulder. “Imagine if we had one of these connected to the mines, aye? We could just toss the salt blocks into them and send them off.”

“I doubt the families would ever agree to do that,” Aila muttered. “Considering they barely agree on anything…”

“The families?” Elian asked.

“She’s talking about the high bloodlines,” Baylin said.

Elian nodded, wondering if Verran was one of those families. “Why would the families need to agree? Wouldn’t that be something the crown could decide?”

Aila smiled. It wasn’t a condescending smile, just a warm one. “You have much to learn, Elian Salt.”

Baylin glanced at him with a raised eyebrow, perhaps at his last name being Salt. He was probably wondering when that had happened, though the man had heard it already, back at the gate to the Middle City.

Elian sighed. He thought he knew a lot about the world—or at least, about the Valley of Auld—but he was quickly discovering many of his assumptions about a markless’s place… may not always ring true, at least if one were outside the Lower Town. And there were a lot of other things he hadn’t known about, too.

Like this wagon on tracks.

“What do they call that?” Elian pointed at the narrow wagons, all connected together.

“It’s called a train. Don’t worry, students—even future students—of the academy ride free. Though Baylin will have to pay his way.”

“I can handle that,” Baylin muttered.

There was a stone platform before the train. The train itself was in a recessed portion of the street. It looked as though they’d had to dig a very, very long trench before they’d laid the rails down. Elian looked down the tracks and saw small bridges that arched over them. People walked across those bridges, and horses pulled carts over them.

They happened to catch the train while it was stopped, awaiting its next passengers. Or perhaps that wasn’t by coincidence, maybe Aila had known exactly when the train would come. There was a line outside of it, though it wasn’t a very long one. The line, and the abundance of people around, it made him wonder… what did all of these people do in this city? They’d passed a fair few storefronts, food stalls, and even some blacksmiths, though they hadn’t come upon any tanners.

They probably keep those on the outskirts of the city, unlike where I’m from…

But there were so many people. Did they all each have a different job somewhere? None of them looked like miners, that was for sure.

Most of the passengers heading onto the train looked wealthy. He could tell by their clothes. He might not know much about clothes, but these would certainly cost a lot of gold—if the price of that cloak in the clothing store’s window earlier was anything to go by. Elian looked down at his own clothes. The cloak he had on, the one the proprietor had called “basic,” was the best he’d worn in his life, but it didn’t have the same level of flair as all the others he’d seen.

He suddenly felt a little embarrassed by what he possessed, and the meagre amount of coin in his purse, and wondered if there would be a way for him to make more in or around the academy.

Would they allow me to go out demon hunting? I could definitely make good money that way… though I wouldn’t want to give away any of the essence I took, would I? I’d rather unlock nodes with it than gain coin.

He hadn’t felt this way earlier, when he was given the new clothes. As much as he wanted freedom, and a better life for himself, it had never been about status, which was what he seemed to be craving in that moment. Perhaps it was just because of everyone else around him.

And this is only in the Middle City… I wonder what the Peaks will be like.

He reminded himself that despite appearances, the Middle City did have those beggar children, so who knew what the Peaks would truly be like.

“Marked Verran,” the man at the front of the line, checking tickets, said with a curt smile. “Come right on through.” He gestured onto one of the carriages—Aila had just told Elian that’s what they were called. Most of the passengers were being boarded onto different ones along the tracks.

Elian couldn’t help but notice that Aila didn’t need to produce a ticket.

She’s not still a student at the academy, is she? At Tier 3, and being the second-in-command of the Lower Town Wall?

She did appear young enough to be a student at the academy, but it was always hard to tell a marked’s age.

The man wore odd clothes, at least odd to Elian, and had a purple vest over the top of them. He raised his hand, palm outward, at Elian and Baylin. “Tickets, please, before boarding.”

“Elian Salt is bound for the academy. A newly discovered thrice-marked,” Aila said. She’d stepped up into the carriage, but hadn’t gone to a seat yet, and was still standing in the doorway. “Baylin Sworn has not yet had a chance to purchase his ticket, but I’m sure you’ll allow him to do that from you.”

The man looked slightly flustered, but only for a second. He inclined his head. “One silver piece, please.”

One silver? Is it really that expensive to ride on this train?

That felt like far, far too much. How could anyone afford to do such a thing? Baylin had said he had enough money to get by, but Elian didn’t know how that could be possible.

Baylin produced a pouch from the long bag he wore over his shoulder. The pouch made a healthy clinking sound. He pulled out a silver piece and handed it to the man like it was nothing to him.

How long has he had those stashed away?

Elian couldn’t help but feel a little betrayed again. If he’d had access to that money earlier in his life, maybe he would have been able to get out of the mines sooner. Maybe he would have been able to afford to take on an apprenticeship. Smiths and the like in the Lower Town tended to teach their children first, so there wasn’t always opportunities for those that weren’t related to others in crafts—sometimes one had to make those opportunities, and Elian had never been able to.

Yet Baylin had all this stashed away… the man never had to toil in the mines at all.

Elian swallowed. Baylin had only worked the mines so he could look after him.

Sitting on the train was a very strange experience. The only time Elian had ever been in a wagon was when he was heading to and from the salt mines outside the walls where the demons roamed. These train carriages were nothing like those wagons. They had seats—or rather, booths—that faced both forward and backward, and there were glass windows on the sides of the train so people could look out and see the view. Though there wasn’t much of a view at that moment, as all he could really see was the side of the stone platform.

I’ve come a long way since the salt mines, that’s for sure.

And there was still a long way to go.

Baylin sat next to him in one of the little booths, while Aila was sitting across from him. Elian rested his hands in his lap, lost in thought—his head in the clouds, as Aila would say—once more, trying to think about what the academy would actually look like. He’d seen the building, or at least the academy’s tower, from afar when he’d been looking over at the mountain from the top of that hill, but he couldn’t make out any details from that distance.

The closer it got to him actually reaching the academy, the more nervous he was becoming. He’d been building this up in his mind since the moment he’d become marked. He’d known that, even though he was full-marked, which made him a Summoner along with everything else and therefore hunted by… well, everyone, he still wanted to make it to the academy.

He thought he could be safe there.

Now, he was feeling less and less sure about that. Strange, that the farther he got from the walls that separated humans from demons, the less secure and safe he was starting to feel.

He touched a hand to his chest. When he got to the academy, they would want to see his mark—what better way to prove who he was? His heart beat a little fast. During that bath, he’d been so focused on cleaning off the dirt and grime, the salt and blood… he must have cleaned off the powder that had been masking his Summoner mark, too.

Did I do that? Without even realising?

It wasn’t as though he would be able to check right now. He bit his lip, glancing at Aila. One, he hadn’t expected this to be a problem—he’d thought he would have more time between getting back to the Lower Town and making it to the academy.

He also hadn’t anticipated having an escort.

Dead gods, how in the world could he have been so foolish? So forgetful? And why hadn’t the souls residing in his heart tree warned him that he’d done this?

I can’t blame this on them. It’s my life—my oversight.

Somehow, being around Aila, at the tavern, at the clothing store… she’d had this remarkable ability to make him feel relaxed, something that he hadn’t felt for a long while. That feeling of safety, being at ease inside the walls, and all the other things that had started to occupy his mind after meeting so many more marked, then buying clothes…

It had all combined together, making him less vigilant.

Is this what it’s going to be like in the academy? Something tells me I’ll be bombarded with new information while there all the time… I’ll need to be far, far more careful. Assuming they don’t find out who I am the moment I get there.

Then I’ll be too dead to be careful.

He’d expected he would have time to get more lily roots while he was in the Lower Town. Expected to be able to make more of that powder—maybe he could even get some off Mellin, as the man must have a supply that he’d made for his wife.

But he hadn’t had a single moment away from Aila. At least, not since the bath.

The train rocked, then slowly began to move. It was far smoother than a regular wagon, but he could easily feel that it was in motion. It got faster and faster, until it was moving at a speed he’d never seen a wagon able to manage.

He looked out the window, glancing up at the Peaks, at the academy’s tower, stretching upward to pierce the sky. His final destination. The one he’d been striving for since the moment he’d discovered he was marked. The one he’d been dreaming of going to since he was a child.

The one he’d fought so hard to get to.

And now, he had no way of hiding his Summoner mark.

How in the world was he going to get through this one?


Chapter 39

The train rumbled up the mountain. When it had reached the slope that took it upward, it had slowed down considerably, but nowhere near as much as Elian might have expected it to. This train, however it worked, however the Infuser managed to get it moving, had obviously been designed with this very purpose in mind.

Elian’s gaze was locked out the window. He’d never seen the world from this angle before. Never looked down on the Lower Town—this was the first time it had actually been below him. It wasn’t just the Middle City and the Lower Town that he could see sprawled out beneath him, either. It was the road and the forest beyond. From up this high, he could actually make out the abandoned, ruined mining town just outside the salt mine.

Without the threat of demons, the forests beyond the wall had a certain beauty. A part of him, deep inside, longed to be back out there again. Once more, he didn’t know if it was Flame’s emotions he was feeling or his own.

Maybe they both wanted the same thing.

His hand, without him even meaning to, came up to grasp near his heart—where his marks were.

How am I going to cover up my Summoner mark again before we make it to the academy? How could I have ever thought this would be a good idea?

The train, moving as fast as it was, would at this rate make it to the Peaks in no time, and something told him Aila wasn’t about to let him out of his sight.

“Don’t worry,” Aila said. “You’re safe.”

“Huh?” Elian looked over at her. “What-what do you mean?”

Aila patted the windowsill. “I’ve ridden this train hundreds of times. It was a little scary for me at first, too. But you get used to it—it’s perfectly safe. Besides, if it does crash, we can always heal ourselves.” She laughed, a little awkwardly.

“Speak for yourself,” Baylin muttered. He looked at Elian. Elian lowered his hand, but Baylin had seen what he’d been doing. “I spoke with Mellin before leaving for the Middle City gate.”

“Oh?” Elian replied.

“Yes, him and his wife said they’re going to miss you.” The man put a hand on his bag, which he’d put on the floor between the seats. “Mellin’s wife wrote a thank you letter, for protecting her husband out there.”

“Mellin’s wife can write?”

“Yes,” Baylin said. “It surprised me too.” He inclined his head toward Elian, then looked hard at him before opening his bag and taking out an envelope that looked well-sealed. He handed it over, his gaze flicking down to Elian’s chest then back to his eyes.

Elian felt the envelope. There was something clumped up in the bottom of it.

He restrained himself from widening his eyes.

Lily root powder.

He didn’t think Mellin and his wife—a woman who hadn’t spoken more than two words to him—would have written him a letter, of all things. Baylin must have gotten some powder off Mellin before getting to the gate.

That man is clearly thinking about all this more than I am.

He was even more glad than he’d already been that he was bringing the man along.

“I think I’ll read this later,” Elian said. “In private.”

Aila looked between them. She raised an eyebrow at Elian. “In private?” She winked. “Good friends with his wife, were you?”

Elian felt his cheeks redden. “Nothing like that.” He opened his satchel and slipped the envelope into it, wondering when he’d have a chance to actually apply it before making it to the academy. Then, an idea struck him. It wasn’t exactly very profound, but he figured it would work.

He started fidgeting a little in his seat, as though he had an intense need to pee. When the train finally stopped up at the Peaks, surely he’d have his chance to pop in somewhere private…

Elian clutched his satchel in his hands, then forced himself to loosen his grip. He didn’t want to look suspicious—didn’t know what would look suspicious. He rested the satchel on his knees. A moment ago he’d been terrified of making it to the academy. Even with the lily root powder currently sitting on his lap, he was still afraid, but at least there was a plan now.

Where would I be without Baylin?

Something told him he’d been taking for granted how much the man was protecting him. The money he’d secreted away… maybe it would have given Elian a better life. A different one. Maybe it wouldn’t have. Maybe Baylin had needed it for something else, or in anticipation of this, and so hadn’t wanted to squander it—either way, it wasn’t for Elian to decide what happened with someone else’s money. He shouldn’t feel entitled to it. It wasn’t his, after all.

Even if it did come from my father, which it very well might have…

Aila’s attention had turned away from him and was now squarely on Baylin. “There’s a lot of stories, about… what happened to Hollow.”

Baylin grunted. “Aye. I’m sure there are.”

“Most of them end with a question.”

“Do they, now?”

Aila nodded. “People wonder how it is you made it back alive when he didn’t.” Aila moved her head, motioning with it toward the Peaks through the window. “If you’re up there, people will have someone they can finally ask that question to.”

Baylin stared hard at Aila. Elian had never seen the man look at someone marked like that before. In that moment, he couldn’t help but flashback to when Elian wanted to speak his mind to Overseer Cael about the fact that they hadn’t had a break for an entire day—Baylin had warned him against that. He’d seemed worried. Timid.

This was not that same man. This was someone else entirely.

“I answered that question the first time I made it back,” Baylin said through gritted teeth. “I don’t fancy answering it again.”

Aila leant back in her seat. Her face relaxed, and she no longer looked quite so serious. “I was hoping that would be your answer. The people who will try to batter you with questions… they’re not the type you want to talk to. Whatever you say, they’ll find a way to twist it. They’ll disbelieve you. All it will do is fan the flames around the topic, which I dare say will flare on your return.” She motioned to Elian. “Maybe it’ll actually take some of the pressure off him…”

Elian wasn’t so sure. If anything, just as the woman had said before, it was likely to make things more difficult, having someone who was supposedly well known by his side would make him stand out even more.

I really don’t know Baylin at all, do I?

The train curled around the mountain. Elian had never been on this side of the mountain before—how could he have been? What he saw astounded him. Far down the side of the cliffs, through a large valley, a river ran. This river must have run down on both sides of the mountain. The train went past what Aila had called waterfalls, and he now understood what they were. The view was beautiful. And beyond that river was something he never thought he would ever see.

The ocean.

“It’s an amazing sight, isn’t it?” Aila whispered. She must have seen him looking.

Elian was too speechless to say anything. The blue stretched on for what looked like forever. He’d heard of the ocean before. A large body of water. But this… this was more than his brain could have ever imagined. The immense scale of it was… overwhelming.

This entire day had been overwhelming, even more so than his time outside the wall had been. Every moment, back then, had been one of survival, of breaking through a node to acquire a new skill. Of hunting demons. Now, his world was ever expanding, to levels he never knew were possible. It made him once more wonder what might be out there. Could there be other lands, across those waters, that didn’t experience the same troubles with demons that they did?

Maybe one day I’ll be able to find out…

The train ride ended even faster than he’d expected it to. One moment, he was gazing out the window, experiencing views he would have never been able to imagine on his own, the next it was rolling into the Peaks. There was another wall, up here—actually, there had been multiple walls between the Middle City and the Peaks. Walls thicker, even, than the one down in the Lower Town. He’d felt the pressure of the salt-infused stone each time the train had passed under the gates, through these walls. It looked as though they kept the portcullis on most of these walls open the entire time. The portcullis on the final wall before the Peaks, however, had been opened when the train had been spotted by whoever was manning it. Elian watched through the window as it rose.

It would be impossible for a demon to ever make it up this high, past all of these defences, wouldn’t it?

He itched to touch his chest, to feel above his heart tree, where Flame resided. For a moment, he wondered if assimilating the demon and coming up here had been a been a terrible thing to do. If all the stories about Summoners and full-marked being evil were actually true.

I’ve been a Summoner only for a few days, and I’m already smuggling a demon into the heart of the Valley of Auld, to the Peaks where the crown and high families reside.

In any story, it would be easy to see him as a villain.

The train slowed down to a stop and people began getting off. Elian moved to stand. Aila raised a hand to stop him. “The train goes straight to the academy. There will be another stop soon.”

Elian didn’t sit back down. Instead, he bit his lip, and fidgeted a bit. “How long would it take to walk there from here?”

Aila frowned. “Maybe half an hour or so.”

Elian glanced out the window. He purposefully didn’t look at the satchel held in his hands. “I’m not sure I’m ready to face the academy right away. Maybe we could walk through the city for a bit first? I’ve never seen it before.”

Aila’s face relaxed. She smiled warmly at him. “Of course.”

Elian stepped off the train with Baylin and Aila following close behind, his corpse minions trailing at their backs. Though he wasn’t as worried as he’d been earlier now that he had a plan, he still felt a hand clutching at his gut. Still felt a sense of anxiety and stress over what he had to do next. He’d been assaulted with quite the mixture of feelings since returning to the Lower Town, coming up through the Middle City, and now finally arriving in the Peaks.

Is this how I’m going to feel, every single day?

A part of him felt safer, being inside the walls, knowing that he would no longer be attacked by a demon at any moment—despite how he’d reacted to hearing that dog howling back in the Middle City. But he didn’t feel safe.

He was just in a different kind of danger.

I’m an imposter. A full-marked. A Summoner. And at any moment, what I truly am could be discovered.

Then I’m dead.


Chapter 40

Tall, white stone buildings flanked the wide, clean road. The road itself had been carved from the marble of the mountain peak, a feat that must have taken thousands upon thousands of hours for countless markless—either that, or it had been achieved by marked. Elian didn’t know, but the accomplishment and craftmanship was clear. The road was smooth, but not too smooth that it didn’t offer any traction.

What he noticed most about the Peaks weren’t the buildings or the people adorned in rich clothes walking by, it was how clean everything was, and the clear smell in the air. He couldn’t smell rotting food from back alleys. He couldn’t smell the runoff from latrines. The air was as clean as the streets.

The buildings were so huge they bordered on ostentatious, but what else should he have expected, in a place like this?

The streets weren’t as populated as the Middle City, to the point where it almost felt like the Peaks were deserted. Those people they did pass stared openly at Elian and Baylin, though their eyes slid over Aila as though she wasn’t there at all. Elian wondered about that—he couldn’t tell if it was a sign of respect, or disrespect.

She’s of a strong bloodline, from one of the high families, but she’s also only once-marked, and so a disappointment to them.

“Is there a tavern we could stop into on our way to the academy?” Elian asked.

Aila raised an eyebrow. “A tavern? You want to get drunk before your induction?”

“Drunk? No. But I wouldn’t mind some liquid courage.” Elian wasn’t much of a drinker, but his words were only partly a lie.

Aila sighed. “Ale will only get you so far, Elian. You can’t rely on it for such things. Besides, considering all you’ve been through, I’d hardly think you would need courage. You’ve faced demons, surely you can face the masters at the academy.”

I wouldn’t be so sure.

Elian pursed his lips. He didn’t want to push the issue, but he needed to stop somewhere.

Aila took pity on him, however, as she gave in without him even having to say a word. They headed to a place she said was favoured by the students at the academy. They didn’t stop in for long. Just long enough for Elian to have his drink and excuse himself to the call of nature. When he finally had some privacy, he shrugged off his new cloak and hung it on the door’s hook, then pulled off his shirt.

He sighed when he saw his marks. He’d been right to be worried. The lily root powder he’d applied earlier in the day had been cleaned right off. His Summoner mark jutted out from the top and bottom of his other marks as clear as anything.

There would have been no doubt at what he was.

Something tells me this is going to happen a lot.

Elian had no idea how often he would have to take his shirt off at the academy. He hoped it wouldn’t be a regular thing. One thing he had noticed when he’d stepped off the train and set foot in the Peaks for first time was how much colder it was up here. The cloak he’d bought had done a good job of staving off much of that cold, but it wasn’t near as thick as those the locals were wearing. He remembered looking up at the peaks and seeing snow covering them, which meant it was liable to get even colder up here.

Maybe baring my mark won’t even come up all that often. Maybe I’ll only have to worry about it during my induction—whatever that entails.

He opened the sealed envelope that Baylin had given him. There was more lily root powder inside of it than he’d managed to make himself outside the gates, and this stuff looked more fine than what he’d been able to make.

Who knew Mellin had it in him.

It was smoother and easier to apply than what he’d used before. Elian hoped that meant it would last longer—it also fit his skin tone better, as though it had been made for him.

I’m going to have to get my hands on more of this.

He didn’t spend much time doing this, he didn’t want Aila to grow suspicious at why he was gone so long. When he exited the stall and headed back into the tavern’s main room, Baylin and Aila were waiting for him by the door. His corpse minions were waiting outside the tavern—the barkeeper didn’t allow walking corpses inside as they, “Never ate or drank anything and just took up space.” The way he spoke, it sounded like a common refrain.

They didn’t talk much as they walked through the pristine, flat streets, glancing up at the pristine buildings. Aila, who’d been plenty talkative before, seemed more reserved up here. Elian wondered if she felt more comfortable back in the Lower Town than she did up here. It certainly seemed that way. The time passed by more slowly with less chatter, but eventually they made it to a wide set of iron gates in front of the tallest tower in the Valley of Auld.

Those gates aren’t just made from iron, they’re infused with salt.

It was the strongest salt-infused defence he’d ever felt. The pressure pushed hard at him, stirring Flame’s most primal emotions, making him slow his walk and wish he could turn around and flee.

“Is the whole place infused with salt?” Elian asked.

Aila blinked at him. “You’re able to feel that? That’s impressive—and you haven’t even unlocked any Infuser nodes…” She motioned to the gates. “Only the gates are infused, with Mistress Petra’s own skill. She replaces it once every year.”

“Once per year?” Elian had never heard of an infuser’s enchantment lasting for that long.

Aila shrugged. “Mistress Preta might only be once-marked, but she’s the most powerful Infuser alive. Most Infusers with other marks tend to focus on their Infuser skills less than they should.” She winked at Elian. “I’m sure that’s an affliction you won’t suffer from, despite not having unlocked an Infuser node yet. Infusers are the best mark, after all.”

<Hah!> Cael shouted in Elian’s mind, as loud as he ever had.

Elian clutched his forehead with a hand. “Cael appears to disagree.” He winced. “Quite loudly.”

Aila smirked. “I thought he might.” She paused before the gates. “This is where I leave you, Elian Salt. This is as far as I was ordered to take you. Galkin will be expecting me back before nightfall.”

Elian stared at the gates. “How… how do I get in?”

“Galkin sent a runner after we left. The academy are expecting you.” Aila shook his hand. Then she took out the envelope Anders Galkin had handed her, the one she’d tucked under her breastplate. “Hand this to the headmistress. And good luck, Elian. Remember Galkin’s words—you don’t need to prove anything to them.”

Elian inclined his head. He tucked the envelope into his satchel. “Thank you for getting me here, and being kind. It’s not something I’m used to.” He almost ended that sentence with, from marked, but he cut himself off from doing so.

Aila smiled warmly. “I think you’ll do well here.” She faced Baylin. “Baylin Sworn. It was a pleasure meeting you. I hope you take better care of Elian than you did your last master.”

Baylin winced at that. “On my life, I’ll do everything I can to keep him safe.”

Aila walked off, and Elian couldn’t help but watch her go.

“I think that one likes you,” Baylin said. He shook his head in slight disbelief. “I’ve never known a Verran to like anything but power.”

“You know the Verrans?”

“I did my fair share of time up here,” Baylin said in a soft voice. “With Derrick Hollow.”

“My f—” The word Elian was going to say was cut off when Baylin gripped his shoulder intensely. So tight it was painful. If not for the thick cloak, Elian wondered if the man’s nails would have cut through his skin.

His forehead creasing, Elian looked at the old miner—the former Blood Sworn. Baylin gripped his own earlobe and twisted it between thumb and forefinger, almost as though he were scratching it, but it was a gesture Elian had seen him use before, one he recognised from the mines.

Ears everywhere.

The academy would be filled with Invokers, marked who could hijack someone else’s senses and see, hear, smell or touch through them.

Baylin glanced up at a crow perched on the gates. The crow opened its wings, ruffled its feathers, then relaxed back into its perch.

Even the bird might be listening—or rather, someone might be listening through the bird.

The gates opened, and Elian turned fully back around to face them. Aila was disappearing behind a corner, anyway, the Tier 3 Infuser no longer in view.

It didn’t matter that they were alone. Now that they were at the academy, Elian and Baylin wouldn’t have many chances to speak freely. That hand clutched at his gut again. It had subsided slightly, before, after he’d applied the lily root powder onto his mark.

A plethora of intrusive thoughts assailed his mind.

What if another Invoker hijacks my vision and sees me apply the powder over the mark? Will I ever even know that they’re seeing through my eyes?

The very thought made him shiver. At least that he could pass off from being out in the cold.

The gates had opened all by themselves, something Elian found more creepy than intriguing. Elian’s shoulder felt a touch sore where Baylin had gripped it, but he was glad the man had. He was sure now, that the crow had been hijacked. Elian didn’t know if someone within the academy always had eyes on the gates, or if it had just been because they were expecting him, but either way, he appreciated the man’s paranoia.

Is it really paranoia, if people are actually watching you, and you hold a secret that could get you killed?

Elian wondered if he should wait at the large iron gates until someone came to get them, but Baylin started walking straight through them, so Elian did the same. The pressure of the salt-infused gates pushed down hard upon him, but it was a pressure he was growing used to. He curbed Flame’s instincts to run, and he did his best not to show a sign of it bothering him.

They passed through a well-tended, beautiful garden. There were benches, tables, and a plush lawn for the students to lounge on, but there wasn’t a single student in sight.

They must all be inside the academy.

Elian had heard stories about the academy, but all the stories had been told by other markless. The stories trickled down from the Peaks to the Middle City and eventually made their way down to the Lower Town.

How much had been lost along the way?

The tower stretched high above them. Elian craned his neck to look up at it. Unlike the rest of the buildings, this wasn’t made from the same pristine white stone. It was made from large, grey blocks, each five times the size of a single person. They must have weighed tons. Elian struggled to imagine how this place had been built. At the tower’s top were sharp spires, spires he’d never noticed before, looking up at the structure from the distance of the Lower Town.

They’re too thin to see from so far away.

They circled the top of the tower like a crown. Was that what they signified—the crown’s authority over the Academy of Marked?

He saw a myriad of windows and balconies, and wondered what it would be like looking down at where he used to live from that high up, especially now that his vision was enhanced.

How much farther would I be able to see if I were stealing someone else’s vision as well?

The crow that had been perched upon the large, iron gates cawed loudly. There was a flap of wings as it flew by, soaring upward toward one of the higher tower floors. Staring at the crow as it flew, Elian wondered something. His Blood Bond ability… was he only able to use it on demons? Or could a summoner form a bond with animals, too?

How useful would it be, to form a bond with a bird, see through its eyes, and send it off in flight to scout an area?

Or maybe he could bond with a smaller animal—like a mouse or a rat—one that could move through the academy unseen. That way, he’d be privy to all types of information…

He wondered about all the stories he’d heard about Summoners, and the types of beasts they bonded. The stories always talked of demons, but demons… they came from another realm, didn’t they? And Summoners—all marked—came from this world.

There must be other beasts a Summoner can bond, and other sources of essence, other than those from demons… I really do know so little about all this.

There was one place in the academy he couldn’t wait to enter—one place he might actually be able to find this information without making others suspicious of him.

The library.

Thank you, Mother, for teaching me to read.

Elian was knocked out of his thoughts when they reached the large double doors that marked the main entrance to the academy. The doors, just like the iron gates that now lay behind Elian and Baylin, opened as though of their own accord. But this time, they found a person standing on the other side. A woman, who looked to be a hundred years old if the wrinkles on her face were anything to go by.

The old woman wore flowing, silver robes that stopped just short of the marble floor beneath her feet. She held her hands together in front of her, her long, thin fingers interlocked. Her shoulders were back, chin raised. Elian had never seen someone so old in his life, and he’d never seen someone old hold themselves with such perfect posture, either—all the older people he’d ever known were hunched over by the compounded toils of time and life.

How old is she really? If she looks a hundred years old, mustn’t she be older as she’s marked?

The woman looked straight into Elian’s eyes. “Elian Salt. Anders Galkin sent a messenger informing us that we should expect you.” Her gaze turned to Baylin. “The messenger, however, said nothing about you, Baylin Sworn.”

Baylin inclined his head. “It is an honour to be back inside these halls, Mistress Herack.”

“It is headmistress, now. Though you are forgiven for not knowing. Something tells me word of who runs the academy does not often find itself to the likes of markless in the Lower Town.”

Elian stiffened slightly at the woman’s words. It wasn’t the words themselves, but rather the tone she spoke them in. Her voice was laced with sharp disapproval, and her eyes bore into Baylin as though she were trying to cut him with her gaze.

She turned her gaze on Elian, and while it was by no means softer, it was no longer sharp.

“Elian Salt. Anders Galkin claims you are thrice-marked, and that you survived outside the wall by yourself, without the aid of any other marked.” The severe headmistress raised her chin. “Remove your shirt.”

Elian stopped himself from holding his breath. That didn’t seem like the wisest thing to do in this situation. He had no idea what kind of marks this woman had—she could be thrice-marked, exactly as he was claiming to be. As she was a higher Tier, her senses were no doubt stronger than that of a normal human. Beyond that, she could be an Invoker, enhancing them even further.

He didn’t want her to see how nervous he was.

Elian did as he was instructed. He removed the cloak. Baylin reached for it without being asked, draping it over his arm as Elian pulled his brand-new shirt over his head and revealed his marks to the Headmistress of the Academy of Marked.

The woman’s lips became a thin line as she looked at his marks. “In my time I have seen many things. There have even been some who have tried to fake extra marks. It is a worry, that these people did not think things through beyond getting admitted into the academy as a twice-marked or thrice-marked. For what would they say when they were instructed to unlock nodes in these marks?”

The woman licked her thumb, then stepped forward until she was standing less than a foot away from him. The silver-robed woman was shorter than him, but the way she carried herself made it seem as though she was the tallest person in any room, so it was almost disorientating, looking down at her.

She leant forward and rubbed at the solid parts of his Invoker, Infuser, and Necromancer marks.

Elian’s heart stopped. If she were to move her finger above the other marks and remove the lily root powder… this would have all been for nothing. Something told him that no matter how strong he had become, and no matter how many marks he had, he wouldn’t be able to take the headmistress in a one-on-one fight.

Seemingly satisfied, Headmistress Herack stood straight, shoulders pulled back, and gave a slight nod. “You must forgive me. It is… unusual for a thrice-marked to come from the Lower Town.” She paused. “And by unusual, I mean to say I do not think that for as long as our records stretch back—all the way to the Godfall—it has ever before happened.”

The woman seemed to relax a fraction. Her voice was no longer as hard and unyielding as it had been a moment ago.

She spoke to him there for half an hour, asking him all manner of questions about what he’d been through. Elian elaborated about how Baylin had helped him outside the wall, something he hadn’t done to Anders Galkin, as he hadn’t wanted to reveal Baylin’s identity as a former Blood Sworn to the man.

Galkin had known who Baylin was all along, hadn’t he?

The woman didn’t look impressed or unimpressed by anything he told her—she simply paced, listened, and questioned.

At some point as they were talking, the flapping of wings was heard in the grand entryway they stood within. A crow came flying in from behind the headmistress and glided until it landed on the woman’s shoulder, perching there as though it was the most natural thing in the world.

Though he was by no means an authority on crows, he’d bet his meagre purse of coins it was the same crow that had been perched on the iron gate outside of the academy.

Baylin had been wise to think we were being listened to.

It made him glad he hadn’t spoken too freely.

When the woman had finished her interrogation of Elian, she started on Baylin—her first question was why the man was here. Apparently, it wasn’t the masters or mistresses prerogative to ban the personal servants, bodyguards, or Blood Sworn of students from the academy without cause, so there was nothing that she did about his presence, but the very fact she mentioned this policy made it clear she wanted to do something.

When it was over, and the woman seem satisfied about their respective recollection of events, she called upon a markless servant to show Elian to his room.

Baylin would have to pay for room and board in the servants’ quarters, deep in the bowels of the academy.

They parted ways without being able to talk. Elian felt a mixture of equal parts excitement and dread as he trudged up a long, spiralling set of stone steps up into the academy’s tower.

He had been admitted into the academy, and his first tutoring session to gauge what classes he should be taking would begin in the morning.

And so far, he had not been found out.

As he walked up those steps, his thighs burning from the effort, he thought of everything he wanted to do here. Thought of the great library, and the old records beneath it, that he’d heard about in tavern stories. Thought about his father, who might be alive, somewhere out there beyond the wall.

And most of all, he thought about all of the things he was going to learn—all of the nodes he was going to unlock.

A feeling of hope stirred within him, a hope that was mixed with dread. Every second he spent here would push him forward, closer to his dreams—and every second he spent here would be a risk.

If they ever found out what he was—full-marked, a Summoner, and harbouring a demon inside his heart tree, his life, and that of Flame’s, would be forfeit.

I won’t let that happen.

The End of Book One
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