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Kari has been a part of me for most of my life. She began as a childish fantasy of who I wanted to be, and as time went on, we grew together. Now she has a life, a story, friends, and family. And thanks to her, I do too.

We all have inner strength, and sometimes its hiding, afraid to come out. Sometimes we need others to help us find that strength, and we need to learn to trust in those people as well as ourselves. I hope Kari’s story helps others find faith in themselves. Without her, I wouldn’t be half the person I am today.
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Prologue
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Sweat dotted Ari’s forehead, his cheeks reddened from the roaring blaze in front of him. His eyelids were heavy as they lifted, then snapped open as he noted the burial pyre. The flames reached high, ascending into billows of thick smoke. He was on his knees. The core of the pyre warmed his face.

When had it been lit? He looked down at his hands, but the torch rested on the ground. Had he lit it...then fallen asleep?

“Lord Ari?”

He looked up at Roland, who leaned on his walking stick. Beyond Roland stood the villagers, gazing around in a haze. They blinked and rubbed their eyes as if they, too, had just woken up.

“Roland,” Ari gasped. “What—”

He recalled something. Just before he lost consciousness, he’d felt something in the air. Some strange magic; loose, capricious, and his aura could not stand against it. He had tried to fight it...but...

Roland grabbed his elbow and pulled him to his feet. “All is well now, Lord Ari. I...can’t say what happened myself, either, but I have already checked everyone here. They are all fine and accounted for.”

Ari looked to the pyre. The bodies burned; the dead would be cleansed so their souls could go on to the afterlife. 

Kari...she would not go on, would she? Demons did not receive penance in Nalmi as humans did.

He clenched his fists. I did what I had to. If I didn’t, she would’ve...

“I must write to Lucas at Angel Cross,” he heard himself say. “They will see the smoke. I do not want them to worry unnecessarily. And...” Ari glanced around at his people, helping each other stand, some gazing at the pyre, others already leaving. “We may need their aid.”

“Of course, Lord. Afterward...might I suggest we discuss all that has happened?”

Gods, he felt so tired. He rubbed a hand over his face and shoved his fingers into his reddish-brown hair. How he longed to disappear into a dark place, to hide away from the pain threatening to rip his insides apart.

She loved me. But no...if she had, she wouldn’t have done this. Would she? She was a demon, but she was different. So different.

So why? I saw her myself, and I wasn’t the only one.

He was not a child anymore. He could not flee from these feelings any longer.

“Yes,” he managed. “I will come find you later.”

“Very well, Lord.”
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ARI FINISHED THE LETTER to Lucas and sealed it before making his way to Roland’s temple. As he approached the doors, a woman exited, her face blotchy and red. 

Ari knew her name—Susan. She was...a seamstress. 

“Lord,” she whispered in a cracked voice.

Susan’s husband had been one to be placed on the pyre, and a child of hers as well. Ari’s breath burned in his chest.

“Susan,” he said. “If there is anything I can—”

She gave a short, sharp shake of her head. “Oh, no, Lord. No...nothing can be done now.”

She turned, leaving him in the shadow of the temple, where he belonged. With a sigh threatening to break him in half, Ari entered.

Roland was in his aviary. Ari nudged the door open enough to slip inside and let it fall shut behind him. He approached one of the Sage Hawks, but his fingers fumbled to attach the letter. Roland took over, tying string around the minuscule scroll with years of practice.

“What do I do, Roland?” Ari whispered as Roland finished. “Surely I have failed everyone here. I was the one who allowed her to stay. I...”

Roland shook his head. “There will be some who feel anger, as is part of grieving, Lord Ari. Their anger is not for you, but for the unfairness of the world. This was not your sole doing.”

Ari laid his hands flat on a nearby table and bowed his head. “How can it not be?”

Roland rested a hand on his shoulder. “We all loved her, Lord Ari. We all saw the light she brought to you, and our village as well. She was not someone who would do this.”

Ari raised his head. “What are you saying?”

Roland’s hand twitched before it fell. “I think it best we discuss this more later when it is less fresh. For tonight, I want you to humor me. As night falls upon this dark day, you are no longer lord.”

Ari turned as Roland released the hawk out an open window. “What?”

“You will pray and meditate with me. Not as lord, but as the man you are. Feel your turmoil, and together we will unravel it, piece by piece.”

Ari’s lips curled. “As you wish, old friend.”

They returned to the main temple and sat on the cold wooden floor facing each other. Together, their light outshone the candles lining the walls. Ari’s light was brighter, not only due to the birthright of his power but also because of the fury inside of him.

Why? He wanted to scream to the sky, to the woman who had lain dead at his feet. Why did you betray us all?

He couldn’t forget the screams of his people, the crackling of fire, nor the high, sharp laughter as Kari leapt from rooftop to rooftop, spreading flames as she went. 

“Ari,” Roland whispered.

He forced himself to breathe. His light dimmed; he saw her face, moments before his sword had entered her gut. Not the distorted, cruelly-sharpened expression, but the wide eyes brimming with tears and pain. The mouth set and trembling, not sneering.

Why would someone with such a countenance do what she did? 
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THAT NIGHT, ARI LAY awake. His bed was too vast and cold, his room too quiet. Had it been only a day and a half ago that she had lain here with him? Since he had curled his arm around her and pulled her close?

His throat burned; his chest felt so cold it was hard to breathe. He sat up and stared into the darkness.

Despite what he knew—what he had seen and heard—he could not forget Roland’s insinuation. She was not someone who would do this.

Of course, he would not have expected such insanity and cruelty of Kari a week ago. Even twenty-four hours ago, attacking his people was one of the last things fathomable. She was hurt and afraid, but she was not dangerous. She had proven that time and again.

But when she came back from the mountain that first time...she had spoken with him. When he was grateful to see her, she had spoken harsh words, her eyes aglow with scarlet light.

Kill me, Lord Ari. Kill me, or more will die.

She had kept her promise. While he stood frozen in disbelief, she destroyed buildings and hurt people. Her cackle had filled the air as his people screamed and fled. When he finally gathered the courage to ready his bow, she escaped into the forest.

Inevitably, she returned, as all demons do. Perhaps she would have finished the job, or perhaps Roland’s suggestion had a kernel of truth. Maybe Kari’s final pleadings were not false.

Regardless, Ari did what he thought he had to do. And now Kari was dead.

He dropped his head into his hands and allowed the flames in his throat to overcome him as he wept.
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THE SUN WAS BRIGHT, far too joyously golden to shine on such a dreary village. Ari walked toward the thick of Raziac Village, Roland wobbling along at his side, and wondered at the fairness of the Gods. How could they cast the light of the sky down on them now? How could they allow such betrayal, such pain, only to remind them the world must go on?

Little Thomas has not gone on, his mind whispered. The list of casualties had not been vast by any means, but that name alone burned a hollow in Ari’s chest. Thomas. He was barely six. Why Thomas? Why any of them?

“Lord?”

Ari turned to Roland, who stopped in front of the apothecary. “Sorry, Roland. I’m coming.”

They entered the shop. Small, cramped, dusty. Jars stuffed with herbs, powders, dried organs, skin, and bones lined the shelves along the walls. At the stained counter stood Gerok, his wrinkled face breaking into a tired smile as they entered.

“Lord,” he greeted. “Bishop.”

“Good morning, Gerok.” Ari made his way to the counter. “Roland and I will be making rounds for the next several days. I want everyone to know I am here, and that they are safe.”

Gerok watched him with small eyes surrounded by thick folds of skin. He was getting very old. Ari made a note to find him an apprentice soon.

“Word is you took care of...the threat, Lord. The youngin’s are saying that.”

Ari’s chest tightened. “Yes.”

“An odd thing,” Gerok murmured, turning away from them. “I seen many demons in my life. Before we came here, my father, mother, and I lived in a village north. My father fought them. You always knew when one was around. They had a way of making the air hard to breathe. Tense, y’know. But she...well, if I may say so, she was as un-demonlike as they come, Lord.”

Ari nodded numbly.

“We thank you, Gerok,” Roland said. “We will return tomorrow.”

“We’ll be safe here,” Gerok said, disappearing toward the back of the shop. “As long as our lord is here, I am content.”

Ari followed Roland outside again. His legs trembled. He leaned against the wall beside the door.

“Are you alright?” Roland asked.

Ari shook his head. “I feel the anger in me, Roland. The anger that allowed me to...” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Have I made a mistake?”

His voice shook. Roland grabbed his shoulder.

“You did what you deemed rational and fair within the moment, Lord. You defended our town as well as you could. There is no shame in that.”

“What if it wasn’t her?” Ari muttered. 

Roland remained silent.

Ari exhaled heavily and straightened himself, brushing off his shirt. “Let us go on.”

They stopped by the butcher and bakery. Cragg needed nothing, glad enough to have his daughter safe. Gorth and Telda, as expected, were so supportive it made Ari want to crumble. He left before his knees threatened to fail him.

As they rounded the square to the smith, Julia exited the armory. She paused at the sight of them before offering a graceful curtsy. Her eyes glittered in a way they hadn’t for many, many weeks. Ari recalled what Kari had once told him, so many months ago. He knew Julia fancied him, but it had always seemed childlike. Unreal. If she knew more of the world, Julia would know Ari was not the man for her.

“G’morning, Lord Ari, Roland.”

“Morning, Julia. How are you?”

Her lips twisted, as if unable to say what she wished. Her brow scrunched, and she took a step closer.

“My lord,” she whispered. “You are the one who is hurting, not me.”

Ari’s gut and heart shrank, his mind fogging. Don’t say that.

He cleared his throat.

“All of us are, I think.” He offered a small smile, one Julia did not return. His insides quailed; she usually simpered at him whenever he smiled.

“I may not have liked her much, my lord, but I saw the two of you. Such...such love, and light. A storybook pairing. My lord, I hate her for the pain she’s caused you.”

This time, Ari took a physical step back; Julia followed him.

“I thought she was different, for a demon. All of us did. We were wooed and blinded by the falsities she brought. But she...” She gathered his hands in hers, her fingers long and smooth. “She hurt you. She lied and betrayed you. All of us. Gods, if I could...if I could kill her again for you, I would!”

Ari snatched his hands away from her. Julia’s eyes widened. She shrank before him.

Ari’s body was on fire. Her words were poison, but a poison he knew well. He’d felt her hatred before, the blindness and pain. 

Roland stepped forward and took Julia’s hands within his own.

“Your devotion to our lord is beautiful and just, but your anger is misplaced. We should never seek vengeance and pain of others. Please, child, come to see me later. We can discuss this further in prayer.”

Julia’s eyes darted to Ari. She nodded, bowed her head, and left them.

“Lord, shall we return?”

How could one man do this? How could one person hold the grief and anger of everyone else, as well as his own, without shattering under it? True, few others had expressed such venomous fury, but he knew as well as anyone that their grief would soon turn to anger, then hatred. They would not be able to take the pain, just as he hadn’t, and they would seek a way to burn it away.

All his work, and the work of his father, would crumble. There would be no more peace.

“Lord,” Roland spoke again, softly. 

“I will go on,” Ari said. “I must.”

By nightfall, they finished their round through Raziac Village at the barracks. Only Jarus, the man who attacked Kari on her first appearance in the village, echoed Julia’s wrath. Every other villager—every man, woman, and child—projected gratitude and worry for Ari. 

Their sympathy and kindness tore him up in ways he couldn’t have fathomed. They should be angry; Telda’s bakery was destroyed, several homes were ruined, and loved ones were lost. He expected cheers for the demon’s death, not solemn smiles and gracious thanks. Even Linus, always the realist of Ari’s counsel, did not speak to Roland of righteousness or cold pleasure for the death of their attacker, but curiosity at the happenings.

“I’ve seen cold-blooded, aye, and that girl was no killer. It’d tear her up inside to do what we saw.”

Roland nodded. “There are a few things that seemed quite odd to me. The fire, for one—”

Ari left before they could finish their conversation. 
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THAT NIGHT, ARI SAT a quiet dinner alone. He would become re-accustomed to the silence and the vastness of his home, he told himself. It was really too large and empty for him. How had he borne it before?

I should have built a smaller home for myself. When Father passed, things were always too quiet. And now, without—

A knock on the front door broke the thought. He raised his head from his plate, pushed away from the table, and made his way to the front door.

As expected, Roland stood there, his ivory robes aglow in the night.

“Come in,” Ari said, and led the way back to the kitchen. As he dropped into his seat, Roland took a glance around the room before joining him at the table. “How was your talk with Julia?” 

Roland pursed his lips. He reached across the table and tapped Ari’s plate. It was layered with untouched food, already growing cold. “Eat, Lord.”

Sighing, Ari took a bite. It was glazed carp, glistening with honey; as soon as it touched his tongue, it was dry and tasteless. He swallowed, took a swig of his ale, and raised his eyebrows at Roland.

Roland sighed. “We spoke for a few hours. Her grief lies in her worry for you, Lord.”

“Of course, as they all do.” Ari poked his fish with his fork. “But soon they will begin to turn. They will wonder about the future, what I will do to prevent this from happening again.”

Roland did not speak for several long moments. Ari forced himself to chew another piece of fish.

“The anger she harbors is not placed on Kari, or at least not the one we knew.”

Ari snorted. “‘The one we knew’...how can you keep pretending there was more than one?”

Roland leaned closer. “Did you get near the one who attacked us?”

Ari’s brow furrowed. “No. I shouted for her, but she ignored me. She stayed well away, out of the range of my arrows.” He clenched his fist tightly around his fork; his knuckles whitened. “Not...not that I could shoot well, in any case.”

“And yet, when she reappeared, she came straight for you. She did not flee and hide, did she?”

“She...she was acting a part. She wanted to get close to me. She wanted to finish what she started!”

Roland’s eyes were too soft. “We both know the ease with which she could have killed any of us from afar, my lord.”

“Her lightning?” Ari chewed his lip. “She could hardly call it. She was still learning.”

“And yet, there were a great many flames brought forth. I heard no thunder and saw no lightning...only the flames.”

Ari stiffened. “Roland, I can’t talk about this.”

“We must.”

“Damn it!” Ari yelled. He shoved away from the table and jumped to his feet. “I did my duty, I protected us! Why must I relive it?!”

Roland’s gaze followed him, ever-patient and calm. “Because it is tearing you up, Lord, and this is how we heal our grief. You protected us, yes, but at the cost of something great. You loved her.”

A harsh bark of laughter tore from Ari’s mouth. “Yes! And now she is dead. Her body is burned, and her soul can never return. And yet you are here, telling me...what? What are you telling me, Roland? That she did not attack us? You believe her visage was false?”

Roland was so still, composed when his lord could not be. “Certainly, a thing to consider. What do we know about magic users?”

Ari staggered and grabbed the back of his chair. “Roland, I—”

“Only one element can be learned at a time,” Roland answered for him. “And—”

“And each has a sub-skill,” Ari snapped. “Water, healing. Ground, defensive capabilities. Fire...fire...”

He dropped his head into his hands. The Fire Witch.

“Fire’s sub-skill is illusory magic,” Roland whispered.

“No, Roland! No. You can’t tell me...”

“Others in the village whisper the same sentiment. They remember the woman who used magic flames to attack us, just before Kari’s ‘attack.’”

“They can’t,” Ari rasped, desperate. “It can’t be true. How...how could anyone believe different of a demon?”

Roland stood from the table. “You are afraid, my lord. Not only of your grief, but for the mistake that may have been made. I think...it would be best if we all grieved together.”

Ari’s arms shook. “Grieve together?”

Roland nodded. “We will call a meeting tomorrow for all able-bodied residents. We will discuss what has happened. Only then can we begin to heal. Those who have loved and lost need this...that includes you, my lord.”

I can’t, Ari wanted to say. He did not want to ponder what-ifs about what had happened. He knew the facts—he had killed Kari, and there had not been another attack since her death.

But the guilt burning inside him was so much. Eventually, it might be too much for him to handle alone. Even before Roland’s musings, part of him questioned it: what was the purpose of Kari returning after attacking? Why did she feign innocence? And why did she come to him so willingly, knowing he could end her life?

He longed for Roland to be wrong. Surely, Kari had come back for a clear shot at him. He’d sent his best warriors and guards away to protect the villagers. Any intelligent demon would know it best to face him alone.

Yet he recalled the confusion in her eyes when he shouted accusations at her. He had known her for a year; she was not such a great actress.

Roland was right. He was running from the possibility of a mistake. The chance that he had taken the life of the girl he loved, and who learned to love him in return. 

“How?” he whispered. “How can...”

Roland touched his hand. “With time and by leaning on one another, my lord.”

Ari stared at his carp, a quarter gone, and slowly nodded.

Roland tucked a hand into a pocket of his robes. “I found this in the temple, shortly after you moved your father’s portrait. It is fitting you have it now, I think.”

He placed a shiny gold ring on the table. With shaking hands, Ari lifted it. It wasn’t unlike the ring he wore when he sealed letters, though while his was engraved with a bow and arrow, this ring had a sword and sun.

“My father’s ring.”

Roland touched his shoulder. “Remember the lessons of your father, Lord Ari,” he said, then left with a quiet goodnight.

Wrapped up in his thin sheets, Ari slept fitfully. He woke in a cold sweat several times, sure he would see Kari’s face in the darkness beside him. Each time, he rolled away from her absence with a pained groan.  
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UNDER A BRIGHT, CLEAR sky, Ari stood on a makeshift stage beside Revi’s memorial. It was a simple stone carving of wings—to represent a heavenly host, though Ari thought more of fiery birds than he did of angels—around a small garden Ari himself tended to whenever he found the time. It was a meager way to honor the demon who had changed everything; Revi had been the demon to alter the vengeful outlook of a very childish young lord. Though he would have liked for his friend to have a grand send-off, this was all they could offer. Revi’s body had disappeared, so they could not follow the Raziac tradition of burning him. 

If not for the weight on his chest, Ari would have smirked at Roland’s gall for calling the meeting to be held at here.

Linus remained by his side while Roland greeted the villagers who crowded around them, some of them staring at the stone carving. Ari tried to smile at every face he met, but it felt more like a grimace. He twisted his father’s ring around his middle finger.

“Straighten up, boy,” Linus grunted. Ari realized he was slouching. He threw back his shoulders and lifted his chin. Though the heaviness was not dispelled, he breathed a little easier. “Better,” Linus praised gruffly.

Finally, it seemed everyone in Raziac was gathered. And then, one by one, they spoke.

They talked about their pain. The damages done by the fire were many, and though repairs were being made, no one could restore the lives lost. Grieving wives, husbands, brothers, and sisters, spoke as best as they could through tears. Parents held their children tight. Each sob and trembling word were a pin in Ari’s heart, but he remained stoic. His own tears could be had later. 

Others expressed fear of a future attack but were quieted by more who insisted their lord and the demon hunters would do their best to keep them safe.

One young man asked, “What about other demons? Do we no longer let them within our borders? Like in my pa’s youth?”

As silence fell over them, threatening to smother them all in its speechless panic, Ari spoke.

“We will not change our policies. One attack in a decade doesn’t change anything. Demons are not inherently evil—we have seen this for ourselves.”

The young man’s lips pursed, but his eyes spoke of reluctant understanding. He nodded.

“And on that note,” Roland said when no one else spoke, “if I may, my lord?”

Ari’s throat tightened. Now they would come to the real issue—the circumstances around why the attack happened. He tilted his head for Roland to continue.

“We must discuss the...er...larger question that I am sure is on everyone’s mind: We were seemingly attacked, as many of you saw for yourselves, by...Kari Kasente.”

A shudder rippled through the crowd, filling the area with a tension Ari couldn’t decipher. He looked at the faces around him, trying to spot the anger and hurt he felt. To his stunning surprise, he saw little of it. Most of his people were confused, uncertain—but not angry.

“Ya can’t tell me the lord believes this,” Telda spoke from near the back. Her eyes lit up, determined. “Tha’ poor girl, attack us? No. It was trickery of a sort, I’m sure.”

“What trickery?” someone else asked, a male Ari couldn’t easily identify. “Like magic?”

“Aye,” Telda answered. “Anything else. Tha’ girl...she wouldn’a done this.”

Ari stared at Telda until her eyes met his. She smiled. 

She believed this with everything she was. This woman, who loved Kari too, could not be talked into believing Kari had attacked them.

“Does it even matter?” another voice spoke, and Ari found a young woman’s haughty face deep within the crowd. Lisanna, a farmer’s daughter. “If she did it or not...we can’t change what happened.”

Ari looked to Roland, who met his gaze with a solemn expression. Lisanna was right. Even if Kari was innocent—and they had no proof either way—it changed nothing. She was dead.

His heart threatened to rip apart, right in front of all of them. He wanted to scream, to rip at his hair, to fall to the ground.

He managed to contain himself, trembling as he waited for Roland to answer.

“It matters because...it changes how we grieve,” a man spoke, and Ari twisted around to find Thomas’ father in the crowd, nearest to the stage. “We can lose ourselves to our hatred and pain, or we can determine the truth. If...if that demon did not attack us, if it was something else...then we have lost a great...friend.”

Ari knew it pained him to say those words. His mouth twisted around them as if they tasted rotten. But still, Ari’s chest warmed.

“Aye,” Linus grunted. “And is it not possible that Kari dealt with the attacker herself? She left you to search for them, aye?”

Ari nodded. “She...and Wilcoth.”

“He is still resting,” Roland said, “and could not be here today. I was able to speak with him and determine his side of the story: he went to the forest to find the lord that day, but was knocked unconscious. When he woke again, it was to see Kari attacking Raziac. She left, and only moments later, returned. Though they appeared the same, Wilcoth insisted the one attacking was not a woman he had ever seen.”

“Swore his life on that,” Linus added.

“Is...is there magic like that?” someone asked. “Transformative magic?”

Everyone looked to Roland, who straightened. “As I have discussed with some of you, it is known that Masters of Fire can sometimes use illusion spells.”

“So Kari wasn’t the one,” Telda called, fists on hips.

Roland bowed his head.

“But there ain’t been no other attacks since that day, eh?” a farmer named Leo said. “Suspicious, innit? If she didn’t do it, where’s the real attacker?”

Linus rolled his eye. “They got what they wanted. They have no reason to come back now.”

The villagers murmured. Ari’s fingers twitched. Got what they wanted. 

A woman, tall, with hair like fire. She’d as much as said she wanted Kari’s life to end. Was that truly her only goal? Had she really done so much damage and taken so many lives only to ensure Kari’s demise?

His legs wobbled. Why? Why did it have to be this way?

“Lord Ari?”

“Lord!”

His vision darkened as he stumbled. Linus caught him by the shoulder.

“Get a grip, boy,” he grunted.

Gods, what have I done?

He grabbed Linus’ arm. “H-how can we be certain? Is there any way?”

I’d find the woman myself and make her regret what she’s done.

“No, Lord,” Roland answered softly. “These are merely guesses. Without Kari or the one who would have masqueraded as her—if such magic happened here—we cannot be sure.”

Ari gave a jerky nod, his fingers still tight around Linus’ arm. He faced a wide chasm, an endless dark pit threatening to drag him in. Or maybe he would have preferred to jump.

If Kari did not do this...then she is dead for no reason. And I took her life for nothing.
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MONTHS PASSED. THE ground hardened, then cooled. When the first snows of the cold months came, it felt like an unnatural punishment for Ari, who had to watch the world change when he, himself, felt lost to time.

Yet time went on. Snow melted, and Raziac Forest throbbed with vibrant energy again. Budding flowers caressed the feet of Revi’s gravestone and decorated the yards of peoples’ homes. Ari roamed the village, gathering grievances and noting requirements. He returned to the barracks, though he could not bring himself to spar, even despite Linus’ insults.

The cutting, crisp air returned again, and Ari resigned himself. The seasons would come and go; he could not stop them. And despite the weight in his chest, he could not stop his own responsibilities.


Dear Lord Izulu,

This letter is to inform of the change in leadership in Snow Shade. As an often-trading partner, the newly instated Council would like to extend an introduction. However, we acknowledge that distance is an issue. Please return correspondence with any concerns.

As of this day, the second of the cold months, Snow Shade has been renamed Freehaven. Here, demons and humans will be welcomed within the boundaries of peace. Heading the town are Fiera Bueim, Dorn Fulcher, and (temporarily) Rathik Ikago.

We know this news will not please many of our neighboring villages. Even so, it was best to avoid more deaths.

We hope to remain allies and friends.

Yours,

Rathik Ikago



Ari lowered the letter and ran a hand over his eyes. Not long after Raziac had been attacked by the fire mage, he had heard rumors of uprisings. Now, two years later, those uprisings had come to something. Snow Shade was gone, taken by revolution. His head throbbed at the thought. He’d shared a handful of letters with Lord Isaac, and found the man to be competent, if pompous. 

Even so, a town of demons and humans could be promising. Snake Bay was, until now, the only village on Taris with such an equilibrium. How would this go?

Moments later, a knock on the door startled Ari out of his reverie. His mind had wandered from Freehaven to the forest—the deer would be back, and Gods knew he needed to get out of town for a few hours.

He made his way to the front door, expecting Roland to be revealed by the dawn light, come to demand he eat breakfast. He opened his mouth to complain that he had been eating and doing just fine at it for the last few months. It’d taken a year, but he was healing.

His words faltered at the sight of Julia. In the early days of his deep grieving, Julia had remained distant. It was only in the last year or so that she began to smile at him again. Part of him missed the year and a half of solitude—her smile reminded him of another young woman now.

“Morning, m’lord,” she said with a curtsy. 

“Morning,” he greeted. “What brings you all the way up here?”

Her cheeks seemed pink, but he attributed that to the walk up the hill. She lifted the basket on her arm.

“I brought you some sweet bread. I asked Telda to make me some yesterday, and...well, there’s too much for my father and me. So, I thought...”

Ari laughed, but it was a quiet, short one. Julia’s smile slipped.

“Thank you, Julia. That is very kind of you. Although—”

“Lord!”

A young man with bright red hair and a face full of freckles jogged up to them, his breaths ragged gasps. Greglin bent over, hands on his knees.

“What is it?” Ari asked sharply.

“A...a visitor...asking for...for you.”

“A visitor?” Ari’s brows scrunched. “Who?”

Greglin drew in a great gulp of air. “A demon.”

Ari’s insides froze. “A demon, for me? Why?”

“He didn’t say, Lord, only that he had to talk to you right away.”

Ari glanced at Julia, whose wide eyes reflected his instant concern. Summoning up every bit of grit he possessed, he smiled and placed a hand on her wrist.

“It’ll be fine. Can you please alert Roland while I go with Greglin?”

Her lips pressed together, then she nodded. Ari smiled again and jogged away with Greglin.  
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LINUS WAITED FOR HIM outside the barracks, hands on his hips and his face surlier than usual.

“Who is it, Linus?” Ari asked between breaths.

“Never seen him before. He’s of cat blood. Doesn’t seem dangerous, but...”

“I know.” Ari laid a hand on the hilt of his sword. “Take me to him.”

Greglin left them as they entered the barracks. Linus’ men were within the main grounds, circling a bound, kneeling figure. His hair was rust-colored hair and curled around two twitching cat ears. A cat demon—Ari had never known one of them, and Kari had never spoken of one.

As Ari approached, the cat demon lifted his head, revealing a tanned face marked with crisscrossing scars. He tried to stand but was pressed back down by Wilcoth. His green eyes darted up, and his lip curled with displeasure.

“He can stand,” Ari said as he stopped. Wilcoth hesitated, then stepped back.

The cat demon stood and straightened, his legs long and lithe. “You are the lord of this place?”

If Ari had a coin for every single time he received that look of disbelief, he’d be a very rich man. He bowed his head. “Lord Ari of Raziac Village. I am told you wished to speak with me, though I don’t have the pleasure of knowing you.”

“You wouldn’t,” the demon said. “I’ve never been over here. I’ve heard the woods this far south are unfriendly, and the village within them more so.” He glanced around at Linus’ men. “I see the rumors are true, though...I am not dead.”

“No. We don’t kill demons on sight here.” Ari glanced to Wilcoth. “You can release him. We are safe enough.”

After Wilcoth cut the ropes, the demon rubbed his arms, then his wrists. “An odd thing, that. To be accepted into a horde of humans.”

Ari furrowed his brow. “Why did you want to see me? How do you know me?”

“I don’t,” the demon said. “Just heard of you for the first time a few days ago, actually.”

“Get to the point,” Linus growled from Ari’s side. “What is your business here?”

The demon shot him an irritated smirk. “Alright. I crossed the vast forest and entered upon this village for one simple thing. I heard odd news, you know, and when I asked around, I was led here—”

“What news?” Ari hissed.

“A demon was around. Normally, I wouldn’t care, for obvious reasons, but she was odd. Saw her use...magic.” His brow furrowed. “Electricity, if I had to guess. I didn’t get too close...”

The demon’s words trailed off in a buzz. Ari’s gaze unfocused, staring beyond him and Linus’ men. 

It was impossible. Absolutely, undoubtedly, impossible. He had run her through. He had blasted her insides with his energy, his power that killed demons and burned their souls from their bodies. He had watched the light die in her eyes. He had closed her eyes himself, checked that her pulse had ceased...

“Lord?” Linus spoke, shaking him by the shoulder. Ari’s eyes sharpened onto the demon’s face, who was grinning now.

“You do know her.”

Ari was incensed by that grin, so condescending. He grabbed the demon by his shoulders and shook him. “How? Where? What...what did she look like?!”

“Boy,” Linus grumbled, but the demon only smiled.

“Golden hair. Ears like mine, but...canine-like. Not of my blood. She wore odd garbs of grayish-blue. I couldn’t discern much else.”

“Where?” Ari shouted.

“Beyond your forest. Just within the plains. She appeared as if she would head north.”

Ari released him and stumbled back. 

He was aware of the men watching him, but didn’t care. He had to leave, he had to know—

Linus grabbed him. “What’re you doing, boy?”

“Linus,” Ari snarled, “I will do this. I will go find her so I can determine the truth.”

“No,” Linus replied with just as much determined ferocity. “We will go to your home. We will meet with Roland. We will discuss—”

“You cannot command me, Linus!” 

Linus straightened, towering over him. Ari balled his fists.

“The lord is unwell. Escort him home. You, cat. Where will you go? Will you stay here?”

Ari ground his teeth as Linus’ men surrounded him and began to parade him out of the barracks. “I am not a child!”

“A night, perhaps,” he heard the demon reply. “Then I must be on my way. Is there bed space...”

The words faded as Ari left the barracks, corralled by a dozen men. They pushed against him with their shoulders and arms, guiding him firmly.

“We’re sorry, Lord,” one of them muttered, but Ari didn’t even spare him a glance. He allowed them to return him home, where he slammed the door in their faces. He stumbled down the hall, pausing at the first bedroom. The door hadn’t been touched in more than a year now. He grabbed the handle and shoved it open.

For a breath of a moment, he thought he saw her there, on the bed. Curled up in the sheets, breathing softly, tangled in her dreams—dreams he knew tore at her when she awoke. Even after so much time, her visage was so clear.

When he blinked, the image was gone. His house was empty and quiet without her. He stumbled back, hitting the wall, and slid to the ground as his ears rang with the sound of screams—the agony and horror of his people fleeing as she laughed, burning their homes to ash.

A knock came at the door. His head jerked up.

“Lord Ari,” came Roland’s voice beyond the slab of wood. Ari stumbled to his feet and wrenched the door open. Roland entered, his face a mask. “Lord—”

“You can’t tell me not to try,” Ari ground out. “It can be no one else.”

“But how, Lord? How could it be her? And, if it was...”

Why would she not come back to me? Why would she not try to convince me?

A cold sweat washed over him from head to foot. Because she is afraid of me. 

“...It might be dangerous to follow.”

Ari glared. “What?”

Roland sighed. “Let’s go to the kitchen. I need tea.”

Ari dragged his feet as they departed the hallway. Roland moved around, preparing a pot and gathering leaves while Ari dropped into a chair.

“Suppose it is Kari,” Roland said as he placed two cups on the table, then began to heat some water. “We would be forced to wonder, which one? Which of our deductions would be correct? It can only be two, can’t it? Either she did it, or she did not.” Roland dropped leaves into the pot. “And regardless of which is true...to seek her out now would be very dangerous, my lord.”

“Why?”

Roland turned to him with a disapproving glower. “You are not thinking clearly. Breathe.”

Though he huffed, Ari did as Roland asked. He closed his eyes, lowered his head, and felt the not-so-gentle thrumming of his own heart.

Kari...

It was his duty to Raziac Village, and his own heart, to go after her. Even so, to deny the possibility that Roland’s guesses were wrong would be foolish. She was a very powerful demon. If they were wrong—if she had attacked them—he would have to be extremely cautious when facing her.

But if she did not do it? What then? Why would that be dangerous?

Because I attacked her. I made myself her enemy that day. Despite everything we had, I did not believe her. 

“She will be defensive,” he murmured. “She might not wait to listen to what I have to say. Worst case, she attacks me first.”

“Correct,” Roland said.

Ari opened his eyes. “But, Roland...I...I cannot...” He grabbed his head. “I cannot...”

Roland poured their tea and took the chair next to Ari. “I would not dare to suggest you must do one or the other, my lord. I merely offer counsel.”

Ari dropped his hands and looked at him with pleading eyes.

“It is not wise, Lord Ari, to go after a demon—a woman—who does not desire to see you. If she did, she would have come here. She would have found any way to let you know—”

“She thinks I want her dead, Roland.”

“Or she is disappointed by her failure in being unable to kill you and chose not to return when it is likely she would fail again. Remember, Lord, we cannot know.”

“I know,” Ari growled. “I understand.”

“Give this time, Lord. Think on it. Once you have, Linus and I will support whichever decision you make.”

Ari snorted and sipped his tea.

I will find her and determine the truth. If she did this...I will... He closed his eyes. I will do my duty as an Izulu.
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Kari hit the floor, her head smacking against the stone. Her eyes fluttered with brief white light. The ceiling wavered above her as she let out a heavy breath.

“Get up, Kari,” Zina said from across the room. “Once more. You’re getting there.”

Kari groaned and forced herself to sit up. Zina stood several feet away, in the same position she’d stood every day for months now, waiting for the moment when Kari would dodge her attacks and land a hit. She was a human, albeit an odd one; Kari had never known a human to have navy-blue hair or gray eyes. And, of course, there was her magical skill; Zina could do things Kari had never thought possible.

“Well?” Zina nudged.

Kari climbed to her feet. Her chest hurt, her stomach throbbed, and her arms were trembling from exhaustion. But Zina would not let up, not until she did something.

With a roar, Kari ran the distance between them. Lightning crackled from her fingers in easy streaks, a feat she wouldn’t have known a year ago. Zina did not even blink at the sight of her power. As Kari advanced, her feet slapping the stone floor, Zina waved a hand.

Kari ducked to the side and felt a swoop in her chest as a blast of air brushed her cheek. Dodged! Now—

She leapt forward, claws extended—

A wave of fire appeared. Screaming, Kari stumbled back, flailing her arms at the flames. Within the moment of her hesitation, they were recalled, revealing Zina behind them. Her expression was not disproving or amused—merely uninterested. She flung out her hand; Kari flew back, slamming into the floor again.

“Distracted. Any true demon would have smelled the heat—”

“Damn it, Zina!” Kari slammed a fist onto the floor. “I’ve been doing this all morning! I’m exhausted!”

Zina crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow, her signature expression. “Your parents did not raise a weakling, Kari.”

Kari’s insides burned. What did you know about them? She wanted to demand, but she’d asked that question many times, and always received the same answer.

I know enough. I know they wanted nothing more than to keep you safe, and for you to be prepared for the world. I know what they want for you is not what you are now. You must be stronger.

“Once more.”

“No!” Kari snapped. “No, I’m done today.”

She scrambled to her feet, avoiding Zina’s gaze, and stamped out of the room without looking back.  
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ZINA’S CASTLE, A STONE building with two turrets, hunched in the middle of a plain of rolling hills. Spiky mountain peaks towered to the north and west; beyond these lay the Demon Sea—or so maps depicted. Kari had never tried to climb the mountains to see the ocean for herself. 

To the south and east sprawled a forest with trees so thick one couldn’t see beyond the first layer of darkness. It was well-known on Taris, even if most denizens of the land would never dare to step foot within. Raziac Forest was famous for its demon habitants.

Not that Kari had seen many. 

Stepping outside of Zina’s castle, she stood upon the hill overlooking the endless greenery and frowned. In her time before, she’d traversed that forest regularly. It’d been a second home to her, even though she didn’t know it well. A place she was safe, despite the dangers within. Because she had...

She shook her head and turned, forcing the thoughts away. No. She didn’t think of the past anymore. Even now, her gut still hurt where the blade had pierced her and burned away her life. Her feet carried her to the western hills as her hand trailed to her stomach. The wound was long gone, healed by a combination of Zina’s magic and Kari’s healing ability. Yet it still burned, eager to remind her of the past she’d had and lost.

When Zina brought her back, Kari never thought the pain would stop. The wound that killed her was like fire; her heartbreak, agony. Zina explained the pain was phantom and would pass, yet that was all she would clarify. Any questions Kari asked—how she was alive, what had happened, if Ari was okay—were dust.

“Get better,” was all Zina would say. “Then we can begin your training.”

If Kari was honest, she would’ve preferred to
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