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  Rain streamed down, blurring the trees and shadows into a single mass of half-resolved limbs. While the storm washed away light, it strengthened the stench of rot. Reverend Kobb pinched the bridge of his nose. The further north he came, the worse the nightmares became, and the closer the land matched the images in them.


  Flicking the reins, he aimed his horse, Falcon, for the middle of the track. Away from the trees, the echoes of threat weakened, but the rain had an easier time getting to him. Changing direction mid-fall, it swept under his hat, before shifting again to pass over his drawn-up collar and ooze down his back.


  Glad his humour remained dry—even if nothing else did—Kobb reminded himself this was what the Book of Blessings called an opportunity to praise the Maker’s skill, to marvel at how rain was good at making things wet.


  Light flickered in the distance. It looked close, but Kobb was certain he’d have time to give praise before he reached it. Fifteen soggy minutes later, a palisade rose through the murk, followed by a small hut. Unmoved by thoughts of stables, rubdowns, or shedding his dripping burden, Falcon squelched on at the same unconcerned pace.


  “Greetings, the village!”


  Someone shifted inside the hut. “Odd weather for travelling,” called a damp voice.


  “Has turned heavy. I’ll be glad to be indoors.”


  A hunched youth emerged, holding a lantern on a pole. Beady eyes and a pallid face reinforced the impression of his voice.


  The pendant at Kobb’s throat glinted as the watcher thrust his light forward like a pike. “Botherer, eh? Don’t hold much with people going on about how we’re all sinners.”


  Kobb let his cloak hang open, revealing the carved butt of his Courser. “My sermons can be loud. But I keep them short.”


  The youth’s mouth twisted as he drew the lantern back. When he dragged his shapeless cap off, Kobb realised he was smiling ingratiatingly.


  “Where would a traveller get supplies?” Kobb asked.


  “Tanton’s. Midway along. Come to where Gamm used to live, you’re too far.”


  Kobb settled his cape back in place. If you come to the house of a man you’ve never met, who doesn’t live there any more, then you’re in the wrong place. An omen for his journey if ever there was one.


  Entering the village freed him from the random drips and gushes of overhanging branches, letting him experience the full force of the rain cascading between the rough-hewn houses. A well-designed drop crept down his chest. He chastised himself for judging the youth in haste: no sane person would be cheerful today. As the far gate came into view, he reined in and dismounted. “Don’t remember how to gallop while I’m gone, Falcon.”


  As Kobb entered the store, a slender, balding man straightened from a barrel and peered at him. “Lambart Tanton. Help you?”


  “Absolution Kobb. Looking for food.” Kobb paused. “And a large horse blanket.”


  “Food I can do. Expecting shipment of blankets tomorrow. Want to pay now; I’ll have it run over to the inn in the morning.”


  The light was almost gone, but the day wasn’t. The rain couldn’t make him wet twice. “Blanket’s not important. I wasn’t planning on staying the night.”


  “What’s so urgent you need to go back out in this weather?” A woman, young from the sound of it, asked from the shadow of a doorway.


  Kobb bowed to her silhouette. “Not hurrying. Just hadn’t thought to stop.”


  She emerged into the light, revealing a functional leather coat and breeches. “Anessa Tanton. Forest gets wild around here. You’d be best to take a guide. I’d be—”


  “Now you’re back, girl, you can get that store room sorted.” Lambart fixed her with a glare.


  “Maybe I will stay over,” said Kobb. “Could you point me at the inn?”


  Lambert seemed to ignore him for a moment, then spat out directions. Deciding he’d be best served checking the supplies before he bought them anyway, Kobb resettled his cloak and strode into the storm.


  Boots already filthy, he grasped Falcon’s reins and trudged to the inn. The weather continued to exalt the Maker. Kobb led Falcon to the inn’s stable, then swung his saddlebag over his shoulder and squelched around the building. He pondered why no one had put a door into the main building, or even a covered walkway. Vague ideas it might be carpentry related aside, nothing came to him.


  Smoke drifted across the taproom from the fireplace, gathering the odours of sweat, damp, and less clear items on its way. Kobb blinked the fug from his eyes. From the press of bodies, whatever people did around here stopped for weather.


  He peeled his cape away from his riding leathers and sidled across to the bar, nodding to the flat-faced villagers. It seemed glaring at strangers was common even if you weren’t in a leaky hut. But it did mean he didn’t need to attract the innkeeper’s attention. “Looking for room and board. My horse is in the stable; could do with a rub down and a trough.”


  The innkeeper wiped his face with his rag before going back to rubbing a tankard. After glancing at the rapier on Kobb’s hip and the Courser angled across his chest, the innkeeper revealed a set of dull teeth. “Don’t allow weapons.”


  Kobb looked over his shoulder, taking in the axes, crossbows, and other dangerous objects propped on tables. Meeting the innkeeper’s eyes again, he raised one brow.


  “Them’s tools.”


  “Might I rent somewhere to store my weapons?”


  “Room and board’s three. Another for the horse. Use of the safe’s a strip.”


  Safe? That was a surprise. Kobb pulled out two strips. Breaking off a hunk, he put the rest on the bar. “Deal.”


  The innkeeper replaced the metal with a crude key. “Top of the stairs. Third door. And remember, you’re not to go disturbing my customers with your noise.”


  Kobb squeezed between tables and mounted the stairs. If anything, the smoke from the fire seemed to prefer the upper floor to the chimney. Several short, narrow doors, about five feet apart, ran down the back wall. Eyes watering, Kobb let himself into his room. The door banged against the side of the bed.


  He shouldered the door. Apart from a narrow palliasse, the room was empty. Not even a curtain over the window—although, the window was dirty enough, a curtain would have made little difference.


  Placing his saddlebag at the end of the thin space, he peered at the ceiling and walls. No hooks either. But not all the nails had been hammered flush. He hung his cloak and hat as best he could. Leaving them to drip, he pulled the Book of Blessings from his jacket and began to pray.


  When he ran out of good experiences, he eased himself to his feet. His left boot squelched, making him wince. Intellectually, ‘look to that which is with you always before all others’ made sense. However, the decades of adherence had not overcome the instinct to clean his kit as soon as he stopped.


  He pulled a rag from his bag and cleaned the mud from his clothes. At the point where he was only moving the filth around, he considered the window. Apparently, the inn had been built for better things: cobwebbed and grimy though it was, the window opened.


  Aware of the irony in making use of the torrential rain, Kobb washed out his rag and continued.


  Soul and kit tended, he should eat and try to sleep; there wasn’t a hurry, but an early start would still feel better.


  When he emerged, the taproom was more packed than before. Fortunately, without his cloak it was easier to shuffle to the bar. Squeezing between two bulging jerkins, he tilted his head towards the innkeeper.


  Mouth pursed, the innkeeper came over. “Didn’t think your sort drank.”


  “Nothing in the Book against wetting a dry throat. Mug of ale, and a bite.”


  The innkeeper pulled a rag from the stained recesses of his apron and rubbed it across the rim of a wooden tankard. After dipping it in an open barrel, he thumped it down in front of Kobb before trudging off.


  Kobb sipped the ale. Watery, with an odd under-note he hoped was resin from the tankard. Not a drink to savour, but adequate for washing away travel. And for easing the path of the dark bread and cracked cheese that the innkeeper dropped in front of him. Kobb picked up the plate and mug and shuffled away from the bar.


  Most of the seats were taken, and those that looked empty were all in use by people who had gone to the jakes or were but a few minutes away. He sighed and sidled up the stairs.


  The meal tasted as inadequate as it looked, but after days of trail food any variety was as good as spice and the plate was soon clear. Taking the same stance on the palliasse, Kobb collapsed into sleep.


  Evil whispers and looming horrors pulled him awake. Still wrapped in nightmares of hungering trees and rocks from before the world was new, it took a moment to realise the whispering was real. The door, locked behind him when he brought his supper up, cracked open.


  His hand flicked to the top of his saddlebag, grasping thin air. His Courser was in the innkeeper’s safe.


  Two shadowy figures crept into the room. “Told you bastard’d be asleep. Won’t be so sneery without his fancy weapons,” gurgled a voice, sounding like the watcher.


  Recalling his frequent debates with the Master of Novice on the difference between the Blessing of Action and the Sin of Impatience, Kobb reached for the edge of the empty plate. He pushed down hard with his free arm, sitting up and snapping the plate into the leading figure’s chin.


  Kicking his right leg into the knee of the stunned youth, Kobb cleared room to rise.


  The second thug, perhaps more used to getting his blows in before his victim realised the fight had started, still looked down at his fallen companion when Kobb’s right elbow struck his ear. Turning, he caught Kobb’s left fist on the nose.


  Kobb stepped back.


  With apparent lack of true experience in dirty fighting, the youth struggled to his feet with head still bowed.


  Kobb let him reach his full height before flicking an elbow at his chin.


  The watcher blocked Kobb’s arm with a grunt, and then rose in both tone and stance as Kobb’s knee reminded him, belatedly, to shield his groin.


  Kobb locked his fingers and brought both fists down on the youth’s forehead, sending him back into his companion.


  In a display of some sense, if little bravery, the second thug raised his palms.


  Kobb nodded at him and let him drag his companion from the room.


  Closing the door behind his visitors, Kobb considered the lock. After a moment’s thought, he shuffled the palliasse away from the wall.


  The sound of the door banging into the foot of the palliasse roused him after dawn.


  “Stranger! You stand accused of assault. It will go worse if you don’t come peaceful.”


  Kobb reached for his leathers. Bringing him to law. Perhaps the watcher had the makings of a dirty fighter after all.


  Part Ten


  [image: ---]


  Kobb folded the map and slipped it into his coat. Hopefully, Anessa wouldn’t ask to see it. Haelen hadn’t said anything—to him it probably didn’t mean anything—but Anessa would notice immediately that Morth, her home, was one of the sites marked on the map.


  Of course—unless he broke the code—he couldn’t be certain the map led to the source of his nightmares. But, it would be an unlikely coincidence; and, even if it were, with the site of a Korha infestation marked, the other locations would probably be tainted with something equally unblessed.


  Strolling over to Falcon, he formed a stirrup of his hands. “Mount up, Haelen. I’ll walk a while to get the humours flowing.”


  Haelen shook his head. “Anessa killed a Korha. She deserves the rest more than I do.”


  “I can walk. I should…” Anessa shuffled in place. “…work these boots in.”


  Kobb straightened and pointed at Haelen’s crutch. “She might need rest, but you need to be off that ankle. What would you say to a patient who tried to walk if they didn’t have to?”


  “I’d tell them how lucky they were to have me as their healer.” Haelen moved over to Kobb. “I suppose I do need to be able to keep up with two such mighty heroes, though.”


  “We’ll get started then,” said Kobb, helping Haelen to mount. “We’ll look to stop early so we can clean the muck off properly.”


  Motioning Anessa to lead, he glanced back at the swamp before striding out of Alcston.


  The trees closed in on the path. With the rain holding off, they seemed to loom less; but the smell of rot still filled Kobb’s nostrils, and he was sure not all of it came from the filth spotting his clothes. Even with the renewed energy from uninterrupted sleep, he felt as if something were pressing down on him and he was glad when Anessa identified a clearing near running water to camp in.


  Haelen swung himself down from Falcon, his wince only visible because Kobb was looking for it. Reaching into his pouch, Haelen held out a bottle toward Kobb. “Anessa needs sleep. And shaking your head at me won’t change that, young lady. I don’t need my ankle to watch. I’ll wake the Reverend later. But first thing’s to fix a blanket across these trees.”


  Kobb took the potion absent-mindedly. “A blanket? If there’s a storm the rain will gust round it.”


  “Anessa’ll need privacy to—”


  “You didn’t stick up a blanket while we were heading to Alcston,” said Anessa. “And I ain’t bothered.”


  Haelen’s eyes went wide. “It was just the two of us.”


  It was strange the way losing a child took a person. If Kobb asked Haelen, he would deny he thought of Anessa as anything other than a travelling companion, but Kobb reckoned his emotions were a whole other matter. “If one of us is staying up, we’re not short of blankets. Don’t know about being polite, but it would keep Falcon out of the soap.”


  Anessa pulled out a blanket and jogged over to the trees. “We should get on then. Won’t take all of us to tie up a blanket.”


  Kobb unslung his saddlebag from Falcon and started brushing the horse’s coat. Once he was content not a fleck of mud remained, he sought out clean clothes for himself. Looking from the stains on his current shirt to the tatters where the sleeve used to be on his spare, he reminded himself that having most of a clean shirt was a blessing.


  He strolled over to Haelen, being very careful to match the healer’s lack of interest in the splashing and off-tune singing coming from behind them. “So, how fast will the potion work?”


  “It’s gentler than the venom and you’ll wake normally, but I’d not take it until you’re ready to sleep.”


  The splashing stopped, and Anessa strolled across the clearing clutching a pile of wet clothes. “I’ll get these hung out, then it’s my turn to cook.”


  Deciding the morale boost from a fire would outweigh the risk, Kobb headed behind the blanket without commenting.


  Later, curled next to Falcon with a belly full of porridge, he decided he had made the right choice. The smell of rot had faded and the tension in his muscles eased away. His eyes slipped closed.


  “Reverend.”


  Kobb sat up. He felt awake but relaxed, and moon had passed the midpoint. The potion had worked.


  Haelen nodded at him from the far side of the fire and waved a handful of papers. “Thought I might use the time.”


  “You can read that stuff?” Kobb strolled over and crouched beside him.


  “I picked up some things since I left the Legions.” Haelen’s shoulders stiffened. “When my Katrina disappeared, only clue they found was a stone with symbols on. Same thing as these. It took me a while, but I managed to pick up enough of it to work out the path lead north. Most of this is about the Korha, though. I need to find—”


  Kobb rested a hand on Haelen’s shoulder. “Maybe it’ll make more sense after some sleep.”


  After a moment, Haelen slumped. “You’re right. I can’t tell ink from stains any more.”


  Apart from Haelen’s snoring, the rest of the night passed peacefully, as did the next three. And the days between. The scent of decay still undercut the air, but birds flitted in the trees and the weather held.


  Anessa and Haelen began to unfold, breaths slightly deeper, motions more fluid, and voices more robust. But Kobb only thought more and more on what might drive the Eaters from where they lived but ignore humans travelling toward it. Could slaying the Korha have really echoed back to the source, driving the dangers before it?


  The fourth morning brought Kobb a bitter release to the tension. Studying the sky as dawn broke, he watched the contrast between tree and sky flowing around the edges of the clearing; but not reaching the north. Coincidence or not, their destination was cloaked in the storm clouds he had expected to face on the journey.


  “Cold breakfast, then?” said Haelen breaking Kobb’s reverie. “Were the dry days the Blessing, or is it that we have breakfast?”


  “A fine theological question.” Kobb headed for Falcon. “Best pack now rather than later.”


  As they continued north, the clouds sapped the sun, reducing the forest back to a mass of half-seen limbs. But the storm didn’t break.


  Feeling both nauseated and very awake, Kobb stumbled to a halt.


  “Something wrong?” Haelen, still not happy at to be the one who rode, made to dismount.


  “I’m—” Kobb caught a flash of light from the corner of his eye, but when he turned it was gone. “I’m not feeling—”


  The sky exploded with light.


  “Reverend?”


  Kobb shook his head. Haelen was staring at him, concern on his face. Behind him, the sky remained the same leaden tone it had been for the entire morning. “Sorry, the lightning…”


  “Lightning?” said Anessa. “What lightning?”


  Part Eleven
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  “Something’s off.” Kobb pinched his nose and let his breath slip out of his mouth. The churning in his stomach settled. A tingling on his skin he hadn’t realised was there had gone; as if a storm had broken. But the pewter clouds still pressed down on the road.


  And no natural storm had ever brought him close to vomiting; cold and wet, yes, but never like emptying his guts.


  His shoulders hunched. More unnerving than a storm racking his body were the effects passing as if they had never been. It didn’t make sense—and yet something felt familiar.


  He closed his eyes. He almost had it. For a moment, he could feel rough palms resting on his temples; and smell the mix of sweat and leather from Gannon’s armour. Remember his body seeming to turn inside out as the raw power rebounded from his mentor’s will; and the way the turmoil was but memory the moment he truly saw the crystal in his hand.


  Eyes snapping open, he drew his Courser. It looked inert, but the chill of the grip reached deep into his fingers.


  “Which way?” asked Anessa.


  Kobb realised she was pressed against a tree, jerking her crossbow to point at shadow after shadow. He holstered his Courser. “Not a threat. Least not here.”


  Anessa stepped back onto the track, eyes still flicking around the tree line.


  “Maybe we should make camp.” Haelen pulled his hood over his head. “Build a shelter before the rain comes.”


  “They’re not rain clouds,” said Kobb. “That’s power. Old power. Right where the map marked it would be.”


  “And that’s what made you…?” Anessa waved her hand in a loose circle.


  “It’s like… an invisible river. Those as have the Blessing, feel the currents. There are artefacts, Courser and others, that shape it, like a dam. But, if the river floods, the dam isn’t enough.” Kobb straightened his shoulders and strode down the track. “Best hope that was all of it; that it’ll take time to build again. Sooner I get there, better the hope.”


  “Sooner we get there.” Anessa moved past him.


  As they moved on, the small rustlings and skitterings in the forest faded away. Shortly after, Anessa stopped at a bend in the track.


  Kobb moved to join her. Tangled in each other, several trees hung across the path. Pacing slowly toward them, he realised the forest ended as if cut with a knife. Past the blockage the ground was churned, but scoured clean—apart from a ring of stones that Kobb was willing to bet stood at the exact middle of the devastation.


  Anessa unslung her turf-hook. “We’ll not be short for firewood.”


  Taking turns, they hacked away branches until Falcon could fit through. In contrast to clinging earth and leaf mould of the forest, dust shifted beneath their feet.


  Kobb unsheathed his weapons. “One step at a time. And if I say run back, do it.”


  Creeping forward, he strained his senses for the slightest feeling of nausea. Much closer and there wouldn’t be time to run back to the trees, but if he could send them back as soon as the power surged, he might be able to hold it long enough for them to escape the worst. A shadow flicked above him.


  Drawing and aiming without thought, he barely stopped himself shooting a skein of geese. He holstered his Courser and walked on.


  Anessa pointed to one side of the stones. “Are those tents?”


  “Not just tents,” said Haelen. “Tents that are still standing. Maybe this was days ago and whatever you felt was—”


  Noted only in its loss, the sound of wings was swallowed by silence. Twisted bundles of feathers rained from the sky ahead.


  “I didn’t feel power.” Sheathing his rapier, Kobb picked up a rock and threw it ahead of him. A puff of dust rose up where it struck the ground. He paced over to it. “Walk exactly behind me.”


  Pitching the stone and then moving to it, he inched his way forward. A gentle breeze stirred his hair, strong enough to ripple both the bodies of the dead geese and the tents; but nothing else moved ahead and he felt no power building.


  “Wait,” shouted Haelen. “Don’t Coursers only affect the living?”


  Kobb froze with one foot raised. They did damage stone, but the effect was much weaker. Lowering his boot to the ground, he rolled his shoulders and hurled the rock as hard as he could.


  It arced through the air, struck the ground near one of the geese, and bounced past.


  Anessa stared at him, face pale. “Could the curse have gone?”


  “Only one way to be sure.” Kobb walked a few steps closer and spat.


  The wind caught the spittle, bending it away. With a sizzle it disappeared.


  “Not gone.” Kobb considered. Bearing crystal didn’t protect against a Courser, but the Blessing of Form would let a mentor confine raw power within an apprentice, briefly. Could he shape this?


  Pressing the fingers of his free hand to his pendant, he raised his Courser and stepped forward.


  Despite the lowering storm, the crystal sparkled as if in sunlight. A low hum clasped the base of his skull.


  And stepped forward.


  Frost grew on the stock, biting at his hand. A dull ache filled his joints.


  And stepped forward.


  A sharp smell flooded his nostrils and he tasted copper.


  Purple sparks crackled along the Courser before flickering away. Sticking to the air for a moment before fading, they painted a faint wall of light an arm’s length ahead.


  “Thieves!”


  Kobb instinctively dropped back and into a crouch.


  The glow disappeared. A man, mostly obscured by a tattered robe and waving a trowel, ran toward him from the direction of the tents.


  “We ain’t thieves,” shouted Anessa from behind him. “You take that back.”


  Keeping the Courser pointed down—but not holstering it—Kobb rose to his feet. He raised his free hand, palm out. “As my friend says, we do not seek to steal from you.”


  The man stumbled to a halt and pushed back the hood of his robe, revealing sunken green eyes peering from between bushy grey eyebrows and a ragged beard. “You’re too tall for Skithai. But you could be common bandits. Why else would you be here, eh?”


  Kobb balanced the risks. This man could well be the mysterious alchemist from Alcston, but was he here to stop the threat or…? “We heard of a threat to the north. A map led us here.”


  “Map, eh?” The man scratched his beard. “Well, don’t mean you aren’t thieves just because you can read a map. But your friend didn’t try a shot, which means you aren’t stupid. And a person of your skills has better options than banditry. Do me a task, and I’ll risk letting you in.”


  Kobb settled his Courser in place. “If it’s honourable.”


  “Honour’s exactly what it is. I cut a deal with a Skithai, but it turned on me. Did something to the stones and set its tribe on me. I managed to raise the power and drive them off. Could work out how to undo what it did, but it would be faster if I could get it to tell me. If I go after it then I have to let the power fade again. But you could bring the Skithai to me.”


  “You’ll give us a moment?” Kobb turned and strolled back to his companions. He signalled them to lean close, and kept his voice low. “We aren’t getting through that barrier without him.”


  “If he’s evil, then anyone who worked with him is too,” said Anessa.


  Haelen frowned and then nodded.


  Kobb walked neared to the barrier. “We’ll do it.”


  The man pointed at Kobb’s pendant. “Promise me.”


  Kobb clutched the pendant. “I promise we’ll bring the Skithai back here.”


  “Good enough. Off with you then.”


  “A minor point.” Kobb raised an eyebrow. “We have no idea what Skithai look like.”


  “Skithai. Short, ugly.” The man scratched his head. “Some folk call them Eaters. You’ll recognise this one by his mask: got a pair of golden antlers on it.”


  Part Twelve
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  Anessa watched the man stride back into a tent. His accusation still rankled, but she supposed anyone would be rude if they had been attacked by their allies. Not that he shouldn’t have expected it: making a deal with Eaters.


  She turned slowly on the spot. After facing the Korha, the prospect of Eaters didn’t seem so terrifying. And, whatever raising the power meant, it had cleared the forest back hundreds of feet in every direction, so there wasn’t much danger of an ambush; which was lucky, because she’d need all her attention to find a trail with the ground scrubbed clean. “Least we know what to expect from Eaters, so it’ll be easier this time. Bigger problem’s finding them.”


  Kobb frowned. “Last time, we were killing them—not trying to capture them—and we almost died. And a Courser only kills; even if I get the chance, I can’t shoot the Eater.”


  “We worry about capturing it after we find it,” said Haelen. “If it’s interested in these stones, it’ll probably stay close enough to watch.”


  Anessa swept her arm around the expanse of bare ground. “Hope so. Mid-afternoon’s past, and there’s hours of searching to find a trail even before we follow it.”


  “Maybe not,” Kobb turned to face the stones. “Last time, they attacked from a place of strength with minimal flanking and fled quickly. If we find the dead, we find the trail.”


  “Best start further out, though.” Anessa unslung her crossbow and strode away from the circle. “Don’t much fancy blundering into whatever’s killing everything.”


  The soil puffed and cracked beneath her feet, sending up a faint dusty scent. Sweeping her gaze from side to side, she scanned the tree line for anything odd. Not that she expected to see the Eaters at this distance, but no one ever got killed for paying attention. After a brief pause to be sure she was well away from the stones, she began to move sunward around the clearing.


  After a moment, she stopped again. “Eaters can’t throw a spear this far, Haelen, so you might as well rest your ankle.”


  “A kind thought, but no cause to risk it without need.” Haelen raised his right foot, and then rose up on the toes of his left foot. “Wouldn’t be much of a healer if I couldn’t shake a sprain.”


  Anessa nodded. He couldn’t believe sitting up there would make him a target. But she understood his desire not to spend more time on Falcon. Resettling the turf hook on her hip, she moved off.


  With the sky cloaked in leaden cloud and night creeping up, she had to strain to make out differences in the dirt. Finally, in the distance, she noticed several paler patches. So far, she hadn’t seen a stone much larger than a couple of fists, so was probably more than boulders. “There.”


  “Sharp eyes, Anessa.” Kobb clapped her on the shoulder. “Maybe this won’t be so hard.”


  She grinned. A small voice suggested Kobb was only keeping their spirits up, but it felt good to have someone recognise her skills. “We ain’t found it yet. And if Haelen’s right, Eaters are watching, so they’ll likely be expecting us.”


  After taking a long look at the shadowed forest, she led the way toward the paler patches. She could make out darker patches like masks, but they looked wrong for dead bodies. It took her several more yards to realise it was the way they lay: unlike the dead geese, the Eaters’ limbs jutted at odd angles and twisted like they had too many joints.


  “Only six dead?” whispered Haelen. “Are we going to be facing most of the tribe?”


  “There’s more than six dead.” Kobb pointed back toward the stones.


  Anessa peered through the half-light. There were slightly paler patches if you looked for them, but they didn’t have the twisted lumpiness of a body. Easy enough to get confused in this light, though. Especially if your eyes weren’t sharp. Not that Kobb was old… he would just be tired. Glad the murk would hide her flushed face, she crouched beside one of the bodies. Might be something helpful.


  As her fingers touched the edge of the Eater’s loincloth, the entire body sank inward. A waft of foul air made her screw up her face. When she looked again, the body was only a paler smear on the ground. Not wanting to breathe in another body, she eased herself back and to her feet.


  Now she knew what to look for she could make out dozens of paler patches scattered between her and the stones. Kobb had been right. Each one of those smears had been an Eater. The Stones had killed too many to count.


  The thought of it pushed at her. Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to keep a slow enough pace to not miss something. “We should get into the forest. While we’ve still got enough light to find where they went.”


  “No more bodies ahead,” said Haelen. “Could be that was all of them.”


  “Or the bodies were intact enough the survivors took them away,” said Kobb.


  Anessa paused. Only people cared about their dead. But, the Eaters had made a deal so they had to be more than just clever beasts. She wasn’t sure if knowing how much like people they were made them seem better or worse.


  Reaching the edge of the forest without finding a sign of which way the Eaters might have gone, she desperately studied the tree line. The power hadn’t left the same barrier of tangled trees here, but there was no sign anyone had moved through the undergrowth either. Kobb’s idea had seemed like a good plan while there was light, but with the day gone and the clouds hiding the moon there wasn’t much she could do. “I’ve lost the trail. If it was ever here. We have to stop.”


  “Whatever the Reverend says about those clouds, I don’t trust them not to rain on us.” Haelen pulled his hood further forward. “Let’s at least get under the trees before we stop.”


  Anessa crept into the forest. As she stepped from the blasted earth, the scent of rotten leaves and damp mud wrapped around her again like an old blanket. Even without the trees being forced against each other, they had grown close and twisted. She could make out the hint of a way clear enough for Falcon, but the gloom and the undergrowth conspired to make it seem a killing ground between blinds and dead falls.


  Closing her eyes, she raised a hand. Without the sound of the others footfalls, the forest fell silent. She stilled her breath. A thrush trilled in the distance. Something felt wrong, but she couldn’t point to it. She studied the shadows again. Nothing seemed out of place.


  Except the thrush. There were no other animal noises, and it was past dark, so why was a thrush singing? Unless—


  There was thrush song when the Eaters attacked. Sweeping her crossbow from undergrowth to shadow, she back stepped to the others. “I think they’re nearby.”


  Kobb drew his weapons. “Which way?”


  Anessa peered at the undergrowth. Shadows seemed to move in the corners of her eyes, but stilled when she looked straight on. “There’s only one way we can go—unless we leave your horse. We either wait, or chance they’ve not set an ambush.”


  “And the longer we wait, the more chance they get to pick their moment,” said Kobb. “We move on, but no risks.”


  Keeping close to the others rather than leading the way, Anessa crept through the thinner undergrowth. The thrush trilled again, nearer this time.


  The realisation the song had changed hit her at the same moment an Eater spear flew over her head. From behind her, Haelen screamed incoherently.
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  Anessa spun around. Haelen lay on the ground, a spear quivering in the trunk behind him. Feeling felt a burst of relief, she whirled back to face the direction of the attack.


  Kobb had run further down the track. Why would he—? Flanking! The first spear might be a distraction. She tried to cover both sides at once with her crossbow.


  Silence slammed down and a purple light made the shadows harden. Instinctively, she glanced ahead. The undergrowth beyond Kobb had withered and fallen and several bodies lay among the dead brambles.


  She turned, and tumbled backwards as a spear passed in front of her eyes.


  A bitter dusty smell cut the scent of rotting leaves. Three small figures burst from the murk to her left. They moved like Eaters, but something seemed different about them.


  Rolling to her feet, she loosed a bolt at the nearest, catching it between the eyes and sending it to the ground.


  Angry at getting distracted, she drew her turf hook and charged to meet them. Swinging the weapon two-handed, she cleaved through a club and into the side of its owner’s head. Blade firmly lodged, she felt herself jerked forward as the Eater fell.


  Pain flooded her right side. The other Eater lashed out again at her hip.


  Leg half-folding beneath her, she wrenched her turf hook free and flailed sideways.


  Instead of leaping back as she expected, the Eater lunged forward. Its club slammed into her right elbow.


  Her right hand juddered from the hilt, but her hook continued round, smashing deep into the Eater’s head.


  Her opponent fell to the ground, taking the turf hook with it.


  Heat flooded up Anessa’s neck. She’d let her weapon get trapped twice in a row. Kobb wouldn’t— There hadn’t been a second burst of light. Working her elbow, she looked over.


  Hunched by coughing, Kobb fended off four Eaters with his rapier. His Courser hung loosely at his side.


  She planted her foot on the face of the Eater at her feet and yanked at her turf hook. Acid flooded her mouth as it tore free. Trying not to think about the sound, she sprinted toward Kobb.


  One of the Eaters spun to meet her, waving its club frantically.


  The remaining three shifted around Kobb. Before they could press the attack, his rapier flicked up, taking the middle of the three in the throat.


  Anessa tightened her grip hard enough to turn her knuckles white and jabbed at the oncoming Eater. A shock ran up both her arms as the blade glanced off the wildly swinging club.


  She stumbled sideways. Gritting her teeth against the renewed complaint from her right elbow, she slashed left. But, afraid of getting her weapon caught again, she unconsciously pulled the blow. The Eater, carried forward by its charge, passed her by before the blow landed.


  Spinning to follow, she saw the Eater slammed sideways as Falcon lashed out. Fluids arced from its pulped head. Its body crashed into a bush before sliding to the ground.


  Anessa turned quickly in a circle. Haelen crouched, eating knife clutched in his hand, against a tree. Kobb stood over a pile of bodies, one fist pressed to his mouth.


  She turned again, peering into each shadow. All the stories talked of Eaters as ravening beasts; wouldn’t they with everything she had rather than holding back? But, travelling with Kobb had revealed there was a lot she was wrong about: both about Eaters and about fighting. Best to be certain.


  After a third circle, she straightened. “Think that’s it.”


  Kobb hawked loudly, before staggering over to lean against Falcon’s flank.


  “You’re hurt.” Haelen strode over to Kobb.


  Kobb sheathed his weapons. “Just tired. Trying to push through must have taken more effort than I thought.”


  “Did anyone see antlers? Did we…?” Anessa realised why the attack had seemed odd. None of the bodies bore masks. The bitter smell of dust grew stronger as she bent over the nearest one.


  Without the crude mask, the Eater’s head looked narrow and angular. Pure black eyes, nearly twice the size of a person’s, sat either side of a flat nose. Between the half-open lips she saw teeth like a pike. “Why don’t they have masks?”


  “Didn’t holler and howl like before either,” said Kobb.


  “They’ve got something smeared on their faces,” said Haelen. “Maybe, we—”


  “Best move on.” Kobb took up Falcon’s reins. “Won’t learn much in this gloom. This isn’t a good camp anyway.”


  Haelen sighed and nodded. “Give me the reins. You two need to be ready if they attack again.”


  Anessa reloaded her crossbow and led the way further into the forest. Ears aching from the lack of noise, she forced her shoulders down and tried to stop hunching against the attack that never came.


  A sudden flash of Mum, face damp, telling her to be a good girl distracted her from her obsessive scanning of the shadows. She paused. Why was she remembering Grandam’s funeral? She’d wanted to put the Winter Bettanie she’d picked in the grave, but it weren’t proper. Mustn’t disturb a death poesy.


  She could smell a death poesy ahead. The gloom was less, too. She crept forward. The scent of herbs grew stronger.


  The trees thinned, leaving a small clearing. Five pale shapes lay within, radiating out from the centre.


  She scanned the undergrowth, but couldn’t see any sign of an ambush. Not that that proved anything. Signalling the others to move up, she crept into the clearing.


  Each of the dead Eaters had been laid, feet out, with their hands crossed over their chests. Like the others, they wore no masks. A dark paste was smeared across their faces, smelling of dust and age. Scorched at one end, a bundle of herbs lay in the space between their heads.


  Keeping her crossbow ready, Anessa moved to the edge of the clearing and circled.


  “End of the bundle’s still warm,” said Kobb. “We’re barely missed them.”


  “So,” said Haelen, “choice is camp here and give them a lead or go racing off at night?”


  “Ain’t happy sleeping around Eaters,” muttered Anessa. “Definitely ain’t happy sleeping with dead ones.”


  Haelen chuckled. “Number of times they attacked us, they can’t expect manners. Easy enough to sling them—”


  Kobb knocked him flat as something, flickers of light trailing it, burst from a thicket and sped past Anessa into the distance.


  Part Fourteen
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  Kobb’s head instinctively twisted after the fleeing Eater. Butter-yellow glints shot between the harder flare of its staff. Something didn’t feel right. It sprinted fast enough that they didn’t have time to react; yet its path had curved, taking it within inches of all three of them.


  Leaves shifted in the breeze, and the shadows tugged at the corners of his eyes, but nothing seemed out of place. He eased himself to his feet, drawing his weapons as he rose. “You all right, Anessa?”


  “Startled. But ain’t harmed.”


  “Good enough.” Kobb extended a hand to Haelen. “Anyone else think that thing had horns?”


  Haelen pulled himself up. “All I saw was your shoulder, then the ground. If it could run like that, why was it still here? And why didn’t it attack?”


  Kobb nodded at the bodies. “Looks like a funeral. Maybe it wasn’t finished, and it waited, hoping we’d head straight on. Once you mentioned staying, it realised we wouldn’t.”


  “Why didn’t it sneak away?” Anessa waved her hand at the undergrowth. “They can almost climb in your trousers without being seen, so could have crept away easy at night.”


  “Funerals mean the dead matter.” Kobb slung his weapons. “Probably hoping we’d follow once we saw it and not disturb the bodies.”


  Anessa peered into the bushes. “Might be right. It’s left a clear enough track.”


  “Or it panicked and was moving too fast to be stealthy.” Haelen picked leaf mould off his chest. “Either way, tracks won’t help if it can run that fast.”


  “Probably can’t, least not for long.” Kobb patted his Courser. “Last few years, I’ve felt the weight every time I used it. Young person could fight for an hour or more, but they’d need a hearty meal after. Faster the Eater runs, sooner it needs to rest. If we start now we might catch it.”


  Kobb unslung his saddlebag. “It’ll try to hide when it does rest, though. You’ve the sharpest eyes, Anessa, so best you take Falcon and we’ll follow.”


  Anessa’s hands clenched harder on her crossbow. “No… I mean, I ain’t strong enough to wrestle it, and this crossbow’s still pulling a bit so can’t risk shooting.”


  “She’s right, Reverend,” said Haelen. “I saw that Eater fight you in the ruins. Needs a soldier.”


  Kobb looked from one nervous face to another. Haelen, he understood: Haelen might not acknowledge it, but letting Anessa go racing off on her own would feel like risking his daughter. But Anessa had seemed almost too confident since she brought down the Korha; why wasn’t she itching to go? Regardless, they had a point. “Fair enough. Least I’ll be easy enough to track, so get some rest before you follow. Don’t see cause to disturb the dead, though.”


  “We’ll leave them alone,” said Haelen. “As long as they do the same.”


  “What!” Anessa jerked her crossbow up to point at the nearest body.


  “I think he was joking,” said Kobb, putting his saddlebag back and taking up Falcon’s reins. “Needs practice though.”


  Haelen stuck his tongue out. “Wouldn’t have taken you for an expert on humour, Reverend.”


  Kobb nodded to them both and led Falcon toward the Eater’s path. As he moved deeper into the undergrowth, the crisp scent of sap fought against the fug of damp leaves and lost. Trusting that nothing else would be forcing its way so brutally through the forest, he followed the bent branches and torn leaves without pausing.


  The moon had passed mid-point and the trail continued unbroken, clear enough to see even in the dark. Feet heavy and eyes gritty, he began to doubt the Eater needed sleep. He stumbled to a halt.


  Warm air whiffled across the back of his neck. He patted Falcon on the nose. “You’d be happy for the rest too, eh? No use catching up if we’re too tired to do anything.”


  Hanging his saddlebag on a nearby branch, he stripped Falcon’s harness and brushed away the day. Yawns fighting against each bite, Kobb forced down half a biscuit before slumping back against a trunk.


  He woke to find the rain had found him. Marshalling on leaves, drops drew together to assail his hat. He rubbed the grit from his eyes and, pulling his jacket tighter, peered into the murk.


  The signs of the Eater’s forced passage were clearer now, but experience suggested the rain would revive half-crushed vegetation; and the trickles and drips were already tricking his eyes and ears into detecting movement. Taking comfort that the trees would keep the wind from driving the rain directly into his face, he settled Falcon’s harness into place and trudged along the crude trail.


  Encouraged by the rain, the ground pulled at his boots, adding a dullness in his legs to the stiffness of a night lacking in deep sleep. The worsening storm drew the shadows closer, and washed away much of the trail, forcing Kobb to slow his pace still further and stay focused on only the closest vegetation to be sure of seeing what signs there were.


  And so the track caught him by surprise. He realised the Eater’s passage had met a crude path through the forest. Emerging on a sharp bend, he faced almost exactly down a gloomy tunnel between ancient trees. He glanced left, toward the south. The shadows seemed deeper and branches seemed to reach down as if grasping for what little light has slipped past them.


  Ahead, the ground was rutted but appeared free of brambles and other obstructions, and the branches loomed high. That was the route he’d choose if moving at speed. Mounting Falcon, Kobb resolved to close the gap further.


  Falcon, seeming as happy as his master not to be forcing through undergrowth, cantered along the path. Moving at speed drove the rain under the brim of Kobb’s hat, but—although it was as wet and cold—the sense that it came from progress not the elements weakened the discomfort.


  His gut suggested the Eater would have the same desire to avoid obstacles. Keeping his eyes ahead, he maintained Falcon’s speed. As an unsought blessing, the rain eased as noon approached, sparing him the need to swipe the water from his eyes.


  The crude track swayed left and right, but cleaved to the west for much of the day. As late afternoon took the sun beneath the trees, returning the track to murk and shadow, the path curved more sharply to the north. And continued that way.


  Torn between the logical assumption the Eater would use the path and the twinge in his gut its path took it more to the west, he pulled Falcon up. Each moment he waited felt like letting the Eater get further away, but wasn’t riding away from it worse? He studied the track ahead. It still looked like the route a fleeing man would choose. But it felt wrong. Hoping he wouldn’t regret it, he swung Falcon round, and walked back to where the track bent away from its westerly line.


  Whether it was the slower pace or the conscious seeking, he noticed a faint scent of crushed stems within the rot. Peering into the undergrowth, he made out hints of bent branch and disturbed leaf. Once he dismounted, he picked out more signs that something might have left the track. He didn’t have Anessa’s skill in judging size and time, but the might-be trail pointed west. It was certain enough; and faith would carry the rest.


  “Sorry, old friend. It’s back to trudging for a while.” Resettling his weapons, Kobb lead Falcon off the path.


  The twin weights of straining against the barrier and fragmented sleep against a tree conspired to press him deeper into the rotten mulch. Feet not clearing the brambles on the first attempt more and more often, he considered waiting for the others to catch up. However, stopping now would give the Eater back any lead Kobb had taken away. Ignoring the tightness across his forehead, he staggered on from crushed sprig to torn leaf. Until even stubbornness was not enough to hold back the acceptance that he was too tired to tell act from happenstance; or to respond should he find his quarry.


  Washing down another biscuit with a few mouthfuls of Haelen’s potion, he managed to tend to Falcon before slipping into darkness.


  Purple light crackled between jutting pillars, tearing away the night but leaving nothing it its wake. Seeming to ooze from the darkness, absence bled into the ground, stealing colour from the vegetation before flowing outward. Trees, pressed close from years without the touch of axe, surged up or twisted together. Branches left jagged by storms grew sharper.


  The taste of decay clinging to tongue, Kobb snapped awake, barely turning aside before vomiting. Spitting bile, he clasped his aching head. The dreams had returned.


  Squinting up, he thought the sky still dark. With luck, the Eater had stopped last night and not yet moved on. Easing himself to his feet, he chuckled. Wishing his enemy the Blessing of rest when he was denied it was too sharp a lesson in the Maker’s liberality not to smile.


  Nodding in contrition in response to Falcon’s silent stare, Kobb forced his legs to carry him forward. The dull thudding in his head, and ache in his joints remained, but after a while the effort of lifting each leg free of the muck and tangles cleared away the fog in his head.


  Peering around, he realised he had lost the trail. A sensible man would stop, but he had come so far on the certainty the Eater headed due west that it seemed more effort to stop than go on. Conscious of the pale light creeping through chinks in the trees from behind, he forced himself to move faster.


  Something caught his eye as he stumbled on. Focused on keeping his legs moving, it took him some moments to realise trees don’t glint and sparkle. He stopped, settling against a tree as his body remembered he was too tired to move. After staring blankly into the forest for a while, he accepted whatever he had glimpsed was hidden from this direction.


  Wanting to spit the cloying taste from his mouth, but unable to muster the energy to do two things at once, he aimed himself at another tree and pitched toward it. He pushed against the trunk, gaining enough momentum to convince his legs he was walking.


  For an instant, the dawn fractured to his right, as if light had struck crystal. He leaned back against a tree and studied the area. The glint eluded him.


  But his ears picked out a faint snore.
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  Kobb peered between the trees. The knee-high undergrowth had grown upward into a tangled wall of brambles and branches almost his height. It looked impenetrable, but was also the source of the snoring. There must be a way through. Gritting his teeth, he shifted his weight from the trunk next to him.


  His legs bowed beneath him, but he forced his knees straight before his sway became uncontrollable. One pace at a time, he crept toward the snores. Springy tendrils hooked at his ankles and each step slipped on rotting matter, adding to the foul tang in the air. If he could—


  Snap.


  The snoring stopped.


  Kobb froze. Hot icicles slashed his right leg as it held most of his weight. Something rustled ahead.


  On the edge of falling, Kobb eased his left hand to his rapier and slid it free.


  Scrabbling came from further to the left. Each blink feeling like rubbing dirt in his eyes, Kobb squinted into the brambles. The Eater had led him far from the clearing. Now it would turn like a beast at bay. Where would the attack come from?


  His head snapped back as a brief scuffing came from where he had originally looked. The snoring resumed.


  Biting down as hot lightning speared out from his knee, Kobb moved the rest of his weight from his left foot and slid it off the broken twig. If he could hear snores, the noise hadn’t been the Eater. Or it was pretending to sleep; waiting for him to be distracted. Hoping he was Blessed, Kobb focused on the ground directly ahead, testing each footing by eye and toe.


  He reached the thicket without incident. Unwilling to take the chance he was wrong about an attack, he kept his rapier up as he sank to his haunches. His legs aching still more from his stilted advance, he rested but a moment in a squat, before bracing his right arm behind him and half-collapsing into a seated position.


  The snores continued. He let out a slow breath. Leaning the growing burden of his torso onto his raised legs, he peered at the brambles. Closer now to the ground, he made out scuffs and bent sprouts where small animals had slipped under; and one tangle hanging over empty space. Falling sideways as quietly as he could, he stared in.


  The gap continued deeper into the wall of vegetation. A way in. Low and narrow, but a way in. Even better, a crystal glinted deeper in: an Eater staff. Keeping the rapier ahead of him, he pushed the brambles aside as best he could and dragged himself into the gap. The scent of rot faded, replaced with a subtle earthy smell. Now he was in it, he realised the tunnel was perfectly straight and the same size all the way. Tendrils that sprouted inward each curved back into the sides and roof. It was too regular to have grown.


  Cursing the need to not use his Courser, and uncertain if he even could, Kobb wriggled forward. The tunnel opened out into a light-flecked bower. A single Eater, mask of polished wood with short golden antlers, gazed back at him.


  The snoring continued. After a moment, Kobb decided the feeling of being watched was only the shadows in the mask; but there was no room for complacency. He reached for the end of the staff, and paused. The Eater had rested its bag on the staff. Even at his best, Kobb would have had difficulty getting the staff out without the bag falling.


  Inching forward slightly, he slid his rapier into its sheath. Apologising to his shoulders for what he was about to do, he stretched his right arm toward the bag. A burning sensation twisted in his lower back, and his upper arms felt like they were tearing through his back.


  But his fingertips curled over the shoulder sling. He curled them into his palm, and then drew his forearm up. The bag jerked closer.


  The snoring continued.


  His lower back wobbled. Arms still, he stretched first his left then his right leg back and out. As soon as his right leg was straight, he lowered his chest to the soil. His neck immediately ached from tilting his head, but he felt stable. He drew his right arm closer again.


  The bag slid and bounced closer. An inch away from his face, it gaped open. A mask slid free.


  Ignoring the sensation of a jagged spike driving into his shoulder, Kobb twisted and caught it with his free hand before it struck the staff. He lowered himself back to prone and swallowed the pain, before exhaling through his mouth. Could he get it back into the bag?


  The snoring had stopped.


  Tilting his head back, he stared across the bower into a pair of bright purple eyes. The Eater’s hand already rested on the end of its staff.


  Certain he couldn’t reach it in time, Kobb arched his back and grabbed for his rapier.


  “Don’t, Anh-kru. Please.” The Eater pointed at the mask in Kobb’s hand.


  It wasn’t attacking. The Eaters took the masks from the dead. They must be important. Too important to risk damage. Keeping a firm grip on the mask, Kobb settled into a less uncomfortable slump. “Hands off the staff.”


  The Eater drew its hand back, and then raised both palms out. “No fight needed. No harm. Masks must be taken home, or torag-kru… evil happens.”


  “You’re coming with me.” Kobb waved the mask. “Any tricks and…”


  “We deal. No harm. No tricks.”


  “Stay here until I call.” Grabbing the end of the staff with his free hand, Kobb wrestled it past him. The Eater watched, unblinking. One-handed, each movement sent a new flicker of agony through part of his body, but Kobb dare not let go of the mask. Eventually, the staff rested alongside him. Wriggling back, and then dragging the staff alongside, he inched his way out.


  As soon as he was free of the tunnel, Kobb struggled to his feet. Feeling an odd sense of guilt, he braced his weight on the staff and shuffled several feet away. “Come. Slowly.”


  Moments later the Eater emerged, clutching its bag. “Where do we go?”


  “Back to the stone circle.”


  The Eater seemed to sag. Shaking its head slowly, it indicated its bag. “Long way back. With tiredness on you, will be many days. I have way to ease burden.”


  “You think I would trust you?”


  The Eater became rigid. “Torag-kru! Only lost one would poison Blessing of wakefulness.”


  Blessing? It was right that offering false help was evil, but wasn’t Kobb the first to follow the Way this far north. “All certitude is as the mist at dawn—”


  “—cloaking stone of truth forged.”


  That hides the rock of the Maker’s truth. The words weren’t the same, but the meaning was. “You know the Way of the Maker Guiding? But how? Which Reverend showed you the path?”


  The Eater made a rattling noise. After a moment, Kobb realised it was chuckling. “No. I am not convert to your faith. You are Urt-Skithai.”


  Part Sixteen
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  Anessa crept forward. The ground was mired in rotten leaves and brambles, but the trees seemed less tangled ahead. Something small and dark exploded from the undergrowth, trilling and chittering. Then the wildlife fell silent. She raised her hand.


  Eyes flicking from side to side, Haelen crouched down.


  Tilting her head, Anessa strained her ears. No thrushes. Wind brushed the treetops. And in the distance, the clump of hooves. Keeping her crossbow up, Anessa eased toward the nearest gap between trees. A path cut through the forest, shafts of light spearing the murk. The brief yellow glint caught her eye.


  Peering, she made out Kobb leading Falcon. As Kobb moved closer, she realised another, smaller figure walked beside him. Kobb’d captured the Eater. She wasn’t sure how, but he had done it. “Haelen. It’s Kobb.”


  Several small animals fled across the track as Haelen pushed his way through the undergrowth.


  After sharing a grin of victory, Anessa stepped onto the path. Crossbow lowered, she jogged to meet Kobb.


  The Eater still had its staff. She dropped to a crouch and brought her crossbow to her shoulder. “Drop the staff!”


  Kobb released Falcon’s reins and raised his palms. “It’s fine, Anessa. It isn’t going to hurt us.”


  “Then it won’t mind putting the staff down,” said Haelen, appearing beside her.


  Anessa glanced up. He had his eating knife clutched in his hand, and his hood pulled up. He still didn’t look very threatening, but she appreciated the thought. When she looked back, the Eater had rested the staff on the ground and continued toward them.


  Kobb bent and picked up the staff. As he straightened, a cloth sling bag swung round his neck, wrapping around his arm. Untangling himself, he took up the reins again and headed on.


  Anessa kept her crossbow pointed at the Eater as it strolled forward. It didn’t seem to be up to anything, but it could be thinking anything behind that mask. “Far enough.”


  The Eater inclined its head and folded into a sitting position. Despite not looking, it somehow ended up on a dry tussock.


  “Doubt’s understandable,” said Kobb, spitting a plug of something into the bushes. “But, it’s given its word. Besides, I’ve got something it won’t risk.” He patted the cloth bag.


  Anessa unloaded her crossbow and slung it. As she stood, Kobb threw the staff forward.


  The Eater caught it without looking.


  Realising as the crossbow cleared her shoulder that the Eater had had time to do something if it wanted, Anessa let her crossbow fall back into place. “Some reason you’re acting like a fool?”


  Kobb moved closer. His movements were smooth and assured, but his eyes were more red than white. “My apologies. Not enough sleep. Keeping moving’s not too hard, but it’s not so good for remembering to explain. The dreams are back, Haelen.”


  “The potion weakens over time.” Haelen sounded tense. “I didn’t expect it to happen so quick. I’ve the makings in my bag, but…” Haelen swept his arm around the forest, seeming to give equal weight to the grimy surroundings and Eater sitting nearby.


  “I’ve lasted this long. I’ll last another night.” Kobb twitched his head in the direction of the stone circle. “No cause to dawdle though. You can brew a batch once I’ve kept my promise.”


  The Eater rose to its feet and ambled into the undergrowth.


  Anessa hurried after it. Kobb knew what he was doing—even if he was even odder than usual—but that didn’t mean she shouldn’t take precautions. The Eater might work out Kobb wanted to do more than take it back to the circle. She just hoped he found a way to tell her what his plan was before they got there.


  The journey back passed uneventfully. But, between her constant fear that the Eater was going to do something—a fear Haelen seemed to share—and Kobb snapping awake several times during the night, she felt both limp and twitchy by the time they reached the circle.


  Passing the reins to Haelen, Kobb strode forward across the blasted soil. The Eater strolled beside him.


  Anessa followed, still unsure what the plan was.


  Stopping at what Anessa supposed was the edge of the barrier, Kobb drew himself up to his full height. “Greetings, the camp.”


  The wild-haired man emerged from a tent. Shading his eyes for a moment, he nodded sharply and disappeared between the Stones.


  Anessa flicked her gaze around as the quiet, normal sounds stopped dead. The air tasted of metal and—for an instant—flickered purple.


  Shoulders starting to quiver, Kobb strode forward.


  Anessa resettled her crossbow for easier access and followed. Fortunately, removing the barrier was less dramatic than raising it.


  Stared at head on, the Stones stood barely taller than she was, but she couldn’t shake the feeling they loomed many times taller when she wasn’t looking. She glanced from side to side, trying to catch them shifting. Stumbling to a halt just outside the ring, she realised—even though the Sun was clear above the trees—the stones had only the wispy shadows of a cloudy day.


  “Ha! Thought you could stop me did you, Skithai?” His tattered robe streaming behind him, the man strode into sight between two stones. “Why isn’t it tied, eh?”


  “Came willingly, so no need coming, “said Kobb. “ And, it’s leaving freely, so would be a hindrance going.”


  The man stumbled to a halt, eyebrows almost merging with his beard in puzzlement.


  Anessa frowned in agreement. Leaving…?


  Unslinging the cloth bag, Kobb threw it to the Eater. Eater raised its staff, crystals flaring, hooked the bag from the air, and sped into the distance.


  Anessa grabbed her crossbow on instinct, but the creature was gone before she could aim. What was Kobb’s plan? Why—?


  “You promised!” The man was
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