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      Icy wind battered Rekaan’s long-limbed, weakened frame, giving voice to the memories of demons and devils shouting down the infinite distances of cosmic corridors. Numbness tugged at his powerful fingers as they sought purchase on the cliff wall that he and his comrades fought to escape the frozen ground far below. Snot drooled over his narrow cheeks, freezing as quickly as the tears that spilled from his narrowed amber eyes and the blood that bubbled up from his cracked lips. When he paused, every gust of freezing air threatened to fill the folds of his furs and robes, to balloon them out like sails and yank him from his treacherous stone perch.

      He turned away from the worst of the howling air currents just enough to curse the burly Vanmiiri cousins for suggesting the hopeless ascent, but all he saw of the thick-thewed barbarians in the weak sunlight was the soft soles of their boots as they continued their climb without hesitation.

      Several feet below, Bori’s small form pressed against the rocky surface, fingers curled around one of the few points that offered a meaningful anchor. Bloody prints darkened his passage, a sure sign that the blisters that had been healing on his palms had been reopened by the frigid stone.

      From his position directly above, Ilhom’s dark eyes stared out of the flapping hood of his coat, his olive-skinned visage reflecting not just a determination to finish the assault but to see Rekaan do the same. The glaring challenge didn’t need to be spoken to be heard.

      If I can make such a climb, so can you.

      At any other time in his life, Rekaan would have welcomed such a dare, would have thrown his powerful body wholeheartedly into whatever task awaited him, but now even simple thoughts came only grudgingly. Under assault in ways never before experienced, his mind neared collapse. Alien sights, smells, and sounds hammered him, ripping open his psyche and shoving in horrors and depravities beyond even ezrhin ken.

      As an elite warrior, he had seen atrocities that had hardened his heart and threatened to destroy his humanity.

      Nothing could have prepared him for what he experienced now.

      Yet surrender, giving the emperor a cheap victory, wasn’t an option.

      So Rekaan pressed his forehead to the hard gray rock, black hair fluttering out from his hood where it hadn’t all been frozen to the skin of his coppery brow, and extended his arm as far as he could, searching for the next tiny lip or crack that could support his weight, could allow him to pull himself up even a few more inches.

      He rose, searching the heights above for any hint of an end to the interminable climb and seeing nothing but low-hanging clouds and a haze produced by snow scraped from ledges and recesses. Twisting wisps of cloud raced past, hiding so much from sight.

      Somehow, in coming to this frozen wasteland, he had lost his way, allowing the half-god Othiko to outwit him, to push him into corners, to drive him into the sorry state that now held him. Years ago, Rekaan would have cut down the arrogant demigod, unafraid of the army and sorcery that protected the giant.

      Or perhaps the Emperor of the North would have won, cutting down the usurper of the Thayron throne, the fallen Ivory Prince.

      Either would have been preferable to the misery now plaguing Rekaan.

      His undoing had been the work of Princess Ishna, his eternal love, Leshani, reborn in a frailer, more youthful body. With her mind so close to collapse, he had set aside his schemes and focused instead on protecting her, hoping that his escape from the sorcery-warped world that was his prison might include the woman, the half of his identity, that he treasured over life itself.

      The princess was not to be blamed for his fate, of course. Rekaan could have abandoned her to her destiny, exactly as Leshani had pleaded for him to do in a moment of control over her body.

      But a love like theirs made such a request impossible.

      So, with Leshani’s face summoned, her amber-eyed gaze fixed on his, he ascended, finding one hold after another, until hands were gripping him, dragging him up and setting him on his back to gasp and sputter.

      He pressed his hands inside his clothing, tucking the fingers into the heat of his armpits and looking around, shivering but hopeful.

      Then he realized the climb wasn’t over.

      Namrid smiled down at him, unruly beard hardened with icicles of snot and saliva, the red hints of his blond hair more prominent against the windburned rose of his cheeks. “It’s a ledge, nothing more.”

      Nothing but a ledge. Rekaan swallowed and blocked out the taunting laughter of the demons now living in his mind. “How much to go?”

      “A few more hours is all.” The burly man stared up into the haze.

      “How do we climb through that? How do we see the way forward?”

      The barbarian laughed. “Same as we climbed the last hundred feet or so. Your eyes were nearly closed, Prince, or you would have realized there is nothing to see beyond the greatest stretch of your body.”

      A grunt drew Rekaan’s attention to Ilhom, hunched and breathing onto his palms, head upturned to examine the sheer face of death that lay ahead of them. The Kelevalani warrior glanced down the wall they’d climbed. “Evanyi, we must aid the boy.”

      Namrid’s cousin Zothar snorted and waved the notion away. “The scholar is only a hindrance. Let the cliff have him. The snow devil will be here soon enough.”

      Such heartless behavior was too much for Rekaan. He sat up, refusing to give in to the vertigo that plagued him for a moment. “Give me a rope, and I will help him up to join us.”

      A look passed between the brutish Vanmiiri cousins before Namrid took a bundled rope from his pack and handed it over to Rekaan. After shrugging off his backpack, the ezrhin handed one end of the line to Ilhom before taking the other, leaving only a few feet of slack where the line wasn’t coiled. With a smoldering glare of annoyance meant for the cousins, Rekaan climbed back down the cliff face, focusing on the strain his muscles felt as he descended to where Bori clung to the rock wall for dear life.

      When he reached the scholar, Rekaan saw in the youth’s body language the acceptance of defeat. The little man stared downward, apparently studying the mountain ponies who had yet to bolt for safety, even though the snow devil must soon enough be upon them, its hunt for Rekaan’s head a calling that could not be ignored, even after it had been crushed by boulders he and his comrades had sent crashing downslope to at least slow its pursuit.

      Rather than call and risk surprising the young man, Rekaan extended a hand until he had a solid grasp of Bori’s jacket.

      The scholar flinched, losing his grip on the jutting rock and flailing for a moment until Rekaan shouted for the slight man to calm down.

      Bori relaxed and began blubbering. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t complain. Climb up here and grab hold of me. Come on.”

      Simple exertion like climbing with the assistance of a rope was a release for Rekaan. His body shook from the effort, but it was exactly what he needed to drive out the foreign influences imposed upon him by Empress Maztra before her final dispatch by her husband’s magic. The succubus had mastered drugs and poisons, but it was a venom of the mind that she had introduced into her prey.

      Rescuing the youthful scholar seemed an appropriate response to the demon’s spiteful retribution.

      Even so, as Ilhom and Ultaan brought first Bori then Rekaan onto the ledge, the destroyed succubus spread like mercury in the ezrhin’s thoughts, cackling and ridiculing. Her words were a cancer, a persistent reminder that he could never escape her wrath after refusing to become her lover.

      You wanted a slave, and my love belongs forever to Leshani.

      His defiant thought was no salve to his injuries, any more than if it had been some sort of holy emblem powerless to repel the monstrosity. Maztra still cackled and mocked the warrior, guaranteeing him a terrible death no matter how hard he fought against her.

      He set Bori down on the ledge and caught his breath, happy that the barbarian cousins had already resumed their climb. “What we just did—that’s the way of it going forward. You understand?”

      The little man’s face twisted in shame. “You should leave me here.”

      “There’s a pass at the top of this cliff. It’s our best chance to put some distance between us and the snow devil. There’s no snow on this sheer face, so it can’t glide like it does. When it realizes it can’t simply close on us, it’s going to have to search for a different way up.”

      “And it will find us again quickly enough.”

      “It won’t. Bori, you just have to fight through this.”

      The youth nodded but looked away. “Zothar is right to call me the weakling.”

      “Zothar is an ass. This is the first time those big morons have provided any value at all.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I say so.”

      Ultaan knelt beside the scholar, taking the young man’s hands in his and pulling back the bandages hidden beneath the thin gloves they were all using to make the ascent. Blood soaked the fabric and the skin beneath. Without a word, the Kelevalani sword brother took a pouch from his hip and sprinkled powder on the raw flesh, drawing a painful hiss from his comrade.

      Then the sword brothers began their own ascent, neither speaking another word.

      After a minute, Rekaan followed, his body aching from the task, his mind filling once more with the discouraging taunts and threats that accompanied the tortures and mutilations inflicted by undying monstrosities birthed in the unending blackness between stars.

      He refused to hear them, to let them into his mind. They would not break his will.

      But with each stop when they found a ledge to rest upon, the clarity that had been with him his entire life eroded once more, until he was unsure which voices and experiences he perceived were real and which were illusions.

      As his condition worsened, his Kelevalani bodyguards intervened, refusing to allow him to descend for Bori in such a diminished state. When Rekaan thought to argue with them, he felt the same sense of defeat Bori had voiced and ultimately allowed the two wiry horsemen to bring the scholar up.

      Together, the four of them climbed after the Vanmiiri until finally the ascent ended, and they all lay atop a narrow ridge of stone covered by a thin layer of snow.

      Tears streamed down their faces as they laughed at what they’d accomplished.

      Rekaan flexed his limbs, relieved to find his strength slowly returning.

      Desperate sounds rose from below, echoing through the cloud cover, and he went still. The animal noises grew more terrible before finally fading as the ponies abandoned their riders in the face of what had to be the approaching snow devil.

      Normally, Rekaan would have shown his steely resolve, drawing his blade and waiting for the monster, but there would be no reliance on his usual tactics now, no falling back on simple sorcery or other trickery, not with his mind so completely distracted by the demonic howls and devilish shrieks that might as easily be ecstatic pleasure or agonized despair.

      Even as disembodied shades haunting a victim, demons and devils could apparently sense the need of a fellow monstrosity, and they seemed to drool at the opportunity to foil their tormented host’s escape.

      While Ultaan and Ilhom readied their weapons as well, the Vanmiiri cousins laughed and trudged through the snow, searching through the mist for the best way out of the pass.

      It didn’t take long for Namrid to return, fingers tugging at his frozen beard, face split with a smile. “We’ve found the way. Hurry now.”

      Rekaan and his szatav brothers sheathed their blades and hastened after the big barbarian, taking turns supporting Bori between them. Instead of a pleasant slope that might carry them down the mountainside to a tree-lined valley, though, Namrid took them to what looked like an entry to a maze cut into the stone. He swung a massive hand in an arc to indicate the other entries, shaking his head in bewilderment.

      Then the big man trudged toward one of the openings at random. “Sorcery fouls even the beauty of the land.”

      At the entry to the winding passage, Rekaan stared, transfixed by the spear-tip protrusions randomly poking into the passage. “This is the easier path?”

      Bori squeezed past, for once at ease. “It seems simple enough.”

      The youth’s echoing words penetrated the fog clouding Rekaan’s brain, and he followed after, one hand extended to grip any threatening stone formations, the other hand resting on the hilt of his sword. With each step, he scanned the high passage walls, ever watchful for threats from above. If those walls weren’t so narrow, he would have preferred simply climbing atop them, slick surface and all.

      By late afternoon, the passage emptied them onto a boulder-strewn slope that, while not as steep as the way they’d come up, was never meant as a trade route. Tight, winding, snow-choked paths led them parallel to the crest, carrying them south and sometimes east.

      It was miserable, their pants soon wet to the knees with snow, but it was the direction they needed to travel or close enough, and for Rekaan it was progress.

      For now, that would have to suffice.
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      So far north and at this time of the year, the sun set quickly. Long shadows stretched down from the peaks, and Rekaan quickly found himself shivering. His mental stamina had fled him, and what discomfort he could normally drive away with concentration now amounted to only minor aches. On the steep slopes, he struggled simply to find footing, and he often found himself leaning against Ilhom for support.

      The young Kelevalani swordsman spat, staring after the freezing strands as the winds whipped them away. “These mountains—it is a foul time to be here.”

      Namrid twisted around, a sneer showing between the golden-red whiskers of his frozen beard and mustache. “It’s always a foul time for you pony riders to be in the mountains.”

      Although Ilhom didn’t flinch or otherwise react, Rekaan knew the young man would be seething at the Vanmiiri’s intrusion. There was no love lost between the Kelevalani and the barbarian cousins on the best of days, and Namrid’s mouth had been running too much—even more than his obnoxious cousin’s—since they’d agreed to make for the sheer cliff face. To scold the big men now risked souring them on helping the others escape, and Rekaan had no problem imagining at least Zothar abandoning his comrades out of simple meanness.

      Fortunately, Namrid roared a laugh and waved Ilhom forward, assuring the smaller swordsman that nothing was meant by the teasing.

      They staggered onward, their steps growing shorter and less sure, the chill sucking their strength from them. Instead of surly grumbles and bitter sniping like the two Vanmiiri indulged in, what everyone needed just then was a positive voice, someone who took point and refused to show any effect from the weather.

      Such had been Rekaan’s role until now, but weak as he was, merely remaining upright was as good as he could hope for.

      Ultaan cried out from the rear, and when Rekaan twisted to get a look at the swordsman, he found that wind had caught his hood and torn it from his face. The swordsman pointed upslope, and Rekaan realized that the dying light coming through a break in the towering crags and a sharp bend in the cliff had revealed a straighter and wider path a few dozen feet above them.

      The two big cousins weighed the costs of the steep climb compared to the benefits the revealed path might provide. Just as it seemed they might seriously brush off the idea of easier travel, Zothar shrugged and set his gloved hand against the wall to begin his ascent.

      Namrid followed, and a moment later, Ilhom guided Rekaan along the same frozen track.

      Previously, the only sound had been the wind and their own gasps, but the rattle of scree bounding down the rocky surface soon became a constant scraping and cracking accompaniment. Boots rasped, vainly searching for purchase in spots where the thin layer of soil had been completely worn away from the mountain beneath. Occasionally, curses preceded the heavy smack of a body against the unforgiving rock, but most of the time they maintained momentum.

      Gaining the trail proved more of a challenge than Rekaan would have expected. The last few feet were almost like the sheer cliff they had assaulted earlier, forcing them to send the hardiest up and for those sturdy men to then lie flat and pull up the rest.

      As he had when the first climb finally ended, Rekaan lay supine on the wide trail afterward, uncaring about the hard snow and the dark shadows awaiting ahead of their position.

      It was only when Ilhom shook him that the ezrhin opened his eyes, and the smell came to him before he saw what the young man stared at.

      Rib cages, femurs, and even skulls lay scattered nearby, their shapes and sizes suggesting animals, possibly mountain goats and deer. Meat clung to the joints and other hard-to-get-to spaces. In spots, the muscle had been charred black by fire, while in others it was still a raw pink. Despite the cold, an odor of rot came from some of the bones, and more subtly, the smell of smoke hung in the air.

      Something cracked higher up, somewhere in the deeper shadows, followed by louder and closer pops, until another leg bone tumbled down to join the rest.

      This one was a human femur.

      Rekaan’s belly knotted as he scanned the darker area above, the sensation worsening when he caught the weak glow of reflected firelight. He waved a hand to get Namrid’s attention and pointed at the faint yellow illumination. When the big man’s eyes went to the bones, Rekaan mouthed the word “midden.”

      After a moment, the barbarian slowly nodded. He leaned close to his cousin, and the two of them considered the distance and the angle of the slope they would have to climb to reach the source of the light. They rose and signaled for the others to do the same.

      Then, after putting fingers to their lips for silence, the cousins hunched low and trudged through the snow, continuing their way south.

      From the rear, Bori’s soft question caught Rekaan’s ear: “We flee?”

      Rekaan slowed just enough for Bori and Ultaan to catch up. “Their numbers, their armament, their temperament—we know nothing about them. They make fire, and they hunt animal and man on this mountain. That’s all we need to know.”

      “But our tracks…” The scholar looked back the way they’d come. “Won’t they see someone has been here?”

      “Then let’s put some miles between us.”

      It wasn’t in the nature of the Kelevalani or the barbarians to flee, but Rekaan and Bori were injured, and they had all expended a great deal of energy just to reach this side of the mountain. If conflict could be avoided, even such warlike people knew better than to seek it out.

      And so they hurried as best they could, making for an area that would put a few scraggly bushes between them and whatever lived in the area higher up.

      Once past the trees, Zothar waved them to a point where the trail wound down, possibly connecting with the narrow path they’d been on earlier. This was a treacherous descent, with refrozen snow slicking the stone in spots and the potential for a fall to send someone speeding down to and possibly out over the trail that might not even be below. In the encroaching darkness, the unknown of it troubled even the Vanmiiri.

      As they neared the point where the trail leveled off, Rekaan’s night-sensitive eyes were able to discern not the narrower trail the group had feared but a widened area with a moderate grade to it. Hardy bushes climbed black in the twilight, and a gentler slope stood out a paler gray beyond.

      Zothar picked up speed, scowling at the bushes, weapon clenched tightly in his massive hand, then a horn sounded from the gloaming ahead, and he froze.

      Behind them and up the slope, torchlight flared, racing along the black cliff face toward them and descending with frightening rapidity.

      Just as Rekaan started to urge Zothar forward, fine black rods arced from the way ahead, and arrows sank into Rekaan’s body. His leg gave out, and fire burned in his belly, while a third barb buried itself in his left shoulder.

      Cries went up from his comrades, and he knew at least a few had been hit.

      Then huge shapes separated from the dark and rushed toward them, letting out a demonic howl.

      As Rekaan drew his sword, he tore the arrow from his belly, gritting his teeth against the fresh agony. Hot blood oozed from muscle and skin, and the supernatural chorus of despair echoing in his head grew deafening.

      Weakened as he was, he knew their only hope lay in cutting down those who hoped to hold this place until the second force arrived from higher up. Rekaan staggered to where Namrid snarled and snapped an arrow so that only a stub stuck out from his left biceps.

      The barbarian gave a roar of his own and left Rekaan to lunge at the first of the figures to come out of the gloom.

      Rekaan had time to catch the stench of sour human sweat before another figure raced past the two Vanmiiri and swung an axe at his head. Centuries of experience took over, and the ezrhin batted the weapon aside, executing a clumsy twist that barely allowed him to use the attacker’s momentum against him, then Rekaan brought his knee up into the abdomen of the smelly creature.

      An oof of air exploded from the stunned enemy, and it stumbled, slowly bringing the axe around.

      Before the figure could recover, Rekaan thrust the tip of his blade into the dark that should by his estimate be a throat.

      The blade sank home, and the attacker issued a wet gurgling that sounded as human as the body odor coming off of it.

      A cry of despair came from Bori before Rekaan could study the fallen figure. He rushed to where the small scholar was giving ground, his desperate parries barely protecting him from a much larger axman. When the mysterious enemy drew back for a blow that would smash through the little man’s defenses, Rekaan swung with all he could manage, taking the figure’s arms off at the elbows.

      In the dark, the shapes had appeared almost bestial despite racing around on two legs and swinging axes, but when this one pivoted around to stare in disbelief at the amputated stumps, Rekaan caught just enough contrast against the snow to realize these assailants were human enough. They wore furs in a way that made them appear larger and thicker, almost like bears.

      He gutted the stunned man with a swipe and searched for the next target. “They’re nothing but filthy desperadoes pretending to be animals.”

      Ilhom dropped one of the men attacking him, but the second bore the Kelevalani swordsman to the ground and raised what must have been a hidden dagger up to finish the job.

      Rekaan lurched to his bodyguard’s aid, slashing the back of the assailant’s neck well enough that the smaller szatav warrior could take control of the attacker’s knife hand and plunge the weapon into his heart.

      With Namrid and Zothar finishing off the last of the ambushers, Rekaan stumbled over to Bori and pushed him back from the trail the torchbearers were racing toward. When the scholar protested, Rekaan indicated a nearby bush and hastily explained that they would have an ambush of their own.

      The idea appealed to Ilhom and Ultaan, although they chose to throw themselves on their backs beside the dead, swords close to hand.

      Ambush wasn’t in mind for the barbarians, not with their blood up.

      Namrid took a position beside Rekaan. “I will show them slaughter.”

      And then any bragging was done, and the torchbearers raced the final distance, hurling their burning brands into the wide space before closing to engage.

      Like those already slain, these newcomers were human, but none wore so sophisticated a disguise as the dead, although they stank of uncured hide and unwashed flesh. They leapt and howled and brandished their hefty axes with the sort of brutal efficacy that might have frightened inexperienced warriors.

      It was ineffective against Rekaan and the raging cousins.

      The first wave crashed against them, and for just a moment, with his body aching from the arrow wounds and the adrenaline surging through his veins, Rekaan was his old self. He slashed off one man’s hand before his axe could come down and kicked the blubbering figure in the gut, knocking him into two more of the enemy so that all three went down in a tangled heap.

      Rekaan seized the moment to hack into the hip of one of the larger men trying to drive Zothar over the side of the mountain, then, after wrenching his blade free from the screaming attacker, Rekaan thrust the tip of the sword up through the mouth of another foe hammering at Namrid’s defenses until the tip of the blade poked out the top of the enemy’s skull.

      But that was as much as the ezrhin could manage, as with his limbs already going weak, an unseen assailant brought the haft of his axe down on Rekaan’s head.

      Stars pulsed in complete blackness, and Rekaan fell to his knees, cursing Maztra and her foul sorcery.

      His vision quickly cleared, and he dug in the churned-up snow for his sword, but the fray was nearly done. Bori yanked his sword free from one surprised bandit’s back and raced over to hack at the legs of another. In both cases, the attacks provided the same result, with the final marauders going to the blood-darkened ground to let out their final moans.

      Rekaan used the snow to wipe clean his blade while studying the hideous face of a nearby corpse. “This is the most promising way through the mountains?”

      Namrid kicked a mewling figure in the head, silencing it. “These Uzoor Mountains and the Felkon to the east hold no promising passes, Rekaan, only those one might survive with steady gait and iron resolve.”

      Protesting the claim would change nothing. If the cousins had said this was their best course to evade the snow devil, then it was.

      To Rekaan, the battle he had barely survived was proof that iron resolve and a steady gait were too much to expect of himself. Such desperate and pathetic ruffians should have been easily dispatched.

      But for good fortune, it could have been him there, bleeding out in the snow.
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      Piercing pain from the arrow wounds slowed each step. The injuries were somehow worse than normal wounds, radiating like pools of fire out from where Rekaan had dug free, or, in some cases, pushed through the ugly arrowheads. Inflammation and discoloring were normal for such battlefield trauma, but this was worse.

      At first, Rekaan considered the likely culprit the dead empress’s corruption, the hateful, pitiable, inhuman terrors playing out in his head over and over again.

      Then he realized the gait of his comrades had slowed as well, each of the wounded dragging, head bowed, voice quieted in the hazy morning sunlight. Black blood stained the bandages Bori had wrapped around each of the punctures and gashes, but with some effort, an odor could be detected as well.

      Infection.

      Rekaan dragged a swollen tongue over wind-chapped lips, tasting blood and something worse, something closer to decomposing leaves and fungal growth than to saliva or any bodily fluid. Something coated his tongue, a greasy, fibrous sensation.

      This was no magic at play but alchemy or herbalism.

      He searched among the slouched ranks of his comrades, struggling to put names to gray faces, until he finally stopped beside the scholar. “Rolinda?”

      The young man’s face, soft and boyish even with the strain of physical exertion amid the crunchy snow that dogged every step, took on greater focus, and the youth’s wounded eyes narrowed. “By the heavens! Rekaan?”

      In that moment, the scholar’s words were boulders tumbling down a stone wall, cracking and thundering.

      Even as the young man helped Rekaan to the frozen ground, the ezrhin remembered the other man’s proper name. “Bori. You’re Bori. Rolinda’s cousin.”

      “What’s happened to you? Oh. Oh, no. You’re still bleeding. That smell!”

      “Infection. Their weapons. Some sort of poison or disease. Filth, maybe.”

      “You’re feverish. How did I not see this when I checked your wounds?”

      “The others?”

      Bori looked around. “Ultaan! Ultaan!” The small man shook his head. “They act as if they don’t hear me.”

      “Stop them.” Rekaan tried to think of what he might be able to do to help against an unknown infectant. After a second, he realized he was thirsty along with being hot. “Sit them in the snow. We need water. Drink.”

      The scholar’s cheeks bloomed red. “Yes. I will.”

      When the young man had gone, Rekaan pulled himself to a sitting position and searched for pristine snow. He groaned as he stretched then pressed a handful of the freezing substance against his face, shuddering from the intense cold. After he could take no more, he tossed the slush aside and probed the area where the arrows had pierced his skin.

      Intertwined with the blubbering and screeches of inhuman entities now prowling his awareness were memories of long-ago battles.

      Fire-cloaked ships plunged through midnight skies, dodging blinding violet pulses and scarlet lances before punching through silvery shields doming bustling strongholds. Armored figures boiled out from the vessels, smashing aside stone slabs and inhuman defenders alike. The golden humanoid shapes lurched deeper into the enemy ranks, crushing weapons emplacements and setting aflame hastily gathered formations. Nothing stopped the marauding ezrhin until gaunt figures swathed in crimson robes appeared, hurling smoking vials that sizzled and twisted before smashing against the invaders’ gore-streaked golden armor. And in that moment, even immortal warriors knew death.

      During that attack, Rekaan had seen firsthand the devastation wrought by unholy toxins. Leshani had spoken before of even primitive cultures dipping weapons in rotting corpses, sewage, or the excretions of the infected. Sneaking vermin into enemy camps or defended positions long predated the first ships traveling among the stars.

      That savages would poison their weapons should have been no shock. That it was so effective was.

      Someone plopped down beside him, drawing in a ragged breath before lying back in the snow. It was one of the barbarian cousins: Zothar. The man’s pale features were a bright red, his fair hair pasted to his skin. He griped about abandoning the march with so far to go and the snow devil haunting their way, but the words quickly degenerated into fevered moans.

      Rekaan turned to offer the brawny man encouragement but instead saw Princess Ishna sitting where the hulking Vanmiiri had been. Gauzy puce silks fluttered from her slender limbs, which she had wrapped around her, and a storm seemed to hover about her high brow, as if she verged on a raging explosion.

      Yet confusion dominated her lovely features when she met the ezrhin’s gaze. “How is it you live after what was done to me?”

      The question was the deftest stroke in Rekaan’s miserable condition. “I…”

      “Hush. Nothing you say can erase my fate. Your love stole my life.”

      “You are my love.”

      “No. I was born with a spirit imbued with a destiny all its own, and your Leshani became a seed rooted in my mind, digging ever deeper until my life was less than a shell. She would have nothing less than my complete destruction, and now the two of us forever belong to the foul succubus and her obscene kin.”

      “It won’t last. I won’t allow it. I will free you.”

      “And how would you do that, ezrhin? You can’t even free yourself.”

      Contempt twisted her fine features, and Rekaan could do nothing but look away. In all his life, he had never known such sustained fragility, such impotence and incompetence. Under Leshani’s tutelage, his raw strength and determination had been honed, turned into a weapon capable of slicing through the sturdiest of defenses. Now, he could barely remember his name, and the sword at his side felt like an alien object, out of place and threatening.

      Someone passed between him and the dead princess, and Rekaan had a vague awareness of water passing between his lips. It was cold and sweet, and after several sips, an aching that had tightened his chest without him realizing it eased.

      When he turned to again consider the young noblewoman, she was gone, and Zothar glared back dully. “Half the day is lost, and my balls are frozen solid.”

      The sun indeed shimmered directly overhead, partly veiled by racing clouds. “We’ve been poisoned. We need a cure.”

      “And to stay here is to gift the devil its bloody bounty without a fight.”

      “I don’t offer surrender. Without a cure, we die.”

      “While my legs support me, I would move.” Zothar waved vaguely southward.

      As much as Rekaan would argue the point, he understood the quandary. Spending time searching for herbs or other possible treatments would keep them in this same place, and all the time they had gained on their pursuer would be lost. Death from the toxin was likely, but if they didn’t continue moving, death at the hands of Emperor Othiko’s summoned terror would be certain.

      One by one, Bori assisted the others to their feet. The Kelevalani, though slight, appeared to be handling their condition better, possibly a reflection of the lesser wounds they had received. For whatever reason, the Vanmiiri cousins, like Rekaan, had suffered the worst of the ambush.

      As they trudged through the snow, he found Ilhom matching his pace. The young swordsman studied the rugged scenery and his comrades with only a slight shake of his head to betray any thoughts.

      Rekaan concentrated on the crunch of snow beneath his boots until he could stand his bodyguard’s silence no more. “You’re troubled.”

      “Your life I worry for.”

      “Is there something your Zeruq the Wise might say in a time like this?”

      Irritation flashed across the young man’s olive-complected features but quickly faded. “It was Grundak who held the teachings holy, evanyi.”

      “Forgive me. A jest might be seen as mockery when done in poor taste.”

      The young sword brother drew in a deep breath. “You were friends?”

      “With Grundak?” Rekaan hesitated. “In all my years, there are few I have known whom I would call true friends. When your life’s purpose is to lay waste to fellow humans, to soak fields with blood, and to slaughter even noble and decent folk simply because they stand on the wrong side of the ledger, developing calluses is only natural. Letting someone scrape away that hardened flesh carries risk.”

      “With our people, it is the same. The oaths of szatav brothers and the love of a mate are all that is certain. All else must be measured against actions.”

      “Exactly that.” Rekaan relaxed. “And for that reason, Grundak’s death hurts.”

      “Like the death of the one you would marry?”

      “Ishna?” Explaining the complicated connection between the young woman and the eternal warrior whom she had been destined to become required more concentration than Rekaan could muster. “There was more to her than what you saw.”

      The swordsman grunted his understanding and helped Rekaan stay upright when they hit a patch of hidden ice. Once they were past, the smaller man scowled at the broad backs of the Vanmiiri cousins. “The opauth care nothing of you, only of money and power.”

      Opauth was a curse not often used by the Kelevalani, something that conveyed intense loathing. Rekaan held his tongue until he had silenced the raging demons and could best compose a reply. “We need each other.”

      “And they are friends?”

      “Our needs align.”

      Ilhom spat. “Dispatching them would please Ultaan and me.”

      “Could you guide us through these mountains?”

      The swordsman shivered and turned away and abruptly froze. Rekaan stumbled, fought to regain his balance, then he followed his bodyguard’s gaze.

      On the slope above, sunlight revealed fur-draped figures stretched in a line, heading northward on a more challenging path. One of those figures looked down and said something to his comrades, and they stopped before hurrying down the slope, moving among boulders and brush, heading toward the trail Rekaan and his comrades had been using.

      After a moment of dismay, Rekaan relaxed slightly. These figures weren’t disguised to make them look like animals. Their furs were functional, and their spears were different from the cruder things wielded by the ambushers. They brought to mind a hunting party rather than brigands.

      But these people had bows as well, and some gripped throwing axes.

      Rekaan called for the others to stop and pointed at the advancing threat. “They were moving north but spotted us.”

      At the sight of the nearing group, Zothar coughed and spat wetly into the snow. “Lohvani.”

      “Who?”

      “Cowardly tribes our people drove north long ago after they complained that we stole too many of their women.”

      Everything seemed to be a boast for the cousins, making it impossible to know the truth of things. Rekaan kept a hand over the hilt of his sword, fighting the whispering urges of the voices in his head to draw and charge to a glorious, red death. “How much animosity remains between you and them?”

      “They will have our heads staked out around their camp by dark.”

      Namrid snorted and readied his weapon. “Their blood will stain the snow.”

      The hunting party stopped, and several archers rained arrows down in the snow a few feet shy of where the two cousins stood.

      Before Namrid could raise his sword in challenge, Rekaan snapped at the barbarian to be silent. They were all barely able to stand straight, and the fool wanted to cross blades with these people who had done nothing but taunt through a display of archery. Ridiculous posturing had no place in the moment, and Rekaan knew that they were all close to death.

      He slowly raised his hands and tried the northern dialect he had learned for his visit to the Winter Palace. “We offer no threat.”

      One of the huntsmen descended, great spear pointed heavenward. In hair color and skin tone, he was darker than the Vanmiiri, and his body, while long, wasn’t so powerful. “Who are you that you would come south in such way?” The man’s accent was thick, his delivery even worse than Rekaan’s.

      “We seek passage through these mountains to escape pursuit.”

      The huntsman weighed that explanation and looked north. “You traveled unmolested?”

      Rekaan swayed slightly. He had to trust his instincts here, because Namrid and Zothar would offer only hate-filled nonsense. “We were assaulted at dusk by men wearing furs to make them seem like animals. They used poisoned weapons.”

      The huntsmen spoke among themselves in a tongue that sounded similar to that of the Vanmiiri language. Finally, the spokesman indicated Namrid and Zothar with his chin. “They are Vanmiiri. You and the boy I do not know, but you have plainsmen among you.”

      Rekaan indicated the Kelevalani swordsmen with a slow sweep of his hand. “These are my sword brothers, my bodyguards. The young man is my counsel.”

      “And those two?” The spokesman again thrust his chin toward the cousins.

      “They are my guides and comrades.”

      Seconds passed, dragging on forever as the Lohvani stared down from their superior position. Then the spokesman broke the silence. “The beastmen—you escaped them?”

      “Their corpses are frozen in the snow a few hours back that way.” Rekaan indicated the path his people had taken.

      His words seemed to impress the spokesman, who had an exchange with a few others of his people without taking his eyes off Rekaan. When that was done, the speaker took a cautious step closer. “I am Jhiruk. In thanks for slaying the beastmen, we will give you poultices to fight the poison and will not slay your guides, even though they are pigs.”

      Zothar narrowed his eyes at Rekaan. “Did he call us pigs?”

      “Quiet.” Rekaan bowed toward the man who had called himself Jhiruk. “We appreciate your assistance. I can pay you.” He indicated a pouch on his hip. “Imperial crowns.”

      The spokesman’s long face contorted, turning nearly as dark as his beard. “We take no coin of Othiko. He is a fiend among fiends, a blight and pestilence, worse than the Vanmiiri and Felkonan.”

      Rekaan showed his hands again. “You’ll have no argument from us. It’s the emperor’s foul creation that hunts our trail, a snow devil that drove us to these mountains.”

      Once again, Jhiruk sought counsel with his comrades, listening mostly to a gangly man with a hard face marred by a scar that traced a line over an ear missing its top. Jhiruk again studied the way north before waving for the lanky man and a woman to proceed in that direction.

      After the two had hurried along the indicated path, the head of the Lohvani hunters turned back to Rekaan. “I will know if you deceive, traveler.”

      “My name is Rekaan.” That seemed all that was safe to share just then.

      Jhiruk pointed his spear to the south. “Follow us, Rekaan. If your word is true, you will know our hospitality. If you lie, you will know death.”
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      Lunch was smoked venison mixed with dried tubers and onions in a soup seasoned with mountain flowers and herbs. The aroma, simultaneously earthy and hot, brought tears to Rekaan’s eyes, and the taste was only slightly better. Salt saved the concoction from disaster, but its heat lingered long after the last drop, and Bori’s cringing and moaning brought laughter from the Lohvani.

      Jhiruk collected the wooden bowls and rinsed them with snow before returning them to his people’s packs. “The herbs provide some protection against the poison the beastmen use.”

      Supporting the man’s claim, the headache that had plagued Rekaan even after Bori had helped everyone fight through the first wave of fever diminished in intensity. Whether real or some sort of sympathetic reaction, the improvement was welcome.

      As the Lohvani broke down their camp gear, Rekaan studied them, seeing now not just a uniform group of fur-wearing barbarians but individuals.

      He probed his infected belly wound, the flesh around the arrow’s entry point now hard and tender. “We should move before the fever overtakes my people.”

      “We will apply the poultice when we camp tonight. If your tale about the beastmen proves true, our settlement has a healer who can aid you.”

      “The infection spreads already.”

      “There is time.” The leader of the hunting pack wasn’t going to budge.

      “This snow devil that hunts us has slain hardened soldiers.”

      Jhiruk looked up from his packing. “The threats my people face in these mountains are no small thing. Should this snow devil come, it will not find us unprepared.”

      Wind howled, and Rekaan imagined the emperor’s murderous terror watching them from a hidden position. The sense of something being out there, obscured from view by some supernatural means, nearly overwhelmed him. Demons laughed at the fragility of his mind, and self-loathing threatened to overcome him. Long ago, Leshani had taught him how to control doubts and fears, how to maintain calm in the face of insurmountable odds, but she had never accounted for the venom of a vengeful and clever demon bent on using deceptive and powerful sorcery that could shatter even the sort of formidable defenses she had helped him build.

      Had Leshani survived, she would have known a way, would have seen him through the agonizing possession of his mind, would have driven out the dark thoughts.

      The rangy leader of the Lohvani offered a hand, helping Rekaan to his feet. A moment later, they were moving again, the stiffness and fire of the injuries working their way slowly from the forefront of every thought to a background misery that clung like a hook in the flesh.

      Jhiruk slowed his pace to match what Rekaan’s people could manage, eventually settling in at the ezrhin’s side, their tromping through the snow finding a rhythm that became discernible over the other noise of the strung-out column.

      So close, Rekaan saw that the mountain man was slightly taller, but he was thinner, and his neck was surprisingly long. He tugged something from his beard and tossed it into the snow, revealing in profile heavy features that made these Lohvani more similar to their hated Vanmiiri rivals than at first apparent. “What sort of man flees a devil sent by Emperor Othiko?”

      “Is it really such a rare sight?”

      For a moment, the barbarian stared, then he chuckled. “You wear fine robes beneath your heavy cloak, and all your clothing shows expert craftsmanship.”

      Rekaan still didn’t know how much he could trust these mountain barbarians. “What other threats do your people face? These mountains are within the Black and Gray Princes’ domains. Do they trouble you?”

      A smirk settled on the barbarian’s features, whether in recognition of the deflection used to avoid answering his question or because of the mention of the princes. “Prince Tholko once sent raids into these mountains with some frequency. We sent back the swords of his soldiers to show we had no fear of them. Prince Kuruz learned his lesson as well. Each turned his attention elsewhere after a time.”

      “But the emperor claims these mountains.”

      “And if he sends his legions, they will find it hard going.”

      There was no bragging about turning back the imperial army, at least. Even the boastful barbarian accepted the threat posed by the demigod.

      Such pragmatism was something for Rekaan to store away. “My guides say your people migrated north and west from the Felkon Mountains, but I thought the Felkonan ranged in the spaces west of that range and close to the Uzoor.”

      “Ask a Vanmiiri, and they will claim all land from the Felkon Mountains to the Izari Sea as their own, yet they are hemmed in by your nomadic plainsmen to the south, Vazabahn to the north, the petty kingdoms of Ukori to the east, and the emperor to the west. I would caution against drawing maps from their reckonings.”

      “Then tell me your own tale. Are these mountains yours?”

      Neither the other man’s beard nor Rekaan’s weakened condition could hide the irritation that passed across the barbarian’s face, but it faded before long. “My people are outsiders, several clans who follow tribal leaders unwelcome among the main Lohvani tribes. We spent years on the western slopes of the Felkon Mountains before we could bear the ill treatment from fellow tribesmen no more, then we spent a shorter time in the forests claimed by the Zyreun prince. We were unwelcome there as well and tired of war, so we came to these mountains and settled.”

      “And you will fight for your home here?”

      “We have no other place to go.” Although the barbarian’s words were gloomy, he delivered them with a matter-of-fact resolve. “How does a foreigner such as you become an enemy of the emperor, fleeing the winter palace in the teeth of a blizzard?”

      The abrupt reversal of questioning put Rekaan on his back foot. “You presume much.”

      “And you do not deny what is obvious. Who are you?”

      Just behind the barbarian, Ilhom’s haggard features had the tight concentration of someone willing to cut Jhiruk down if Rekaan signaled it needed to be done.

      Rekaan shook his head just enough for his bodyguard to see. “I’m the exiled Ivory Prince—the only prince to survive the madness that seized the emperor at his winter court. Even his wife died.”

      Apparently, Jhiruk had not been prepared for such revelations. His eyes narrowed, and his lips turned down into a frown. “I had heard of a new Ivory Prince. That is you—the ruler of Thayron, here in these mountains?”

      “Until the snow devil hunts me down.”

      The barbarian nodded. “Those beastmen you slew?”

      “Yes?”

      “Did your Vanmiiri guides know of them?”

      “No.”

      “There are savages in these mountains, people of no tribe I know of. They worship mountain devils. They offer up newborn children as sacrifice. Their women sleep with the cursed things. The offspring usually die, but those who survive… You’ve seen them now.”

      “They are cannibals?”

      “Among other things. Some of their sort are worse. We call them visezar. Those have done more harm to my people than your dead princely comrades ever could have. Slaughter enough raiders, and any prince turns his attention elsewhere. These visezar are the product of humanity betrayed. They know no fear.”

      Rekaan thought back to the strange sense of the snow devil watching from the shadows. “Can they move unseen?”

      The hunting party leader scanned the shadows up and down the slope before gazing into the tree-packed valley below and at the distant slopes across that narrow strip of land. “More likely they are hard to see. They leave tracks, same as you and I.”

      But after the thought that something unseen might be out there had been voiced, Jhiruk wasn’t the same. He moved forward and back along the column, and he held the tip of his spear a little lower than before. As the day progressed and the infected slowed, Jhiruk announced that they would change plans. Instead of traveling through the dark, they would seek shelter at one of Prince Tholko’s mining villages.

      When challenged about trusting any of the Black Prince’s people, Jhiruk explained that this was a settlement with which the Lohvani had a well-established relationship. “My sister married the young man who oversees the mine, a baronet with blood relations to the prince.”

      It was a surprising level of integration to learn about, reinforcing what the Lohvani hunter had earlier said about how the princes had abandoned the idea of driving out the Lohvani.

      At a point where the path forked, they turned west, curving around the mountainside and climbing until they found another path that seemed ideal for ponies. Along with ascending, the trail appeared to also head down into the valley, probably to take pack animals and their masters north, where Zothar claimed easier passes allowed access into and out of the mountains.

      Climbing forced the column to slow even more, and with the sun disappearing beyond the peak, the two runners who had been sent to confirm Rekaan’s claim about the beastmen finally caught up to their comrades. They pulled Jhiruk aside, and Rekaan got his first good look at the runners as he staggered past them.

      One was a wiry, sunken-faced woman slightly taller than the Kelevalani swordsmen. A scar cut through the brow of an eye that drifted as she studied him. The other scout was equally rangy, his features hard in the most generous terms. His scar was a livid pink, running from forehead to back, tracing through the missing top of his ear. A handsome young man with close-trimmed auburn mustache and beard had joined the trio.

      Bori’s eyes lingered on the young man, who returned the hungry gaze.

      As the path widened, signs of human occupation became clearer. Simple wooden shacks rested upon wide ledges near cave entries that had been widened out or reinforced with thick beams banded with iron. Other paths climbed up from the gray track they marched upon, leading to broad, rounded spaces where wheelbarrows rested.

      But despite the obvious signs of mining operations, no one came out to look down on the straggling line, and no fires burned in any of the shacks.

      Anxiety settled in Rekaan’s gut even before Jhiruk hurried up to join him once more. It was as much the way the barbarian gripped his spear as it was his roving gaze and the purse of his lips.

      A simple wooden fence rose several feet from the stone path in the gloom ahead, but the gate was a black gap in the dark barrier.

      When Jhiruk sucked in a breath, Rekaan caught the sound and narrowed his eyes. “Something has gone wrong.”

      The barbarian made a noise deep in his chest. “Something had been at the bodies of the beastmen.”

      “Wolves?”

      “Unlikely. There is game aplenty in the valley.”

      Rekaan pointed at the open gate. “Is that normal?”

      “Nothing I have seen today is normal. We should have been hailed at the first mine entry. Dogs patrol this area to warn of mountain cats.”

      Mountain cats and other threats.

      The Lohvani at the front of the column jogged ahead, one of them disappearing from sight to reappear with a lantern he held above his head. He said something that made Jhiruk race forward, and Rekaan couldn’t help but follow after despite being ready to collapse.

      Just inside the fence, he found the first indisputable indication of trouble, with two thickly built and tall dogs torn to pieces. Outside a small shack, a pile of offal that had to have come from an adult human lay atop dark-stained snow. A gaping head rested a few feet away.

      Some of the blood hadn’t completely frozen.

      Along with that, the strong odor of the guts pointed to a relatively recent slaughter.

      Rekaan drew his sword and made his way deeper into the settlement on unsteady feet. Cabins lined both sides of a carved path and bracketed the far end, which ended in front of a large structure. Doors hung open on the buildings, and tattered clothing fluttered from corners that had snagged the fabric. Blood pooled in places, and viscera that seemed intended as decoration adorned posts and rooftops.

      At a gasp from Bori, Rekaan turned to see a child’s eviscerated corpse supine in the dark alley between two houses.

      The scholar gagged.

      Jhiruk and the gaunt-looking woman came out of a cabin across from where Rekaan stood, each gripping a lantern in shaking hand, all color gone from their faces. The hunter pointed his spear toward the large building at the end of the street. “We go there. It is the most defensible building.”

      That was all that needed to be said.

      Rekaan led his people to the entry, hoping against hope that the promised Lohvani poultice would be enough to reverse the infection threatening him and the others and that they would survive the night without being molested. He doubted any of his people were in a state to stand against whatever had slaughtered the miners.
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      It began with bestial howls, first distant echoes the slopes clung to and twisted until they had grown loud enough that the planks of the big building rattled. Next came the raking of claws across the heavy front door, the walls, and finally the roof. The rafters groaned beneath the weight of whatever it was that sent shingles raining down onto the stone surrounding the redoubt. Occasional crashes threatened to collapse the roof’s struts when the monsters hopped from ridge to eaves and back.

      Seated beneath the peak, Rekaan kept a boar spear within reach, eyes going from door to windows to the crude stairs climbing into darkness before finally focusing on the exposed rafters straight overhead. He blocked from his mind that the weapon had done no good to its previous owner, with no blood or flesh discoloring the bright steel of its wicked tip. He’d snatched the weapon from beside a congealing puddle of blood during a hasty trek to collect wood for the thick stone fireplace that dominated the central room of the large structure.

      Now, with the smell of bacon and sharp white cheese coming from the modest kitchen, his stomach complained, on the one hand desperate for sustenance, on the other ever on the verge of emptying its contents.

      Along with the greasy poultice that stank like rancid pig fat and mushrooms, Jhiruk had provided a similarly foul tea that tasted worse than it smelled.

      While Bori and the Vanmiiri cousins stood watch in the smallest of the upstairs rooms accessible by the stairs, Rekaan and his Kelevalani bodyguards remained downstairs with Jhiruk and most of the Lohvani. Everyone took turns before the roaring flames, gulping steaming stew or guzzling ale from a freshly tapped cask. Some braved an icy bath in the modest tub tucked away in a small room close to the back door. Flat stones meant to heat the bath water remained on the hearth, ready to be hurled via hefty sling at any beast that might penetrate the defenses.

      Once everyone had grown used to the monsters prowling the dead mining village, Jhiruk drew a chair over to where Rekaan and Ilhom sat. The rangy huntsman stared into the flames. “These are the devil-spawn, the visezar.”

      Rekaan checked himself from reaching for the spear. “Have they ever done such a thing, slaughtering an entire village?”

      “Something has emboldened them of late, them and the beastmen.”

      An extended stretch of scraping, like a dog digging a hole, thundered from above, then abruptly ended, followed finally by howls and the creaking of the roof planks.

      At some point, Polzak and his mercenaries would have rubbed up against these terrors, and it occurred to Rekaan that the snow devil might not have been responsible for all the heads staked outside the walls of the Winter Palace. Exactly who had killed the general didn’t matter as much as the message being sent, but the inevitable question of responsibility for emboldening the visezar presented itself.

      Why the attack had occurred mattered less now than whether the small group of warriors gathered in the building could survive the night.

      After the noise from the rooftop diminished, Rekaan probed his belly, noting the discharge fouling his bandages. “Do they only attack at night?”

      “The sun holds no dominion over them, but they are slaves to the moon.”

      “Should we survive to sunrise—what then?”

      Seconds passed before the leader of the hunting party pulled his gaze from the fire. “Our community is half a day north. Even harried and slowed by you and your comrades, we must travel there.”

      “You worry they will be targeted next?”

      “They are alert to these threats. We have been harassed for some time now. Something spilled blood in the mountains, and we have all paid the price.”

      The Lohvani huntsman sucked in a breath and pushed up from his chair, leaving Rekaan and the Kelevalani to themselves.

      Ilhom waited until none of the Lohvani were within earshot before leaning close to Rekaan’s ear. “They offer aid and shelter. Do you trust them?”

      “I ask myself that question every time they exhibit a new kindness.” Rekaan considered Ultaan’s nearby sleeping form, saw the pus fouling his bandages as well. “The poultice and drinks have made a difference, but we are in no condition should they betray us.”

      “Would they?”

      In the barbarians’ situation, Rekaan wouldn’t hesitate to use outsiders as lures or distractions, but he didn’t know the threshold that would force such an act. Jhiruk might see value in numbers. Depending on the intellect of these mysterious devil-spawn, a larger pack could signal greater opportunity or greater threat. With human cunning, the monstrosities should have already managed to overcome the building’s feeble defenses.

      Then again, devils relished the torture of mental anxiety, as he knew all too well.

      He took up his spear, stood, stretched, and told Ilhom to get some sleep. The young swordsman protested before doing as told. He was quickly slumbering.

      Reinforcing Jhiruk’s comment about the visezar being driven by the moon, Rekaan’s own demons grew louder, becoming crashing waves that rolled from the midnight ocean of the cosmic void. Tortured screams, moans of ecstasy, shrieks of despair—they climbed in intensity until the line between reality and the product of the dead empress’s curse blurred. Lohvani hunters narrowed their eyes when he moved among them, as if they could hear the cacophonous chorus tumbling around inside his skull.

      And yet none challenged him.

      Climbing the stairs proved a challenge, with each step seeming to disappear, replaced by a yawning obsidian portal into some unknown abyss. He found Zothar leaning against a wall, one hand pressed to the shutters of the room’s small window, grumbling to himself while his cousin dozed. Bori slept on the floor the next room over, watched over by the handsome Lohvani youth with the trimmed mustache and beard.

      Haunted by his own demons, teeth on edge against the constant pounding of the visezar that threatened to break through at any moment, Rekaan could only patrol the building interior, hoping sunlight might offer a respite.

      At some point, he realized the assault against the structure had stopped. Jhiruk rose from a short nap to join him, and they dared a peek out a sturdy downstairs shutter that had been savaged but not destroyed. The first hints of color touched the sky, promising light soon enough.

      The two of them went to the kitchen to begin brewing tea and preparing a hearty stew to ready the others for the march that lay ahead. Diced vegetables remained from the night before, and they went into the pot along with venison, bacon, and butter.

      While the stew bubbled over the lowered flames, Jhiruk poured a steaming cup of tea, set a plug of leaves into it, and pushed the drink over to Rekaan. “Your body seems to be recovering well enough, but you look a disaster.”

      “A curse I can’t shake.” Rekaan sipped the scalding liquid.

      “The work of the emperor?”

      “His wife. Before she died.” As a succubus, Rekaan knew that Maztra hadn’t truly died, but it wasn’t a lie to say she had. Little that could be said about sorcery was ever truly a lie. “Othiko killed everyone, even her and his son.”

      Jhiruk made a sign. “Legend says he cannot be killed.”

      “Even the stars in the heavens die with time.”

      The barbarian’s answer was a grunt. “I know someone who might help you.”

      “I would be further in your debt.”

      “Any enemy of the emperor is an ally of the Lohvani.”

      When the stew was ready, they woke those who had rested. After wolfing down their breakfast, Rekaan’s people and the hunters searched the mining village for survivors. When they found nothing but bloody carnage, they hurried back down the mountain trail to return to the path that would take them to Jhiruk’s people.

      With each crunch of snow beneath his boot, Rekaan’s anxiety about what lay ahead intensified. If the Lohvani village had suffered a similar fate to the mining settlement, it wouldn’t be shocking for Jhiruk to see the outsiders as the cause.

      Distant howls harried them the entire way, and a few times Rekaan swore that he saw naked figures standing upon shadowed boulders, but when they reached the palisade protecting the Lohvani village, the devil-spawn went quiet.

      The gate was thrown open by a brawny giant, taller even than Namrid and Zothar, and they were hurried inside the sheltered vale that was home to Jhiruk’s people. Stone and wooden huts formed two rings around an impressive building. A crisscrossed wooden cover leaned against the side of that central structure, revealing several huge clay cisterns when Rekaan walked past. People came out from their homes to greet the hunting party, although there was relief rather than jubilation.

      Jhiruk introduced Rekaan
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