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Dedicated to my critique group, Joyce Hertzoff and Margret Treiber, who read this entire trilogy from beginning to end and gave feedback for it before it was picked up by a publisher.

Dear Reader,

As this is the second book in The Toxicology Trilogy and takes place directly after the events of The Wandering Poisoner, I would highly recommend reading that book first. Otherwise, I would be interested in how clear or confusing such an experiment turns out for you.
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Talia’s reins in hand, Holt cocked an eyebrow at Riva but kept his gaze locked on the Obelisk Mountains ahead of them. “What will your father think of his daughter being with an orphaned poisoner intending to travel into enemy territory?”

Riding beside him on her black stallion, Noir, Riva shrugged. “I ran away from home when he forbade me from leaving. Why should I care what he thinks?” 

“You seemed to care when Fade showed up to take you home.”

She laughed. Him stopping her father’s head guard from taking her back before they reached Kernigan seemed like a fond memory to her. “Then you convinced him to come with us.”

“Fade is one man.” Is he still a man with the Demos keeping him alive? “I doubt I could do the same with Duke Marat’s entire house guard.” He chuckled. “Even if I succeed in this quest to save your sister, confessed my undying love, and asked him for your hand in marriage, he would still marry you off to a powerful noble and imprison me for suggesting such a thing.”

Although she dropped her gaze to her horse’s dark mane, her smile lingered. “Would it be true?”

“You know your father better than me. What do you think?”

“Not that...” She grabbed his reins, pulled their horses together, and swung a leg over the front of her saddle. Before he could protest, she was sitting in his lap, facing him while leading Noir beside them. “Your confession of undying love.”

He scoffed, a little unnerved by her intense gaze. “Well, we know people can live past death thanks to the Demos, so undying wouldn’t be entirely untrue...”

“So that’s a yes?”

He nodded.

She beamed, her grin brighter than the sun, joy in her tear-filled eyes. Their kiss was like day to night, inevitable as the change in the tide, unstoppable as the sultry weather. She squirmed against him, a high squeal escaping her lips.

They were in the middle of the barren wasteland of the Tarkus Belt, nothing but pale sand and hardpan for miles around. The sun bore down from a cloudless sky, yet all his discomfort from the heat was drowned out by his love for her right then. 

Their lips were a little dry, though. Even after hugging the stream before it veered too far westward, they’d had to ration the water in their bloated waterskins to ensure they had enough for the horses.

Not for long though.

When she leaned back, he refocused on the rising hills behind her. The base of the mountains was close. 

She peered over her shoulder and gasped in excitement. 

He burst into laughter.

She frowned at him. “What?”

“Your preference for being in abject danger over being bored is adorable.”

“I’m used to boredom.” She giggled. “Danger has been a pleasant change of pace.”

“We were lucky not to be ambushed on the Möbius Pass last time, and that’s only because Folken assisted us through most of it. Since then, our party has halved and so have our odds of crossing unscathed.”

“There must be a way to increase those odds.” She squinted skyward. “We have our bows and a bunch of arrows left, and we’ve had that bear meat for over a week. It’s starting to smell.”

“So...?”

“So, why don’t we put tag bat venom on chunks of meat, skewer them on arrows, and shoot them ahead of us along the track?” She drew out an arrow and waved it about. “That way, one of us can use the lens to see if any of the beasts take the bait before they ambush us.”

“Huh.” He rubbed his chin. “I’ve never had enough arrows or meat to waste like that before. Pre-emptively tagging creatures that might cross our path... It could work.”

“We should at least try it. Come on.”

“Our first experiment together.” He tugged on Talia’s reins. “It’ll be risky to rely on it too much, but it might save us time getting through the pass.”

“Yes.” She jumped down and withdrew the sack of blaze bear meat, screwing up her face at the smell. “As you said, the sooner we get back to Midair, the more likely the ardakis will cure Emily.”

Arriving at the base of the mountains, they crouched and skewered tag bat-dipped meat onto eight of their arrows. Holt rose with an arrow, nocked it to his bowstring, aimed, and loosed. The arrow soared over the craggy ranges.

“Even if a creature licks one of these, the lens should pick it up,” he said, snatching up another meat-pierced arrow and shooting it.

“What are the chances they’ll take the bait?” she asked.

“We have forty arrows between our two quivers.” He fired a third and fourth toward the distant boulders. “That’s eight arrows for each side of Obelisk Minor and Major, leaving eight for hunting if we need them. The creatures that take the bait will determine how far it spreads. If it lands near a group, one arrow could signal an entire pack.”

“Eight for hunting...” She stared up at the path. “Will that be enough?”

“We can always buy more once we reach Catarus. Experiments demand sacrifices, remember?” He shot three more arrows. “If we make it through the Möbius Pass without a single ambush, we can justify the cost to your father.”

“Oh...” She leaned into him. “So that’s how you’re going to sell it to Father.”

“Why of course, my dear.” He nudged her playfully and fired one more. “Okay, we should move while we have light remaining.” He slung the bow and quiver over his shoulder, mounted, and kicked Talia into motion. “We went via Walton last time, so this path will be new to you.”

“It all looks the same to me.” She rode next to him up the rocky passage, squinting to hold the lens in place over her left eye. “Though, for some reason, everything’s purple now.”

“Very funny.”

They ascended the first slope and dismounted to lead their horses before they grew too exhausted. They’d ridden them nonstop across the Belt and were fortunate the wind in the mountains was cool, preventing the horses from sweating excessively. If his guess was right, they would reach the stream over Obelisk Minor before the horses died of thirst.

He patted Talia. “You’re a stubborn old girl. You’ll make it.”

She snorted, the dark brown mare’s ears and body doggedly erect after their long ride. 

Cabe’s bow arm, Fade’s blade, Riva’s sharp wits, none of them have been as dependable as Talia. I must thank Harold...after giving him the news of his affliction. It’ll be necessary to stop that parasite from spreading.

“What’s wrong?” Riva gazed at him, concern slanting her freckled face.

He winced. “Just thinking of telling Klein and his partners they shouldn’t have sex with anyone else if my theory of the Demos being a parasite turns out to be true.”

“Didn’t he have a few ex-wives?”

He sighed. “Each of them will have to be tracked down if I’m right.”

She shrugged. “If they left him for being unfaithful, that would hopefully mean fewer people to... Wait...” Her face pulled back, her eyes widening.

“Do you see something?”

She pointed at a chasm bending off their path. “A faint glow. Just over that rise.”

He retrieved his bow and whispered, “Get ready.”

Reaching into her kit, she extracted a needle and loaded her pipe. He led them and their horses to the track’s edge, finding the closest thing to a cave in the rock wall.

“Put some Instant Itch on my arrow, would you?”

She placed her bone pipe between her teeth and withdrew the vial to pour a drop of the red liquid on his arrowhead. Her hands were steady. 

She’s improved a lot since I first started teaching her. He peered over the track but saw nothing. “Give me the lens.”

She handed it over.

A large quadruped, undoubtedly a bear, lumbered over a hill far to their left. He tried to distinguish the direction it was going. It crossed the path and disappeared over a rise. He held his breath as he waited, but it didn’t return.

“Doesn’t appear to be coming our way.” His shoulders relaxed, and he passed the lens back. “But we could’ve easily run into it by accident if we’d kept going.”

She beamed. “Meaning...?”

“Meaning you’ve improved our odds of surviving this place.” He grinned back. “And invented a safer method of crossing the Möbius Pass to boot.”

She balled her hands into fists and shook them. Then she hugged him, her embrace knocking the wind out of him. 

He put an arm around her waist. Her warmth calmed him while also providing a sweet promise, something both alluring and reassuring. “Come on. Let’s find a safe place to settle down for the night. I don’t want that thing catching up with us.” When she let go, he grabbed Talia’s reins and continued up the pass. 

“Good idea. My thighs need a rest.”

The path’s summit was the ideal place to camp. It was flat and provided the best vantage point. As Riva dribbled the triangle of taricus urine around them, Holt unsaddled their horses and checked their hooves for stones. After they had drunk enough, he filled their bucket with what remained of their water for them to finish it. Then, while she brushed them down and fed them dried grass bundled and hauled up from the fjord, he broke off branches from nearby trees and took out his flint.

She checked their saddlebags. “We might have to go hunting tomorrow. We’re running out of smoked meat.”

“We’re not quite that desperate. I made sure to brine the whistle bird you caught. We’ll have that tonight, and besides, there’s something far better we’ll be able to get our hands on once we reach the valley stream.”

She frowned, then grinned. “Oh, right. Fish.”

“We’ll restock our food there.” His fire caught, and he sat to warm his hands. “Until then, we should focus on getting over this mountain.”

He heaved out the whistle bird he’d brined from a saddlebag and fried it on the base of the metal bucket. After eating mostly bear meat for the last two weeks, the variety of the salty condor flesh was tastier than either of them had expected. 

“Mm.” She covered her mouth, her eyes wide. “Why do you always leave it till the last minute to bring out something incredible like this?”

He swallowed. “Just as things are looking their darkest is when the little light you do possess shines brightest.”

She devoured her portion in moments. “I don’t know about any light...but that tasted amazing.” She laughed again when he pouted. “You don’t have to try and impress me, Holt.” Eyebrows raised and eyelids lowered, she leaned in. “We’re well past that point.”

He caught her staring at him. The firelight danced on her face, revealing her amusement, the lingering fat glistening on her lips. He’d predicted that the relief after having sex with her the first time would be temporary, and he craved touching her once more.

Mistress Franciana had told him it could be painful for girls their first time, and although riding for two days straight had prevented him from trying anything, he was hesitant to be intimate with Riva again. But if she ever gave him a sign she’d be receptive to his advances...like how she was gazing at him now...

He finished his meal and shuffled over to her, dragging his heavy bearskin with him. He sat behind her and pulled it over them, then wrapped his arms around her waist, drawing her near.

“I was wondering why you hadn’t done this sooner,” she murmured.

“We’ve been riding nearly nonstop. I haven’t had a chance.”

“I was afraid you were bored with me now that you’ve had your way with me.”

“Do you still think that?”

She looked back at him, her breath close. “Not since you pledged your undying love to me.”

He kissed her. She tasted of condor, her lips warm and slippery. “Trust me. You’d never bore me.”

Sandwiched between their blankets, she turned to kiss him front on, hands reaching under his pants and grasping his erection.

“I see you’re not lying,” she said, teasing him.

“We’re in the Möbius Pass.” He lifted her shirt and kissed down her neck to her collarbone. “No lying here.”

“Mm,” she moaned and giggled when he licked her breasts. “I think you’re the most dangerous thing here.”

He flicked his fat-covered lips and tongue over her nipples, going from one to another as he tweaked the one not in his mouth. Her confession drove him mad; thinking he was dangerous but giving herself to him anyway. The idea must’ve inflamed her desire, for when he slipped his hands into her pants, she was wet to the touch.

“It’s so warm,” she murmured.

He assumed she referred to being under the blankets next to the fire, but then let out an “mmph” as her fingers ran over the head of his cock. Grunting, he removed his pants and underwear, then finished undressing her.

He shifted between her legs. “You’re all right?”

Instead of answering him, she pushed him down and mounted him, grinding her slit along his navel. She reached back and found his cock, sinking onto him with every stroke until she moaned. He slipped inside her. Her warmth engulfed him, and she continued to push herself against him.

He squirmed, feeling like he was going to let go right then. Instead, he increased his pace and arched up to lick her nipples again. His blanket slipped from her, revealing her teardrop breasts in the firelight. Even the freezing mountain air was repelled by their body heat.

She moaned and grasped his nape, hips going up and down, back and forth, her body closing on him like a trap.

He nuzzled between her breasts, becoming lost in the pleasure and warmth of her. However, before he lost himself entirely, she pushed him onto the bearskin, moving her hips rhythmically, gliding against him as he plunged deeper into her.

“Ah.” He jerked.

While she cried out in climax, a terrible thought struck him. Oh, no. I didn’t pull out.

His heart pounded as she collapsed atop him, and he reached an arm around her.

She was still panting when he said, “I finished inside you.”

“Yeah...I felt it.” She sounded happy.

“But you know what that means. You getting pregnant doesn’t line up well with our plans to keep traveling together.”

“It’ll be fine.” She cuddled into him, drawing the blanket over her. “My moon blood was recent enough. The window for that sort of thing should be over.” She opened one eye. “Right?”

“That was a week ago.” Cold sweat prickled his skin. “Ovulation cycles occur a week after a menstrual cycle.”

She levered herself up on one elbow, her voice gaining a hint of panic. “What should we do?”

Heart pounding, he racked his brain.

The Black Shell will have what we need, but that’s days away.

“Didn’t Cabe say something about a medicine woman at Folken’s settlement?” she asked. “She might have something.”

“Folken wouldn’t have kept her around if she wasn’t any good.” He grimaced. “Too bad I left Lucius’s apprenticeship before he covered this stuff.”

“It’s okay.” She sighed. “We’ll head to the settlement tomorrow.”

It took us two days to get there last time. We’ll have to cut that time in half. Although exhausted, he was so put out by what had happened that sleep eluded him. But it’s too dangerous of a journey to rush. Dammit.

Not for the first time, he wished he had Hudu’s spider venom to calm his nerves. His little companion might’ve remained at the bottom of that deep crevasse along with his old poisoner’s satchel, slashed to ribbons by the taricus cat.

Not everything on their journey to acquire the ardakis lily for Riva’s poisoned sister had gone to plan.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​







Chapter Two


[image: image]


They broke camp before sunup, and despite her morning groans, Riva didn’t complain.

They descended the curved slope into the valley, stopping briefly at the stream to water their horses. Little but bones remained of the taricus cat they’d killed there. He winced, recalling how he’d almost died under the massive cat’s claws, the panic after Fade had been mortally wounded by it, and the shock of Riva pouring the Demos on his wound. Worst of all was the confusion when they’d awoken to find Fade’s body missing the next morning.

I wonder where he is and how he’s faring with the Demos inside him, a parasite I foolishly believed an elixir. We cursed him with that affliction, then abandoned him in the desert. Is he still alive?

He shot more meat-skewered arrows and watched their immediate surroundings while she used the lens to ensure they weren’t being followed.

Less than an hour into their reprieve, Riva pointed up the slope of Obelisk Minor. “Floods, Holt, a bunch of them are coming this way.”

He snatched the lens from her and peered through. “Brakis wolves—an entire pack. Well, that proves my theory about how well the venom spreads.” He handed the lens to her, mounted, and kicked Talia into motion.

The mare huffed in protest. Then, as if sensing their panic, she relented. They needed to get some distance between themselves and the wolves before they were forced to lead the horses on foot.

Riva hopped onto Noir and rode on. “So much for catching fish.”

“I’m sure Folken will happily feed you if you ask him nicely.”

“I’m not comfortable relying on that old man.” She pouted. “You saw the way he looked at me when we stayed with him. He’ll probably ask me to do something perverted just so we can eat.”

Holt laughed. “Not if I tell him you’re my lover. He thinks of me like a son, and once he sees you as a potential daughter-in-law, he won’t glance at you in a lewd way again. Trust me.”

“If you say so.”

They rode up Obelisk Major until Talia and Noir were frothing at the mouth. As much as he’d been praising Talia for her persistence, Noir was more than pulling his weight, and cantering appeared to suit him.

No doubt from racing stock, knowing Riva.

Regardless, if they continued this pace, it would likely kill the horses, so he forced them to stop and walk them the rest of the way.

Already the sky had darkened, lowering their odds of reaching Folken’s settlement by nightfall. Uneasy at the silence, he patted Riva’s shoulder. She turned to him, and he held up his pinching fingers in a ring in front of his eye, then pointed the way they’d come. They’d ridden blind for an hour straight, and he didn’t trust his voice not to carry, but they would have to set up a defense if the wolves were still pursuing them.

She brought the lens to her eye. “I think we’ve lost them.”

“I haven’t heard any howling either. Something might’ve scared them off.”

She lowered the lens and sighed. “It’s getting dark. Maybe we should set up camp here. It’s getting harder and harder to see anything close by.”

He tugged at Talia. “I don’t know what Folken’s medicine woman has on her, and I’m not going to rely on her until I do. Besides, if she can’t help us or isn’t there, we’re going to have to cut the path so we can make it to Catarus Springs where I know there’ll be people who can help.”

She lagged. “Didn’t you say that’s three days away?”

“It’ll be two days if we make it to the settlement tonight.” He strode on. “Besides...” He glanced over his shoulder. “I’m eager to tell Folken about your—”

A blaze bear gained sudden and terrifying shape in his adjusting night vision.

Floods, where did that come from? Why didn’t I hear it?

With a roar, it charged at Riva.

“Leave your horse,” he shouted. “Run!”

She released her reins and dove away as the bear tackled Noir, plunging its fangs into the stallion’s throat.

“No!” She rose to one knee, drew her pipe, and blew.

Her tythis needle hit the bear’s hide, and it spun about, snarling, bloodied maw pointed at her. She dipped another needle to reload.

“There’s no time. Run!” He drew his arrow covered in Instant Itch and aimed for the bear’s face, praying it would at least distract it.

He rushed the shot, and the arrow rebounded off the bear’s skull like a toy. His stomach dropped, and time seemed to stop. Again, it charged at her. Holt was halfway between drawing another arrow and running to her aid, when she caught the tuft of the beast’s torn ear and swung up onto it, teeth bared, glare lit with a mad fury.

“You killed him,” she wailed, plunging her second needle into its neck.

He gaped when she rode the giant thing. Then the bear tipped to one side, one massive paw swatting at her. She made to roll away, but its claw raked her back, and she screamed. 

“No!” Two tythis-coated needles won’t be enough. “Get away!”

Despite landing badly, despite her wound, she rolled onto her feet. But she didn’t run. Instead, she bellowed a rage-filled roar at the bear. To Holt, she looked ready to fight tooth and nail to avenge Noir. 

Has she gone mad?

The bear shook its head and stood on its hind legs.

“Run, damn it!” Tears filled his eyes, ice in his veins as the bear charged again.

Before it reached her, Folken Reed appeared on the raised edge of the path. He leaped from the ridge and shot twice with a blowpipe. Then he landed on the bear’s back. Its legs wobbled, and it collapsed under the man’s weight.

The old, gray-bearded man stood atop the felled blaze bear, bone pipe clutched in his hand, and Holt crumpled to the ground in relief.

“Get up, boy,” Folken shouted. “Help the girl. Your horse bolted so I’ll go get her. I saw two more bears heading this way.”

Holt rose unsteadily and staggered over to her while Folken dashed off. Riva winced when he helped her to her feet. He gasped. The back of her shirt was soaked with blood. Folken soon returned with Talia, and Holt helped Riva onto his horse. When he lifted her, her blood slicked his forearms and hands. He froze at the sight, awash with guilt.

“Hurry up,” Folken growled. “We can worry about her injury when we’re out of danger.”

Holt jumped on behind her and rode at a trot.

Folken sprinted to keep up with them. “That was just shameful, boy. That girl damned near rode that thing to death, but you froze like a winter lake.”

“I missed.”

“Why didn’t you use your pipe? You know arrows can’t pierce a blaze bear’s coat. Have you gone soft in the head, boy?”

“My pipe was broken...when we were attacked by the taricus...”

“And you didn’t think to get another by hunting a whistle bird first thing?” Folken glanced at Holt’s hip again. “I see... You lost that too, hmm?” He smacked Holt’s hip where he once carried his poisoner’s kit. “Well, that’s no excuse.”

Holt swallowed. He’s right. I’ve been so focused on making sure Riva was prepared. Hunting another whistle bird should’ve been the first thing I did after losing my pipe.

“Holt.” Riva sounded weak. Her shoulder and all down her back were drenched with blood. She pressed herself to Talia, her teeth chattering. “I’m...cold.”

He took the bearskin from Talia’s rump and covered her with it. His hands shook. “We’ll be at the settlement soon. We’ll have you stitched up there.”

She smiled, then went limp. He clutched her so she wouldn’t fall.

Folken chuckled. “Well, quite a mess we’re in, ain’t we, boy?”

Holt took in a slow shuddering breath, and tears blurred his vision. “Floods, Folken, I fucked up.”

“Just be thankful I was there to bail you out this time.”

He sniffed. “Now you get to lecture me on everything I did wrong.”

“And this time you might actually listen.”

Folken led them up to his settlement. It was the dead of night, and Holt’s teeth were chattering by the time they arrived. They stopped outside one of the many tipis. From the extended width of it, it wasn’t Folken’s. An old woman with beads in her hair emerged and helped Riva into the tipi, shooing Holt off when he made to follow.

Folken took him by the shoulder and led him away. “You don’t have to worry, boy. Alluri has fixed me up more times than I can count.”

“You don’t understand...I...” He grimaced. There are no secrets in Möbius Pass. “We were heading here because...I spilled my seed in her and—”

“That’s up to the women to decide. If the little miss has something she wants done, she’ll say so, but as men, that’s none of our concern. You can talk with her later.” He jerked his head toward his tipi. “Besides, there’s something more important we need to speak of. Tie your horse to that stake.”

He did so and shadowed his old master between the many tipis. Folken opened the bearskin flap and waved him inside. Holt knew he should’ve led Talia to the patch of grass where the hunters’ horses grazed, but he was too rattled to consider her in that instant. Inside the darkened thatch, Folken gestured for him to take a seat on the cold rock before his sleeping pallet. He sat with crossed legs.

“Tell me, what happened to the other two who were with you? Did they not survive the crossing?”

I see. He thinks Fade and Cabe were picked off on the pass.

“They’re both alive,” he said.

Folken’s shoulders lowered. “That’s good to hear. I could understand the guard not making it, but not the boy, not someone trained to be a hunter. What happened to them? I assume they parted ways with you once you were out of the mountains?”

He nodded and proceeded to tell Folken how, after splitting off from the rest of their party, they obtained the ardakis flower for Riva’s sister, and how they had been in a race against time to get it to her before she died from the poison. He excluded the part about Fade and the Demos.

Folken grunted. “You should’ve been prepared for an ambush like that. The Holt I knew wouldn’t have relied on a girl to get his ass out of danger.”

Holt clenched his jaw. I can’t believe I’m being reprimanded a decade after ending my training. “I let my guard down. It won’t happen again.”

“You’re damn right it won’t.” Folken pinched the bridge of his nose. “I understand how losing your pipe can be a blow. I’ve done it before, and it made me vulnerable, but I got back out there and hunted down another one. You relied on your apprentice to keep you safe. Don’t you see? You’re the dependent one now.”

“We were trying to get through the pass as fast as possible. We found a new way to detect beasts, and we—”

“A new way?” Folken balked. “Our traditions have kept us alive in these mountains for thousands of years, and you think you can just waltz in here with some hare-brained...” He took in a slow breath. “Some balls you have, boy, and not the good kind.” 

“It was Riva’s idea. We fired meat-skewered arrows coated with tag bat venom to spot approaching predators with the lens.” He shrugged. “It worked a few times. We avoided two encounters, but...”

“You grew too reliant on it, and it led you into a false sense of security.” Folken shook his head in disappointment. “You got complacent, lost your respect for the danger of this place, and were ill-prepared for it.”

“I was prepared. I had an arrow laced with Instant—”

“You should’ve had a pipe loaded and ready to go. But you were too busy dallying with the girl. Just look at yourself. You’re no different from how you were when we first met.”

“I told you I’d grown soft.” Holt winced. “It’s just I didn’t expect...Riva to...”

“She won’t be going anywhere for at least a day.” Folken’s gray eyebrows knit together. “In that time, you’re going to pull your head out of your ass and go hunt down a whistle bird. Maybe then you’ll remember who you are, who I trained you to be. If you care for the little miss so much, show you’re worthy of her.”

“Floods, I always hated your lectures.”

“Maybe if you didn’t do foolish things so often, you wouldn’t have to hear them as much. The tipi next to this one’s free. Take it and get some sleep. I don’t want you even thinking of that girl until you have a new pipe. You hear me?”

Holt stood, but before he left, he said, “You must’ve never been in love, old man. If you had, you’d know that’s impossible.”

He shoved the bearskin aside and walked into the frigid night to unsaddle and settle Talia in for the night. The bitter cold from the freezing mountain air was nothing compared to the chill Folken’s words had left him with.
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Holt tapped on the medicine woman’s tipi flap, then hugged himself in the brisk morning air. “Hello in there. I need some of my stuff.”

“No stuff for you in here,” an old lady’s voice returned.

“The satchel the girl is carrying has a lot of my stuff in it.”

A wrinkled brown hand poked through the flap holding Riva’s kit. “Off with you.”

He took the kit, and the hand disappeared.

Did Folken tell her not to let me see Riva until I returned?

He strode off, murmuring, “Better get this over with.”

Folken had been right. He required a blowpipe to get through the pass, and the whistle bird’s hollow femurs were the best for them. Yet, having done many of his previous hunts with Riva, the idea of hunting by himself felt lonely.

There should be a whistle bird nesting ground among the cliffs off the base of the valley. Maybe my old kit is down there too. No doubt Hudu would’ve long since fled his old home inside it...if the taricus attack didn’t outright kill him.

Donning his hunting equipment, he rode Talia into the valley. It took several hours, even cantering downhill. When he arrived at the stream, he jumped down and created a perimeter with the taricus urine to protect Talia. He tied her to a boulder with a rope the length of the clearing’s radius so she could drink and graze at her leisure. Then he set out.

Unlike when he’d hunted with Riva, he covered ground quickly, bow and quiver on his back and Riva’s kit on his hip. It returned him to a time when he’d hunted alone as a teenager. Prowling the mountains few people had explored was freeing, his focus clear, his actions flowing from one movement to another.

He soon came to the place where they’d first encountered the taricus cat and began his search. Locating the cliff face and boulder they’d hidden behind, he traced his path along the base of the gorge to where the taricus clawed him. There he scanned the rock for his lost satchel.

The cat’s claw must’ve caught it and flung it away.

There was a crevasse to his left, a narrow slash in the stone. He followed it, crouched, and peered into the darkness. The crack went deep, and he could barely see anything within it.

Anything from armored emperors to brakis wolves could be down there. He balled his hands and clenched his jaw. All right, Folken, let’s see what type of person you trained me to be.

Gripping the sides of the rock with his palms, he slid into the crack. When he landed at its uneven base, he unslung his bow and nocked an arrow, which he’d coated with tythis venom. His heart thumped, but nothing moved in the shadows.

He took a few cautious steps before his boot nudged something that wasn’t a rock. He peered down and grinned. There you are.

The leather of his kit had been ripped in three places, one where the taricus’s claw had cut right through and out the other side. Yet it was still intact. He bent to pick it up. Eyes adjusting to the dim light, he noticed something hanging from the kit: cobwebs.

“No way.” His breath caught. “Hudu?”

There was a scuttling motion in the dark, then Hudu crawled out of his satchel and onto his hand. He had been certain his spider friend had either fled or been killed, but here he was, waiting for him to return. Hudu bit him, though he barely felt it.

Sorry, buddy. It’s been a week, hasn’t it? You must be starving. He smiled when the spider’s venom entered his system, bringing on a sense of calm. Hudu’s venom wasn’t strong enough to hurt him, and he had used it as a tranquilizer in the past to help him sleep. It’s silly how relieved I am this damned spider is still alive. I guess I can’t help but project that same emotion onto him as if he feels relief too.

He glanced about, furrowed his brow, and chuckled. Gods, what am I doing? I’m a sitting duck down here.

“It’s no wonder I screwed up so badly without you.” He clipped the ragged satchel to his belt and peered at the little spider riding on top of it. “Can it be my imagination, but is your web holding this together? I guess it was your home too.” He peered about. “All right, let’s go catch a whistle bird nest and—”

A gentle noise drew his attention, not falling pebbles, not a roar or a grunt, merely a quick, dull pattering on the rock above him that sounded like rain.

Rain? But the sky’s clear. What could make such a...

Hudu scuttling into his satchel was his only warning.

Holt dropped. Spinning mid-fall, he snatched at the feathered end of the arrow he’d nocked, pulled, and loosed in a single movement.

Several times larger than him, its finger-length fangs gnashing, the monstrous tythis spider’s snapping mandibles missed his bow hand by mere inches. The arrow caught one of its many goggling eyes and it reared back, letting out a high screech, its horse-size legs raking the air.

Fuck!

Tythis venom did little to the spiders themselves, but hitting its eye still gave him enough time to roll to his feet and run. Breath burning in his lungs, heart racing despite Hudu’s venom, he sprinted down the crevasse. Numbed though it may have been, his fear was just as real as the tythis chasing after him, and all his focus was on fleeing from it.

Drawing another arrow with one hand, he placed it between his teeth. Then he searched Riva’s kit for a vial, feeling for the right etching and extracting the Red Lavas venom, the one thing sure to work.

He glanced over his shoulder. The tythis was behind him, climbing up one wall. Scrambling up the other, he rolled as the spider pounced. He pushed himself to his feet and ran again, gaze darting. Then he gasped. Everywhere was covered in its webbing.

Floods, it’s led me to its nest.

He skidded to the side before reaching the web, then held his breath while he uncorked the vial and doused the arrowhead with the Red Lavas. Thanks to Hudu’s bite, his hands remained steady.

The tythis climbed the wall he’d pressed himself against, releasing silk from its spinneret to ensnare him.

Folken’s words from a decade ago returned to him: “There are two ways to survive a tythis spider: Kill it or stay well away from their nest.”

Looks like I have no choice then. His arrow was ready. He nocked and aimed.

The spider leaped at him in the same instant. 

The image of him rushing his aim when firing at the blaze bear flashed in his mind, and instead of firing, he dove away from it. One of its massive legs collided with his hip, sending him whirling, his bow arm snaring in one of its webs.

Use it. Just like Riva.

The spider lunged again. He was backed into a corner. Fighting free of the webbing would cost him precious seconds. He instead let his arm be caught further to draw and loose, his arrow flying between the tythis’s mandibles, stabbing into its gaping mouth, and out the other side.

With a recoil and a scream, the spider writhed for several seconds. Then it dropped on its back, twitching until its long, hairy legs curled in on themselves.

His last breath shot out of him, and he gasped in another. He likely would’ve collapsed if the webbing wasn’t keeping him up. He withdrew his gutting knife and slashed at his caught sleeve. All his instincts screamed at him to flee, but Hudu’s venom kept his mind clear.

No. There’s something I have to do first.

Kneeling before the monstrous spider, he reached for one of its mandibles, where the precious venom sack was held. With four quick cuts, he freed it, then did the same for the other. He wrapped them in cloth and placed them in his tattered satchel, careful not to crush Hudu in the process. As a precaution, he drew and nocked another arrow.

Then he fled, not looking back until he reached the valley clearing.

I set out to do a beginner’s hunt; how is Folken going to react when I return with two tythis mandibles? And without a blowpipe... He might not even believe I killed it without one.

He laughed, a little dazed, likely from the combination of nearly dying and Hudu’s venom slowing his racing heart.

Talia was grazing when he returned, her tail whipping about. Being free to wander and drink at the stream at her leisure had done the mare wonders.

He put his old satchel into an empty saddlebag. Hudu’s web may have held it together, but he didn’t trust it being jostled on his hip as he rode, and he hoped Hudu would be safer in a larger container. He mounted up and flicked the reins. Without the bearskin weighing her down, Talia easily took the weight as she climbed Obelisk Major.

The tranquility from Hudu’s venom had worn off by the time he returned to Folken’s settlement. When Riva ran up the slope to meet him, her embrace flooded him with warmth. It made him feel like a returning hero. Although she wore a sling, she could still hug him with one arm. He quickly returned it, careful not to touch her wounded shoulder.

“Folken told me you went out hunting for a whistle bird. He said you’d kill one alone.”

He withdrew, grabbed the hand of her uninjured side, and led her into the settlement. The orange light of the dusk sun threw deep shadows along the mountain.

“One of those things is true. I didn’t kill a whistle bird, though.”

She glanced Talia’s full saddlebag. “Then what did you kill?”

“You’ll see.”

She rolled her eyes. “Not this again. Can’t you just tell me?”

“I want you both to see.”

She frowned. “Both?” Then she slowed, seeming to notice where they were heading. “Why do you have to show him?”

“It’s something I need to give him.” He stopped outside Folken’s tipi. “Hey, old man.”

Folken emerged, looking troubled. “Well, boy? Did you remember who you are?”

“I did.” He withdrew a tythis mandible and planted it in Folken’s arms. “And turns out I didn’t require a pipe to do it. Here, I owed you after the venom you gave me last time.”

The wrinkles around Folken’s eyes stretched and his mouth dropped. It wasn’t until Holt strode past him that he called, “Holt, wait.”

Holt cocked an eyebrow at him over his shoulder. 

“You...you got this without a pipe?” Folken glared at the mandible, as though not sure what to make of it.

Holt shrugged, recalling what he’d told Cabe about Folken: “After he started using the blowpipe and lost practice with the bow, he never was as good with it.”

“You rely on your pipe too much, old man. That makes you complacent too. Sometimes you have to go with your gut.” 

Folken grunted. “You’re still planning to—”

“I’ll get one tomorrow. There’s something more important I have to do.” He chuckled and led Riva to his tipi. It was time to teach her how to milk his mandible.
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Chapter Four
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“So, did the medicine woman, ah...solve your...?” He trailed off, not wanting to finish his sentence, and held his breath while waiting for her to answer his incomplete question.

Her smile made him feel less awkward. Lying in his tipi, she snuggled into his embrace. “Alluri said it’s too early to tell.”

“Oh...” He compressed his lips into an uncomfortable smile. “I hope you don’t mind getting checked once we reach Catarus then.”

“No.” She rolled over onto her bad shoulder and winced.

“How are your wounds?”

“Sore. Alluri said my shoulder blade took most of the damage. It’ll have permanent bone scarring, and the bruise... Well, you saw it.”

“No one will see the bone. So long as the skin heals over, you’ll barely notice.”

“And if it doesn’t?” She stared at him. “What if I’m scarred for life?”

He shrugged. “I’d still love you. Who knows? It might even make it harder for Marat to find a nobleman to marry you off to.”

“I’m not going to marry a nobleman.” She hit him and inhaled sharply through her teeth. “Ow... I’m going to marry you when we’re done with our adventures. If Father tries to arrange something, I’ll just run away again.” She nuzzled into his side. “We’ll make a new home in Tarkus while we learn how to stop that pathogen and the next plague.”

“It’ll be risky. Floods, how can we even get there from Midair? Maybe we shouldn’t return. Once we reach Kernigan, we could have a rider deliver the ardakis to Marat’s estate.”

“No. I have to be there when Emily wakes up. I have to be sure.”

“And confirm your family’s heir lives on before you can live as you wish?”

“And Sarris too,” she added.

“That settles it then. But to get to Midair, we’ll have to get up first.” He rolled over and snatched at his clothing. “Folken’s right; I do need another blowpipe. No point getting all that tythis venom if I have nothing to shoot it with.”

“First a tythis spider and now a whistle bird?” She giggled. “It’s like you’re going backward from most dangerous to least this time.”

“Don’t underestimate whistle birds. One might claw out your eye if you’re not careful.”

“Then I’ll be sure to give you some pointers. After all, I killed mine on my first hunt.”

He cocked an eyebrow and repeated her words. “You don’t have to try and impress me. We’re well past that point.”

She laughed and kissed him. “Touché.”

~ * ~
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“There’s one,” she whispered, pointing to a condor coming to land on a high ridge.

“Okay, I’m going for it.”

“But wait, aren’t you—”

Before she could finish, he was sprinting. Bow slung around his shoulders, he scrambled up the cliff face until he had a line of sight. He panted between bared teeth, unslung his bow, and drew an arrow. The whistle bird was preening its feathers, and if it saw him, it didn’t take him as a threat, not from the distance he was at.

“Silly bird.” He aimed, arched his back, and loosed.

He didn’t have to see if he’d hit it. It had been stock-still, and there was no wind. Skidding down the slope, he found the dead bird at its base.

She chased after him, her mouth agape. “What...”

“What?” He shrugged. “I did say it was a hunt for beginners.”

“But that was so quick. And you made such a big deal when I...” She scowled. “You ass. Making me feel like I did something special.”

“Even I didn’t get it my first time. Considering your lack of archery skills when you got yours, it should’ve been impossible. I’d been planning this whole lecture on the importance of training with the bow, but...I mean...” He raised his palms. “How could I have given it after that?”

She rolled her eyes. “So, you’re saying my luck is more impressive than my skill?”

“Don’t give me that.” He crouched, drew his knife, and slashed the wings and neck. “You know you didn’t practice enough with the bow to gain the mastery I have. Floods, Riva, it took me years to get this good.” He lifted his catch, letting it bleed out onto the stone. “Besides, mine is smaller than yours was.”

She crossed her arms. “That means the shot you made was even more impressive because you had a smaller target.”

“You can’t blame me if you don’t put in the effort.”

She snatched his bow away and grimaced from the movement. “Once my shoulder heals, you’re going to show me how to do those long shots.”

He had to suppress a laugh. “Deal.” He went about removing the bird’s organs. “Look on the bright side. At least you don’t have to gut this one.”

“More traditions?”

“Folken will have my hide if he found out I didn’t do it right. When we get back to the settlement, I’ll show you how to brine it.”

She huffed. “Finally, something useful.”

~ * ~
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Inside his tipi, Holt took the sealed saddlebag he’d used to brine the first bird and handed it to Riva. Removing the hollow bones from its legs, he said, “Okay, grab the salt from my kit and the water from your skin.”

She sat up straight, her eyebrows shooting up. “That’s it?”

“Yup.” He extracted a bloody femur. “A little salt and water can do wonders.”

“But you made it seem like a big secret.”

“The real secret is time.” He cut out the second and wiped the bones with a cloth, then peered through the holes to verify they were straight. “If you’d known about the last one, you probably would’ve pressured me to cook it too early.”

She tilted her head. “Maybe they’ll let us use the kitchens at Catarus.”

“We have to get there first.”

“We could go now.” Her tone was hopeful.

“Best stay one more night and get a full day’s ride in tomorrow. If we’re quick, we can make it there in a day.” He glanced at her while she finished filling the saddlebag with water. “Also, another day to recover will lower the risk of you opening your stitches.”

She grimaced, her eyes downcast. “Alluri did suggest I stay another night.”

He wiped his hands on a cloth and stood. “I better get going then.”

“Wait, where are you off to?”

He moved to the flap and grinned over his shoulder. “I believe I promised you a fish.”

“I hope fishing isn’t another skill you expect me to master.”

He shrugged. “Depends on how much you like fish.”

Emerging from the tipi, he strode to the patch of grass where Talia grazed and led her up the track until the path was less steep.

Folken was descending on horseback, his bay hauling a fresh blaze bear fur. “Out again so soon?”

“Going to...” He struggled to mount up—Talia whickered and danced about, clearly disturbed by the smell of the bear. “...tickle me a few fish in the stream.”

“Tickle?” Folken’s brow furrowed, and he trotted past. “Give me a second to hang these up, and I’ll bring the rods. I could use some fish myself.”

Before Holt could calm Talia enough to climb onto her, Folken had ridden to his tipi and disappeared inside. He reappeared a minute later holding two rods tangled in fishing gut. Mounting bareback, he kicked his bay to catch up. Without a word, they rode up the path and down into the valley.

“You’re planning to marry the little miss, aren’t you?”

Holt eyed Folken. “Have you been eavesdropping?”

Folken cleared his throat. “Will I be invited to the wedding?”

He shrugged. “Sure. If you’re in Tarkus during that season, you can lead Riva down the aisle. I doubt her father will.”

“I’ll be there. You have my word.”

The breathy sincerity in Folken’s voice was out of character for him, and Holt turned to see tears in Folken’s eyes. “Floods, old man, the chances of us making it that far are limited to none.”

Folken wiped his eyes. “You underestimate yourself. You’re young with your whole life ahead of you. I just have to live long enough to fulfil my promise.”

“You’ve lived up here this long,” Holt murmured, trying to keep the admiration from his voice. “Speaking of... Did Bucker ever return?”

“We never found him.”

There was silence for a moment before Holt said, “I like to think the spider I killed yesterday was the one that got him.”

Folken barked a laugh. “Bucker was getting old, but he was one of the best huntsmen I knew. He would’ve taken off six of its eight legs and tracked its desperate trail back to its nest to finish off the rest of the bastards.”

“That would’ve been easy enough. It chased me to its nest.”

“You don’t say...” Folken rubbed his chin. “Where?”

“Not far off where we’ll be fishing.” He shot Folken a glare. “Don’t even think about asking me to—”

Folken raised his hands. “Fine, fine. But I swear, that nest will burn tonight.”

They arrived at the stream, and Holt made a perimeter for them to fish in. Folken scoffed when seeing him use taricus urine on the site.

“What?” Holt asked. “Haven’t you ever been ambushed while trying to reel in a fish? Because I have, and let me tell you, it’s a tough situation to be in.”

“It’s the amount you’re using, boy. No wonder you ran out. You’re wasting it.” Folken snatched it from him. “Use your thumb to stopper the flow. See?”

“So that’s why your hands always stunk.” He laughed when Folken made his demonstration. “I thought it was because you didn’t clean them after going to the bathroom.”

“When you have to start rationing this stuff again, we’ll see how much you care about whether or not your hands stink.”

Holt mumbled and sat on a boulder at the stream’s edge. He’s not wrong.

Folken sat beside him and offered him a rod. “Ah, it’s been forever since I’ve been fishing.” He unwound the fishing gut. “After the rivers thawed, I never thought to come down here. Always bigger game to stalk.”

“You never took me as a man with the patience to fish.”

Folken blew out a raspberry. “All hunting requires patience. You know that.”

Holt removed one of his new bone pipes. “Not when I got these.”

“Hmmph.” Folken’s smile was ugly but honest. “About time.”

They laid out their lines and waited.

An hour later, Folken cleared his throat. “You should’ve thanked me, you know. Even if you’d settled down with that other girl, you would’ve been miserable.”

“Mia?” He frowned at the memory of his last visit to the Black Shell and reuniting with his old flame. “Maybe. And maybe I’d place more value in comfort and stability.”

“Nah, you’re too much like me. Our kind gets restless. We like to wander, explore, and assess our options. If you’d stayed in one place for too long, you would’ve gone mad, and no amount of money or beautiful women was going to change that.”

Even the idea of dealing with the business end of the Black Shell, day-in and day-out, aggravated him.

Floods, he’s right...again. It never could’ve worked out between Mia and me, at least not as she imagined it.

“But now look at you.” Folken must’ve taken his silence as agreement. “You found someone
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