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A chill breeze rustled over leaves, between tree trunks packed so tight most grew no thicker than a fence post, and up Amor’s arm. She fought back a shiver as she nocked an arrow. The decaybear she’d tracked here was nowhere to be seen. Though they usually weren’t until they were upon you. The putrid sweet tang lingering on the air was the only hint it had come through.

Amor edged along the cliff face, breath gliding out in measured rhythm with the wind. She peeked around the edge and stilled. A dilapidated fence curved between trees ahead. Through the long row of smashed in planks, splintered edges weathered and crept over by mold, a cluster of houses was visible.

Amor had hunted these woods for years but never stumbled on this place before – not that she’d exactly come for the scenery.

She picked her way between scattered boards for a better view through the hole, fingers aching from the force with which she held her arrow in place. Six or seven miss-matched houses arched in a half circle, plant life crowding between them. One with an oak twisted right through the side. She’d heard of places that didn’t use stone and towers but wood and magic to keep the decay out. None had survived the surge.

The hair at her neck steepled and she twisted and flung herself sideways. Claws slashed leather and maille in a flash of rot matted fur. She loosed the arrow, another waiting in her palm for the next draw. She righted herself, all senses pricked. Pain pulsed along her shoulder. At least it wasn’t her jugular. Then something connected with her ribs, sending her sprawling, through the gap in the fence. She was dead, her body just hadn’t gotten the message yet. Wood bits jammed into her side, her bow kinked in her arm, but the decaybear’s teeth were not at her throat.

Amor scrambled to her feet. Decay creatures didn’t pass up a kill, nor get scared off.

The forest around her rumbled with the decaybear’s anger. Grip faltering from blood-slicked fingers, she drew another arrow. Her corpse would be found at the ready. Greyden would not be impressed but he could get fucked. His orders were the reason her team was dead.

“It can’t come in yet,” said a low raw voice.

Amor spun so fast, she nearly started a dust devil at her feet. A woman stood half in the lengthening shadows, muddy-blonde hair pulled over one shoulder, lips set in a puzzled line. She wore only a lacy gray slip and a pair of thigh boots.

She surveyed Amor with the intensity of a bare bulb, fluorescent blue eyes roving over her.

“You’re bleeding. I have bandages inside.”

She turned and walked towards the houses, humming to herself. Amor stared after her. That was it? No, ‘Hi, nice to see a fellow self-destructive idiot this far from the keep.’ No explanations!

Like how she was still alive out here. How was Amor? Where was here? All questions only the woman could answer. Amor hurried to catch up.

The woman led her up the bowed steps of the third house – a glorified shed in pale blue – and over a threshold split by a long ragged gash.

When Amor made to shut the door behind them the woman held up a hand. “Leave it. Or it’ll be gone by morning.”

A chill crept up Amor’s spine but she did as the woman instructed. They were in a claustrophobic sitting room, that may have just been a hall with a couch crammed in, with a sliver of kitchen visible through a half-open door.

Resting her bow against the wall, she sank onto the edge of the flower-patterned couch, beneath a window with matching curtains, while the other rummaged in a floor-to-ceiling cabinet, muttering to herself. Her slip clinging tenuously to her hips. It wasn’t a bad view. Amor must have lost more blood than she’d thought.

She shook out her head, intending to ask something useful but what came out was, “Who are you?”

“Èira,” she said, turning with an armload of bandages and disinfectant. “This’ll be easier if you remove your shirt.”

Amor swallowed, throat suddenly dry as trail rations. Èira’s head tilted.

“Do I make you nervous,” she said, voice pitching as if she’d been presented with chocolates.

Amor tore off her cuirass and chucked it onto the cushion beside her, but left her tank on, regardless of its potential for intrusion. The woman had the decency to pale as she took in the copious amount of blood. Drawing over a carved chair Èira set to work, mopping her up, grimacing as she applied the disinfectant, laying bandages.

“How long have you been here?” Amor asked as she secured them with practiced hands.

Èira’s face scrunched. “I don’t know. Since the decay got in.”

A jolt ricocheted through Amor’s chest. That had been over seven years ago. “Alone?”

“Except for the raiding parties. They took everything of value they could find. Even brought a couple survivors from the next town over through in chains. But even those stopped ages ago.”

Amor’s blood simmered. “I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.” But Èira’s fingers continued to smooth the securely stuck tape.

Amor closed her hand over the other woman’s. She couldn’t imagine not having anyone to talk to for so long. “I’m Amor, by the way.”

Èira smiled, a warm dimpled thing. But before it could fully form it was gone, replaced with a look of horror as she jumped to her feet.

“Come with me.”

“What’s going on?”

Èira didn’t reply but Amor followed her into the next room, and, more hesitantly, a hall that sloped into darkness. When Èira halted and waved her on, Amor’s gut clenched in warning.

“Where are you taking me?”

Èira looked wildly past her before grabbing her wrist and yanking her forward. Amor stumbled, only managing to catch herself on her knees, and by the time she regained her footing the other woman had swung a steel-barred door between Amor and the hall beyond. Then it struck – the close cement on all sides, the high grated window – she was in a cage. Rage ripped at her chest and she started towards Èira... Except she’d locked herself inside too. Amor faltered, and a breath later a snarled paw came through the bars, claws gripping Èira’s leg, dragging her towards waiting jaws, fresh blood strung in the spittle between festering gums. From Amor’s own wound or her slaughtered comrades, she couldn’t say.

Amor’s dagger was in hand by the time she reached the door. She swung with all her might. Made it through a few inches of flesh before the decaybear drew back with a howl. Èira rolled out of reach as Amor skittered back beside her. Grip loosening on her weapon when the creature did not reappear. She was fucked to put it away, but she needed her hands, so she stabbed it in the adjacent dirt with a wince.

Gouges were cut on either side of Èira’s boot but it was impossible to tell their depth in the meager light that trickled through the bars.

She met Èira’s steady gaze, blue darkened to a stormy sky in the dimness. “Are you ok?”

“I don’t think it got through.”

Amor had heard that too many times from dying people to take her at her word. “Adrenaline can mask the pain. I’m gonna have a look, ok?”

Èira nodded and Amor undid the laces. As she began to pull the boot free Èira sucked in a breath.

“Sorry.”

Èira shook her head, bottom lip between her teeth. “You’re good.”

For some reason Amor’s heartbeat accelerated. Even more delicately, she slid it the rest of the way off. An outline of toes wriggled at her but no dark patches were visible.

Amor eased out a sigh and began unlacing the other one. It too was clear. “How’d you know it was coming?”

“The barrier was tied to my mother’s blood. I can feel when it drops. And that thing is never far behind.”

“Wait, it still works?” All the best mages and conjurers had concluded that barrier magic was dead now, wiped out in the surge with all who were capable of casting it.

“Only during the day. Around sunrise that thing wanders out. It’ll stare at me through the hole, but can’t come back in till nightfall.”

“Don’t you get all sorts of decaybeasts out here?”

Èira shook her head. “Just the one. It’s obsessed with me. Even on the days it gets bored or hungry and leaves to terrorize someone else, it returns coated in blood
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