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Dedicated to those who protect others and can feed the soul from afar.


CHAPTER 1


	Gavin’s answer to one of my first questions on the Surface, the usefulness of horses, was proven upon the Midway.

	After scrambling out of the rocky canyon where I’d left him overnight, the Ma’ab Hellhound had been hostile claiming the lead of our group in his unsettled state. Castis, who’d been unconscious and tied to his mount, soon woke being so jostled by the pace. His mood was as foul as his Ma’ab brother’s.

	“Release me!” the mage demanded.

	At the indignant voice, Kurn pulled hard on his black stallion’s reins, slowing up and turning to circle us. He growled at the Dwarf, “Do it.”

	Wordless and wary, Rithal moved his stout pony closer and cut Castis’s ropes so the Ma’ab mage could right himself. The two pale men glared at me, as if it had been my idea to tie the Noble down and leave the camp that moment, rather than Kurn’s.

	I returned their twin scowls with an insolent smile. “Odd. Do we run from something?”

	“Silence, witch,” Kurn said, turning again and kicking his war stallion, pushing our mounts to a fast gallop, more tiring than I thought wise with the rising Sun.

	Yet, even with this familiar tension between us, I witnessed the horses become at ease. With the steady rolling of equine backs and the rumble of hooves, the beasts stretched out their legs and long necks, herding together on instinct and sustaining speed long past when I wished they would slow down.

	It was as Gavin had claimed while we picked our way cautiously through the steep mountain paths. Horses were born for exposed terrain like this. All the care invested in these beasts proved its value as we had ridden what I’d grown accustomed to as a full day’s travel before the middle of the afternoon. It was far too soon to see the second chain of mountains I’d been told lay ahead, and there was a river to cross before then, yet it was easy to imagine how fast we’d leave behind anyone on foot.

	Or how fast we may overtake them?

	I doubted I would see when the men and Dwarf spotted the mountains on the horizon; my headache increased with the brightness and complete lack of shade. I’d covered my eyes before the time I had yesterday, securing my hood to my hair with small clamps as the wind kept snatching it down to expose my ears.

	Little blocked the wind channeled from the South. I could not hear well, and scent was barely useable past the sweat of beasts and riders wafting back. My clothing was dark, absorbing heat and making me stand out on the yellow-green plains. My cloak felt constantly tugged by invisible hands, and my eyes became dry, catching bits of dust while they continued to ache.

	Despite the astonishing speed, this was my least favorite part of the journey. I hid my discomfort with tenacity, however, and spoke not at all as I worked to adjust whenever Gavin’s mare pitched into a canter or a full gallop to keep up with the others. This was harder for her with her age and two riders; she consistently fell behind.

	Mathias and Rithal would continue to look back, however, checking on us and hailing Kurn to slow down while they did the same. The Hellhound would do so only grudgingly, maintaining distance enough from me that he must shout if he were to speak at all.

	Fortunately for my ears and patience, he did neither, but even so, the refusal was strange. The Hellhound tried to use a will-bending ruby pendant on me last night, and I still had it in my pouch. He hadn’t asked about it or seemed to notice it missing. Not yet. He seemed paranoid to a state beyond reason, fearful of shadows at midday.

	What had happened in the canyon after I left him wrapped in webs? It could have been nothing, just a night of scourging dreams. Had the sedative inside my capsule provoked a toxic response in the Surface man’s body? Had the surge of my reawakened psionic defense damaged his mind? Had my interrogation somehow left him with a crumbling will after our struggle? It was too soon to tell how he may or may not recover.

	Upon further recollection, I realized I must also consider that stone which had dropped from somewhere up high, scaring me out of my skin and preventing me from killing the man. I must weigh that feeling of dread which had overtaken me the moment before I jammed Kurn’s own dagger in the hollow of his throat.

	How well-timed, and how it urged me to run and escape while I could.

	I would have killed the Ma’ab then. Something stopped me.

	Not an hour later, Gavin was tending my wounds and told me he had sensed a magical aura near the camp. It concerned the dour man enough to tell me, when often I must extract words from him like they were teeth.

	I could not pretend it had been me and Kurn alone in that canyon; something else had been there. The Ma’ab survived but was in this volatile state, and there nowhere out here could I leave him behind where he could not track me. So here, I followed his lead.

	Keep the wild dog in sight, I suppose.

	My usual hunger returned despite all this; my endurance tested as Kurn pushed the herd harder. We went longer without stopping than any day thus far. I had some provisions on me to eat atop Gavin’s mare. He had more in the saddlebags, but I needed time to forage. I thought wistfully how most of the antlered beast dragged to the canyon yesterday had been wasted, plenty of drying meat left behind in the hastiness of our departure.

	No one seemed to have much appetite except me. I chewed and swallowed what was in my pouch whenever we would slow to a walk; I was deliberate and slow so I dropped none of it in our jaunting travel. This pattern went on long enough that Gavin looked over his shoulder at me as if to note it; he may have commented had he not confirmed the reason last night.

	A death mage knows I’m pregnant.

	In having to balance this concern with everything else, I envied my Sisters, Gaelan and Jael, if they traveled their missions alone. If they had joined a group, I couldn’t imagine what it would look like.

	Not as disparate and petty as this one.

	I had been sure of my benefit from their experience and knowledge, however, especially Gavin and Rithal. I had been able to make a way into a closed group as a foreigner among outsiders. I should expect it came with these difficulties; there were some things which couldn’t be kept from mages who read auras.

	Gavin promised he would say nothing.

	When we at last stopped to water the horses, it was at a smaller “branch” of the big river coming. We were also in the full heat of the day, the Sun a couple hours past its zenith. Without shade, the break couldn’t be a restful one. I longed to travel at night. Perhaps I could walk the Midway while they slept, and they could catch me up when the Sun rose?

	Indeed, and then what? Would I slump into Reverie on the back of a moving animal, tying myself to the death mage like unconscious Castis?

	The monk would be thrilled.

	I’d long ago given up trying to see; my eyes were closed behind my mask when I slid off the mare and stepped away to test the water and refill my skin. My ears and nose were keen enough to sense the males and their beasts around me and get the task done without stumbling in their way. Meanwhile, Mathias and Rithal quickly worked together on some task.

	My ears twitched when I heard the word shade.

	I peeked one watering eye open, watching through the slit in my mask as the Dwarf pulled out two metal rods tucked between his pony’s saddle and blanket. He gave them a brisk twist, somehow unlocking them, and extended them into useable tent poles before locking them into place.

	Mathias had a lightweight canvas he’d been carrying for his lean-to at night, using the trees and branches for structure. They combined the two, raising the fluttering shade and beating the poles into the soft, rich soil, creating a decent spot out of the relentless Sun in the middle of the Midway.

	Intensely envious, I anticipated squeezing into the tiny patch of shadow afforded by Gavin’s mare when she was finished drinking. Then, while Rithal tended both his pony and Mathias’s gelding, the skin hunter looked my way and wordlessly beckoned me with his arm, patting a shaded spot in the long grass.

	I glanced at Gavin, who was tending his horse, and Kurn and Castis, who were grumbling to each other farther upstream. I decided to accept a seat in the open half-tent next to the bearded Noble. At last, I could take down my hood and enjoy some of the breeze. I sighed deeply, eyes shut again, and heard Mathias chuckle softly.

	“Take a nap,” he suggested. “We’ll be here for a while.”

	“Not likely,” I murmured, thinking of the fresh bandages on my back, covering cuts from my fall upon the rocks and which Shyntre’s pellets were helping to close. “Is it possible we will travel more at night?”

	“Not in full dark, we’ll break our horses’ legs. But we’ll start early, break during the heat of the day, and continue in late afternoon, as far as we can into the evening. Farther if there’s an early, full moon.”

	My mouth tightened. “Seems we missed midday.”

	“Yes, we pushed harder than we can sustain. Don’t worry, it’ll catch up to him. Everyone will need a nap, even Kurn.”

	I hadn’t appreciated the inevitability of this moment until I sat here. There was no hidden cave or tree to rest apart from camp; for the first time, I may have to lay in Reverie with the men. In answer to my rising nerves, my spiders became restless in their pouch.

	“Kurn! Castis!” Rithal barked, and I peeked again, his stout arm waving them toward us. “We gotta talk.”

	The Ma’ab upstream were two blurry, pale faces with black spots for eyes. They looked creepy from this distance. The redbeard faced them, standing straight with his fists on his sides.

	“Gonna talk!” said the Dwarf again. “C’mere. We need a plan.”

	Gavin led his mare closer to the shade to graze while he remained standing to my left, resilient in the wind and sun as if it didn’t bother him. But then, he had traveled out this way once, beginning somewhere near Manalar and alone for many days.

	At least the apprentice appeared to be making a statement to the other mage approaching. Castis had tried to roast me with his fire spell as he blamed me for Kurn missing from camp, and the death mage had cancelled his spell with one of his own. I remembered the off chill which had spilled out as the magic collapsed.

	Leaving their horses to graze by the stream, Kurn and Castis approached Rithal, facing the Sunlight with brows furrowed, eyes squinting in the glare. They had each tied a grey cloth around their head to deflect the light from above, but I wondered if their pale cheeks would burn berry-red or brown without trees? Mathias, Rithal, and Gavin had taken varying tans to their skin.

	Skin turns darker in the Desert, Rithal told me, and hair turns white with age.

	Sighing, I closed my eyes to rest them as the Dwarf remained planted like a stout tree between us. I listened as he spoke, frankly.

	“Are we still on the mission tah take down the Bishops an’ Witch Hunners?”

	“For certain,” Castis said in monotone.

	“Good. Can ye leave the Elf alone from now on?”

	Kurn inhaled to argue, and Rithal roared before the large man could speak.

	“I’m not guidin’ ye this far to play power games with a fey lass and lose sight o’ the goal!”

	There was a long, silent pause broken only by rustling grass. Neither man nor bearded Dwarf shifted when Rithal addressed the Hellhound again.

	“Ye attacked her last night.”

	“She has been flaunting her arrogance since the Tower!” Kurn barked.

	“Look inna mirror,” said the Dwarf. “Ye attacked her, an’ she got away. She didn’t kill ye, though she could’ve. Figure yerself lucky an’ give it up. It ain’t gonna end well.”

	I peeked again. The Ma’ab glared dangerously at him, then at me, but Rithal continued.

	“Sirana was right, I shoulda said more before now. I’m sick o’ this, Kurn. Ye two are kids tah me. I promise if ye don’t get yer cocks under control, we’re partin’ ways at Troshin Bend, an’ I’m takin’ Mathias, Sirana, an’ Gavin with me tah Manalar. The sorcerer will back me up. Meet yer army earlier than planned. Tell ‘em what ye will.”

	“Fine by me,” said the skin hunter. “I’m here for the pay and the challenge. Got no loyalty for either side.”

	Gavin grunted; we assumed it was agreement. I waited in silence for the response without stirring their tension, though I really wanted to laugh.

	“That dark creature will stab us in our sleep,” Castis hissed.

	“Only if Kurn tries to fuck me again,” I said loudly. “I don’t want his filthy staff, and unruly cocks like him have their shit-puckers churned raw where I come from, well before they try to mount a Red Sister!”

	Affronted rage boiled out of both Ma’ab even as they laughed.

	“Do try, black witch, do try!” Castis crowed.

	“You will run again,” Kurn snarled. “Coward Sister.”

	I ground my teeth. I should have killed him; damn whatever made me hesitate! My spiders scrambled inside my pouch as if to promise to rectify that, and I subtly touched the laces, waiting for the slightest sound of threat coming toward me.

	Then Mathias barked a laugh into the tense air, making me jump.

	“Unruly cocks get shit-puckers what?” the bearded Noble remarked, leaning casually on his hands. “‘Churned raw’? Poetic! So in plain Trade, you’ll shove something up his ass if he touches you again?”

	“Yes,” I promised. “And if he spurts, it’s by accident.”

	“Hahaha! Have you done it before?”

	“Absolutely.”

	Well, with my fingers. Usually to make him spurt.

	Mathias fell onto his back with another howl of laughter, and Rithal shook his head with a reluctant chortle. The larger Ma’ab sounded like he wore a mean smile when he next spoke.

	“You do not know the Hellhounds, witch. We take such threats from foreign women as an invitation to try harder.”

	“For Blaine’s sake, put it up,” Rithal rumbled. “Yer not part o’ the pack, Kurn, yer a loner onna fuckin’ espionage mission and pulling at yer leash like an untrained mongrel at the first whiff of a bitch.”

	“How dare—” Castis began.

	“Shut it!” the Dwarf barked, and Mathias stopped chuckling. “Why am I havin’ tah remind ye both? Who’s yer officer who sent ye? Or are ye not with yer pack because they were tryin’ tah get ye out of their beards?”

	That was a good question, and an excellent turn of offense met with only silence. Then Kurn turned on his heel and tromped through the grass toward his horse, Castis soon following.

	“Hoi!” Rithal called. “Gonna keep it in yer pants, or what?”

	“I’ll not touch her venomous hide!” shouted the Hellhound with petulance. “Let us cross the Midway, yes?”

	“Fine by me,” Mathias said again, no doubt smiling again.

	Rithal exhaled, and his stout frame finally shifted in the grass. He turned and said to me, “Keep yer guard up, Elf, but tis a start.”

	“Thank you, Rithal,” I said. “I would rather speak for myself, but he will not listen to me.”

	“I know the type. I gotcher back now. I changed my mind what I said in the canyon, I’m tired o’ this shit.”

	“I’ll not start the fight, Rithal. I didn’t before.”

	“Yeah. I believe ye.” He exhaled, lowering his voice below the breeze. “Still got the ruby?”

	I nodded affirmative.

	“Keep it quiet fer now. All o’ you. No taunts. I gotta figure this out.”

	Rithal returned to his pony, probably searching for something to do, when Mathias turned to me again.

	“What sort of tool does a Red Sister use on ‘unruly’ assholes, if it’s a regular act?”

	“It’s not males alone,” I answered coldly. “Any Davrin of age with an ‘asshole’ may fear it from the Sisterhood.”

	“Red Sisters don’t target children?”

	“No. There are other ways.”

	“Does that count for, say, Human kids?”

	I realized I hadn’t seen one yet, but… No, I couldn’t.

	“It counts.”

	“So firm. Hmm,” the man hummed curiously. “You didn’t answer my question.”

	I smirked. “What do you imagine we use? A false phallus, usually larger than natural.”

	“A hand tool?”

	“No, attached to us.” I motioned toward my crotch. “By magic.”

	Mathias was dead silent.

	Uh-oh, what have I done?

	He blew out a breath. “Wow. I speak truth, Sirana, I want to see that sometime. If not mounting Kurn, maybe another grown man who deserves it.”

	I grimaced at not having the option more than his surprising interest. “I do not have that tool with me. It was not… issued as a necessity.”

	“Ah. Pity. Really.” The skin hunter hummed to himself again. “Well. I could find a ‘false phallus’ easily at Troshin Bend, and I can think of a type we’ll run into sooner or later. Not even Rithal would protest you lodging something in his ass if, you know, you wanted to work out some frustration.”

	Still nudging? I made a face behind my mask at this unexpected turn in conversation. This was also the point when Gavin moved away. The apprentice grabbed a small blanket from his saddle to drape over his head and shoulders while he sat in the grass, pulling out the small book which he always had with him.

	Mathias glanced his way but wasn’t finished with me. “Is it a ‘duty,’ Red Sister? One you don’t really enjoy?”

	It depends, I didn’t say.

	I certainly knew how it felt at both ends. I could be aroused either way.

	I’m a bit aroused now. Damn it.

	I grumbled inside; I was also hot and hungry, sitting exposed upon the Midway. I’d been threatened by a dog gripping his bone, my blood was flowing, and yet I’d held my actions yet again as I studied the men altering their positions between each other with me as the point of contention. As they had at the tower.

	I didn’t know what to do with this sudden encouragement from another in our party. How had I touched on this taste I couldn’t know the nobleman had with so simple a threat? Wasn’t it the same as Kurn’s?

	“You want to ‘watch,’ Mathias?” My lips widening as I thought to test his resolve. “What if you were in the straps, having your netherhole spread open as I taunt you? Would you still want to see me do it?”

	Mathias paused again, and then I wondered if I’d gone too far.

	“Interesting proposal. I guess it depends if there’s something new you can teach me, Red Sister. Is there? If you can’t show me anything new, it’s only fair I’d get my turn to show you.”

	He astonished me with the utter lack of insult in his reply, sliding with ease to a rogue humor which was vaguely familiar. I kept my mouth closed rather than let it fall open, but my mean smile collapsed as I sought a reply to that challenge next. I stamped down any tinge of insult, as he had.

	“Hm,” I grunted. “Is this why you are called a ‘skin hunter’ instead of bounty seeker? You force sex before collecting the bounty?”

	I heard the broad smile in his voice. “Close enough. You could say I’m an interrogator not afraid to get my hands dirty. Why Sarilis called me, in truth. The other reasons were presented as not to tempt Kurn’s stubbornness against taking me on.”

	“An interrogator,” I repeated.

	“Yes. We might need to ‘persuade’ Witch Hunters to part with some information the closer we get to Manalar.”

	I pursed my lips and thought that over. I decided to ask. “And you say Rithal would not protest this?”

	Mathias leaned closer, lowering his voice. “Witch Hunters are the sole reason Rithal is putting up with these Ma’ab jesters. We both want to get our hands on some if it’s all crashing down soon, anyway.”

	“Revenge?”

	“The Dwarf, definitely.” The man chuckled. “Me, I want the challenge. I have some new tricks to try. I’m also listening for tips if you’ll share.”

	Curious to think about. Was there anything I’d seen in Sivaraus that he hadn’t in his travels? It depended what “challenges” he’d taken in his short life. This was not what I’d expected from the young lord’s brother who had told me to go home lest something “terrible” happen to a young girl.

	The moment stretched, and Mathias’s tone was jovial as he added, “I bet you didn’t blink behind that mask, Sirana.”

	Huh?

	“Why should I have blinked, Mathias?”

	“Witch Hunters are men only. No chance of interrogating a woman.”

	I shrugged. “So?”

	I heard his lips draw back from his teeth in a broad grin. “Heh. Never quite believed one who thought like you could exist, but here you are.”

	I arched a brow though he couldn’t see it. “You’re being obtuse, skin hunter.”

	“You didn’t flinch at my saying I wanted to catch a Witch Hunter and learn some new tricks from you ‘churning him raw.’ Did you think I was going to use a lacquered prick in my hand when I’ve got one of my own?”

	Oh. Well, he was right about not flinching. Such enjoyment was no different from Jaunda’s tastes, really.

	“Is there something…” I grasped for the word. “Forbidden in what you say?”

	“Men mounting men?” Mathias shrugged. “Depends where you are. I know it’s forbidden at Manalar, and every Witch Hunter believes it a sin.”

	“A sin,” I repeated.

	“Do you know what that is?”

	“No.”

	“Ha! I think I like you more than before, Red Sister.”

	My tone was dry. “Thank you.”

	Mathias maintained a genuine smile with a predator’s tilt. He was having fun; and I believed him when he continued. “I’ve never seen a woman force sex on a man and make him take it up the ass. Yet, I believe you could, even being so small. All you must do is side-step the strength advantage, like you’ve done already.”

	He leaned in again, his voice for certain encouraging. “You left Kurn in the canyon when you could have punished him, I’m sure. I’d like to understand why. Tell me. Was it because you didn’t have the ‘tool’ issued for that purpose? Would you have used it on him if you had it?”

	I lowered my head in thought, pulling a thick thread of grass, and decided quickly not to speak of the mysterious presence which had frightened me away. Nor could I admit that my unborn concerned me far more than engaging in spiteful fights or dominating couplings.

	However, this did not change that Mathias was seeking an ally, or at least approval in his desires against the Witch Hunters. I knew what he wanted to hear, but did I want to get involved in this? What cause had I to offer ways to torment a Witch Hunter when one could just kill him? Then again, having cause may only be a matter of time. Mathias Briar had spoken so at Sarilis’s tower.

	One glimpse at her, and the Witch Hunters won’t let it go.

	What did that mean? How dangerous were they to one like me? And why?

	“Even if I’d had the magic cock,” I muttered in answer, “I imagined it would be difficult working with you and Rithal if I did more to Kurn. Castis would prove dangerous enough to kill as well.”

	“I love that. ‘Magic cock.’“ The skin hunter’s grin didn’t falter. “I wouldn’t have cared, but you couldn’t know that. The other two? Yes, nothing but problems. Makes sense. That’s smart. But you’re saying the struggle didn’t arouse you?”

	I chose not to lie to him. “No, it did not. But that is Kurn himself who doesn’t arouse me.”

	“Oh? You do get aroused in contested ruts?”

	I nodded readily. “I have before. Female and males, both.”

	Mathias exhaled slowly. “What about race? Other kinds turn you on, or is it only other Davrin?”

	Good question. Except for my… curiosity about Tamuril, I hadn’t longed for any of the few Surfacers I’d met, but that was only a handful. I had many times lamented the idea of no hands but my own between my legs for the rest of the year, so… would I relent at some point? Say, with a Human or a Dwarf? It was an odd match in my mind.

	“I do not know,” I answered. “I’ve not been on the Surface long enough to say.”

	“Honest answer. I appreciate that.” He lifted a curious brow. “You like sex overall? Or only the Red Sister kind?”

	His tone made me smile despite myself. “Are you proposing I try sex with you?”

	The man chuckled. “Actually, no. I want men, but I do enjoy comparing sketches with smart women who like to fuck as well.”

	Comparing sketches.

	Trading information, he meant, and sex greased that squeaky hinge here when it had been difficult to begin that trade with Gavin. This was closer to what Rausery had said might happen with Humans, yet it had not arisen in the manner I might have expected.

	I smiled. “I understand. Yes, Mathias, I like to fuck as I like to fight.”

	“Hear, hear,” he said, grinning, his own curiosity satisfied for the moment.
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	I remained awake through our midday break and the long ride far into the evening which brought us in sight of the biggest river we had to cross. Choosing a place to camp wasn’t difficult; we chose a slight incline that wasn’t soggy from snowmelt. I was tired, my back sore, dirty, and itchy, and my middle stabbed me such hunger pangs, that I wished to forage with someone my first night on the plains rather than deduce what I could alone. I thought Gavin could be discreet and understand my urgency.

	“Rithal would be the expert,” murmured the death mage as he checked his mare’s legs following the lengthy run. “Mathias, as well. Both are hunters, I am not. I made do with what I brought and was lucky to spot any nests for eggs. I spent many nights hungry.”

	There was no embarrassment in admitting the lack of skill; it was a statement only. He didn’t know the Midway as well as the mountains.

	“A’right,” Rithal announced in a loud voice before we’d done more than build a firepit and a lean-to. “Who all can see in th’ dark to scrounge something to eat?”

	Silence, and I figured he must be half-jesting as the Ma’ab rolled their eyes.

	“We shall wait until moonrise,” Castis said, “as before.”

	“Fine. Gonna weigh it with the watch order. Decide when we get back.” Rithal looked at me. “Sirana?”

	“I can see,” I said. “I can hunt now.”

	The redbeard grinned as he sucked a finger and tested the air. Turning South, he waved his hand. “Great. Come with me. Mathias, Gavin, okay stayin’?”

	The customary grunt overlapped with, “Yup.”

	Hoping a fireball wouldn’t erupt in camp while we were away, I walked in long strides alongside Rithal away from camp, descending slightly and heading upwind. Soon, we were out of earshot, if not out of view.

	“You can see in the dark?” I asked.

	“Better than them,” replied the Dwarf. “What about you? You see colors or just grey?”

	“In starlight and moonlight, I see colors,” I said. “Deep in a cave, I see shades of…” I paused, not knowing if a Trade word existed for Radiants. “Grey. I see in grey. Well enough to read expressions in detail if close.”

	“Good. I lose a bit o’ color at night, replaced with grey farther out I look. But it don’ go black for me like it does Humans. They ain’t lying, they really can’t see without moons or fire, unless some mage worked out a spell for temporary dark sight.”

	I made note. “Can you see deep inside a cave without fire or magical light?”

	“A little,” he admitted. “I didn’ grow up in the mines or undercity of Taiding. More familiar with pastures and rolling hills, so some o’ my far-kin are better at it than me.”

	“Taiding,” I asked with interest. “A Dwarven underground city?”

	“Half of it. Other half is up top. Has city streets an’ shops, tombs and gardens, everything.”

	Hmm.

	Abruptly, my stomach growled, and a shooting stab of pain reminded me why we were out here. Rithal chuckled as I grimaced.

	“Right. Lemme show ya how to find stuff we can eat.” He glanced my way with humorous eyes. “Gotta say, ye have the healthiest appetite o’ any skinny girl I met.”

	“I’m not skinny,” I protested. “I’m a fighter. I burn food quickly despite my size.”

	“Fair point, Elf. Let’s take advantage o’ that color vision at night.”
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	Rithal and I returned with a heavy sack of wide roots, eggs, some edible plants, and a handful of small ground rodents. We were expected to share, and it didn’t stretch far with Kurn’s massive bulk to feed, but the small meal gave me a second wind and more time. I would have to go out again later tonight and apply what I’d learned.

	“Sleeping alone again?” the Hellhound asked, addressing me with neither name nor slur.

	“No,” I said. “Sleeping in camp.”

	He grunted, curling his nostril. “We do same watch order.”

	Indeed, the order which interrupted Gavin’s rest the most in the hours before dawn and gave me time for Reverie until I woke and stayed awake through the last three watches. I’d have plenty of time to forage.

	I waited through the near-silent meal and settling for sleep for Kurn to ask about his ruby. I no longer had it; during our foraging, Rithal had convinced me to pass it to him.

	“Castis will be able tah see it on ye if he tries. Surprised he hasn’t already.”

	We had agreed it must be that Kurn hadn’t told Castis it was missing, yet.

	“Better the Ma’ab don’ find it on ye at all, Elf. Give it tah me. I don’t know how tah use it, but I will keep it in neutral ground.”

	Wordlessly, I had handed it over to him. I still had the blue saphgar around my neck beneath my leather armor. It had heated up during Kurn’s mental attack with the ruby, as it had not since I’d left Sivaraus.

	With plenty of time to think on the back of Gavin’s mare today, I had a good guess what had happened. As Shyntre’s pendant had blocked the mind-reading or will-bending magic from Elder D’Shea and Priestess Wilsira down below, so, too, had it helped block the Ma’ab’s enslaving stone.

	I had planned to keep both in the hope that the saphgar would lessen the ruby’s potency, as Headmaster Phaelous noted in its properties. It wouldn’t have worked by now; a single day wasn’t enough or Callitro’s ring and all magic-touched tools on my belt would be useless.

	Rithal was right, I’d decided. Castis seeing the aura of the ruby on me was an inevitable and volatile confrontation if I kept it. At least, now, I could use my spider guardians at any time; my little ones would not receive such mixed signals, bite or don’t. The Queen’s geas was satisfied, I knew of the missing Sathoet, if not his Mother.

	Kurn saw the half-blood among the Ma’ab army, used for training purposes.

	To discover more, I needed someone who knew about the Ma’ab without having any loyalty. Rithal or—

	“You can lie by me,” Mathias said with a yawn. “I’ll share space with you.”

	“Thank you, Mathias.”

	I noted Kurn’s beetling brow hearing this; he looked suspicious of the other man. I refrained from suggesting to the Ma’ab that Mathias wanted nothing which lay between my legs because Mathias hadn’t volunteered that since he arrived at the tower. He had mentioned Kurn refusing to take him on if he knew Mathias’s real desires with the Witch Hunters.

	I agreed with the discretion, for I’d seen the reaction when I suggested Castis was the bigger man’s “stress reliever” on the road. Kurn’s indignant response had been telling: “Enough, witch, you’ll speak no more of such disgusting things!”

	Disgusting, hm? Men seeking release on each other; this consideration with how I interacted was fairly new to me. Buas caught playing in secret made Sivaraus females intensely jealous that they were ignored, and the retaliation could be severe, but talk of disgust hadn’t been the first response.

	The Davrin caits and their Mothers hated the audacity of rejection, as if the buas had that power over us. I could imagine the feeling if Shyntre and Auslan tried to draw that line, pushing me away as they embraced each other. It was a defiant taunt set to boil any cait’s blood.

	Putting my homeland aside, however, I kept turning this thought over where it came to Humans, where the male was larger and aggressive. Was this close to the “sin” that the nobleman skin hunter had mentioned? Were the Ma’ab and the Manalari similar in this expectation among their male enforcers? Or was Kurn an outlier, sent far from his fellow soldiers with only a Noble mage for company?

	This pairing for espionage seemed strange in hindsight. What if, for example, I had been sent on a long trek with Curgia of House Itlaun? What purpose did that have unless there was some other goal? I wondered if all was as it seemed then kicked myself.

	Would you need to ask such a question in Sivaraus to know the answer, Sirana?

	Before long I convinced Gavin to sleep under the open-side tent as well; there was enough space for four with the canvas stretched tight and at a lower angle to the ground than it had been earlier. There wasn’t room to sit up without forehead meeting the fabric, but it had been staked lower to extend over a greater footprint for dew protection instead of tall shade from the Sun.

	The body scents were thick under the cloth, and I wasn’t used to the sound of a Dwarf rumbling as he breathed. There wasn’t an easy way to run out into the grass if I needed to, either, but Kurn and Castis made their own tent, and once the men around me drifted off, my spiders were calm when I let them out. I slipped another of Shyntre’s mud-pellets beneath my tongue to help my itching back and lay on my side, my arm beneath my head.

	~Keep watch. We’ll get food later.~

	I could swear I heard my guardians’ chimes of acknowledgement before my eyes closed.
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	Gavin sat upright in the grass when I finished Reverie, sharpening and polishing his cloth-rolls of small tools. Many a traveling companion would have criticized that he couldn’t see far from that vantage point; given his talent to see living creatures like floating, mystical lanterns if they crept close enough, his being alert was good enough for me.

	I stretched, felt only a small twinge and my spiders untroubled at my nape; I gathered them to return them to their pouch. The other four males were oblivious to the world, and I crept to sit next to Gavin. He leaned away out of lifelong habit but didn’t shift his bottom, and I waited for him to return to a tolerant posture.

	“Do my guardians speak truth?” I murmured to him. “No trouble.”

	Gavin shrugged and continued working his scalpel carefully against a whetstone. “The Ma’ab seem to have worn themselves out this night. I’m sure they will be livelier in future nights.”

	Nodding agreement, I asked, “What is a ‘sin’ among Manalari?”

	I sensed a chill arise around the death mage as he paused. Uh-oh…what?

	He said, “A sin is a deliberate transgression against a divine order.”

	Tidy.

	I pondered that, and my elder sisters at House Thalluen came to mind. Put this way, I did see a type of “sin” among my own, but it was simple as denouncing Braqth or the Priestesses. Of course, they wouldn’t like such rebellion. Punishment ensued to dissuade further defiance to their power.

	“Who decides what is divine order at Manalar?” I asked.

	“The Bishops, though that is a much-debated question to me. I see mortal men arguing like children without parents. They have little choice but to set some boundaries without confirmation from the higher being they invoke. It becomes a self-serving method for a few to bully the masses into compliance.”

	I frowned. “What if a people received confirmation from that higher being? And it amounted to the same actions in the clerics’ claims?”

	Gavin arched a dark brow as his blade caught moonlight. “That sounds rather terrifying.”

	I smirked. Says one who can see the dead. “I suppose it is. Your main complaint is there is no confirmation from, um…”

	“Musanlo.”

	“What?”

	“The Sun God.”

	“Oh. Right.”

	“And you are correct. There is no confirmation which convinces me at Manalar. I see a band of powerful mages calling themselves ‘bishops,’ putting on a show while servile monks and enforcers babble the same prayers over and over like they, too, can control the weather.” I grunted, and Gavin turned to study me. “Do you suggest you have confirmation of the code of your…?”

	“Spider queen.” I hesitated. “Although, the ‘code’ changes as needed. Her clerics revel in causing fear and do not deny this appetite.”

	Gavin shook his head. “How have you any structure to your society? Is it all backstabbing and sleeping with one eye open?”

	I was about to confirm what my childhood and years at Court had been like but paused. “There is… some structure. There are some who protect each other from spontaneous feedings.”

	“Interesting way to put it. It gives the impression you are all clambering along threads in a web.” I made a face for how accurate that was, and the death mage squinted at me in the dark. “You have confirmed clerical connection to a higher being, yet you’re skeptical toward those clerics as I am. Why?”

	As if I’d had time to think that through?

	“It’s not… higher,” I tried, failing to grasp that idea. “The Abyss is another plane. We know it exists. The spider queen grants genuine power, and there are known rituals to obtain it. There is another qu…”

	I choked, my throat closing painfully on itself. I clutched at my neck, my eyes wide in shock. Gavin’s eyes widened as well, but he made no sound until I’d caught my breath and calmed down.

	“Your supreme being is a demon from another plane,” he murmured. “You know this, and your superiors accept the power granted on this plane. And that is all.”

	I nodded.

	“Yet you have no concept of ghosts,” he continued, “or of ‘sin’ on account of this certainty. It sounds less a concept of gods and more the use of power. Would you say your worship is secular?”

	“Secular?” I shook my head.

	“Wholly of this world and its consequences during life.” Gavin paused, adding, “Rather than your behavior being dictated and consumed with what happens when this life is ended.”

	I blinked, admittedly confused. “I have never thought about what happens when this life is ended. It’s nothing, unless we are forced into becoming a…”

	A Drider.

	“Becoming what?” Gavin asked.

	“A mindless spider-beast,” I said. “A punishment from the clerics. A Davrin is alive but not as they were born. The body is monstrous and diseased. It is unclear when the torment might end, if ever. It is a powerful threat.”

	Gavin’s dark eyebrows lifted. “Hm. We have similar threats and fears, but there is no proof of eternal punishment I could attribute to Musanlo without doubt. There is only punishment from other men or, perhaps in ways I do not understand, from devils and demons manipulating them. As they are you, you’re merely aware of it.”

	I fell quiet to ponder that while he wiped oil off one small blade and selected another. Mathias had told me it was not “comforting” to know that demons were true and real on this world. Was it, in reverse, comforting to have that plausible deniability of the Sun God when a man desires other men? At least such as had been decided by someone else to be against a divine order.

	He seemed to only care because they have Witch Hunters to enforce it.

	I said, “You say the Bishops have no proof of their God that you would believe in the same way I can witness the existence of Abyssal magic.”

	Gavin grunted. “I have heard the argument that the more powerful the god, the less they show themselves in any direct way, for our sake. Be it to allow unguided growth and change or because interfering would cause unimaginable destruction. A ‘god’ that must always dance in front of followers to convince them he is real is either a trickster or is still gaining strength.”

	I stared at the uncomely scholar as I allowed it to sink in, this shift in how I’d always viewed Braqth. That was a fascinating idea. The Spider Queen a dancing trickster gaining power? That worked for her, but what of Musanlo?

	I smirked. One problem for this to fit him.

	“As one unaccustomed to the Sun,” I said, “I might suggest Musanlo’s presence is quite constant and direct, so much that you are blind to it. Look around you. The plants grow because of the daylight, yes? You have all this abundance I do not because of that burning ball above. You can’t help but worship it, though you do not know why it is there.”

	Gavin blinked and looked around, able to see by moonlight. He scowled in thought. “It is not the proof that the Bishops claim governs them. Nor is it the proof they would want, I think.”

	“So, they ignore it?” I chuckled. “Since when do they get to choose the proof that they would want from a Sun god they claim not to see?”

	“An interesting idea, I will grant you. Perhaps this god exists only in what is before us and does not favor taking advantage of ‘divine order’ governing small men. Not such as a devil or demon might among mortals.”

	Wow. I’d grown up being told they arrived together, and I’d believed it. Would I think like this man after a mere quarter century, if the threat of damnation weren’t so real that it could eat me like a bug in a web?

	Does this separate a deity from a demon, then? And what of ghosts, how does this fit in?

	I waited a few instants. “Gavin?”

	His wandering gaze turned my way.

	“We know you are half-Ma’ab, but you don’t speak the language. Kurn and Sarilis assume Ma’ab soldiers fell upon a Manalari woman to make her catch, and her male child was given to an all-male monastery to raise. Is this true?”

	Gavin frowned and cleaned a flaying tool. “The simplest answer is often the correct one. Can you imagine a pious man of Musanlo coupling with an enemy Ma’ab witch?”

	I smiled; oddly, a hostile D’Shea and a cloistered Phaelous crossed my mind. “Maybe. The unlikelihood doesn’t disprove it. You could simply deny it.”

	He didn’t. Not immediately.

	“Is that how you learned there were other planes before I mentioned them?” I asked. “Why you resist the prayers and life of the monks given your care. Your mother gifted you with your death magic?”

	“I might not call it a gift,” he muttered. “More that her heritage is something I cannot escape having drawn my first breath. A boy seeing ghosts and always able to predict if someone will or won’t recover from illness may as well learn about death.”

	“From her?” I prodded.

	Gavin shook his head, his lank hair falling into his eyes. “She died in childbirth. Her Vis left this plane without a trace. Nothing lingered, not even around her unmarked grave.”

	I frowned. “Wait. She was buried near the monastery? So a Ma’ab ‘witch’ gave birth there?”

	The moody apprentice turned dark eyes to me, his lips pursed tight. “I’ve wondered why she was never discovered by the Bishops’ Hunters, who came by often for our hospitality. I assure you; my father was too fanatical to offer any facts about this glaring incongruency in upholding his own faith.”

	“Ah. Your father was a monk? Disallowed a companion and children, wasn’t he? For ‘purity’?”

	Gavin shrugged like he didn’t care; it wasn’t convincing. He tested the sharpness of his scalpel’s edge. “I looked enough like my mother, not him, that he never claimed me as anything but a bastard she squeezed out while in their care. They assumed she must have rutted with a vagrant before they found her. Somehow, as the monastery’s archimandrite, my father proclaimed it was his duty to raise a righteous man out of her foul issue.”

	I smirked. “And everyone believed that?”

	“It seemed so. I was treated by all as a foundling with no lineage.”

	“Hm? But you have a lineage. Hers.”

	“She doesn’t count. Nor would she if she had been Manalari.”

	I sneered. “And I suppose your magic doesn’t count, either.”

	“Just more proof to them that she was cursed, and it was passed on with tainted blood which needed cleansing.”

	Yes, I remembered the hot iron he’d mentioned, pain intended to drive the devil out of the boy who saw ghosts. “Why go to the trouble, if he pretended you weren’t his?”

	“An excellent question. As good as why he laid with the witch to begin with, and then hid her and her swelling belly from Witch Hunters.”

	Gavin paused in pressing his tool to his skin. I wasn’t sure if the small cut had been an accidental slip or not. Either way, he was bleeding.

	“He never confessed before he died,” the death mage murmured, smearing his thumb and forefinger together. “And what he said afterward was nonsense.”

	A chill ran up my spine. To think I’d laughed in Kurn’s face when Gavin claimed he’d poisoned all the monks at the monastery before he left. I believed him now.

	“You can interrogate the dead?” I asked quietly.

	“I haven’t a lot of practice. Sometimes I can hear what the Vis wants to say. Other times,” Gavin scowled, “they deny making any sense of my questions.”

	Like the monk-sire he clearly loathes.

	I began to wonder. Was this his basis for negotiating with me, a “black witch,” without ever once calling me that? His mother was a witch, a Ma’ab one; he did not get his blood from some hound-soldier. The woman harbored the death magic while simultaneously bearing him his life. For some reason, the monks let her live long enough to achieve this.

	But he never knew her. Not even as a ghost.

	“Rethinking being so at ease with a murderer?” Gavin said as though he expected the affirmative but didn’t care either way.

	Is he jesting?

	I chuckled lowly. “I think you’re in like company, apprentice. You bore torture when you were too small to defend yourself. When you were larger and knowledgeable, you denied their reasoning for why you must suffer at their hands. You ended their opportunity to continue their enjoyment in using you or anyone else to justify their existence. I approve.”

	Gavin turned to look at me with suspicion. “You’ll pardon my saying this is exactly the sort of reassurance I would expect to hear from a devil or a demon.”

	I rolled my eyes. “I am interested if you discovered a taste for it. Like Sarilis.”

	Or Mathias.

	When he didn’t answer, I asked, “Have you continued poisoning others? Or explored other methods to hasten your learning about death?”

	His scowl grew quite ugly, but he answered. “No. Though I did not let opportunity to observe pass me by. I drifted among violent, fearful men and among many graves. They were what I knew.”

	“Until came the day you decided to cross the Midway.” I looked around at the open sky and vast grassland. “Where there seem far fewer of those.”

	“Indeed,” he remarked dryly.

	“And came upon a tower, tolerating more of the same until you were again unable to stay. And were forced out for reasons unknown.”

	Gavin held up a long, pale finger, picking up his kit and book with his other hand. “We may cease this discussion here. I am lying down.”

	I grinned. “Very well.” As he stood up, I added, “There is no judgment from me, mage. I am familiar with such stories among my own.”

	“A sure relief to hear,” he said without inflection.

	“I am glad. Sleep well.”


CHAPTER 2


	At dawn, before I needed a sun mask, we prepared to cross an exceptionally large river. It looked slow and ponderous from the bank, yet I knew how deceptive this could be though I’d never seen something of this size.

	A lot of our supplies are about to get wet.

	As if in response to this thought, Castis spread a square of treated leather over some stomped-down grass and motioned to it. “Place anything vulnerable to water here. This bundle will float and repel water. You shall receive it on the other bank.”

	Arrgh.

	I should not be surprised that the mage had a solution, and a good one at that. However, it would reveal things about my tools that I would rather these men not know. I would have to change pouches, switch up the knots and varying shades of leather assuming either Ma’ab was that observant—a caster certainly could be—and this was potentially catastrophic for my reflexes, as I had memorized these details in training.

	The wax-sealed vials I’d checked were strong and would survive the swim. My spiders were hidden in my hair, and my head must remain above water; there was no option, there. Various pastes and poisons were made to resist moisture for several years and remain potent. I wasn’t worried about them.

	Shyntre’s healing pellets, the sleep powder, and the remaining tranquilizer capsules I’d used on Kurn in the canyon were vulnerable to this lengthy submersion, as they worked by dissolution or dispersion. Despite being in water-repellant pouches proven effective against heavy rain, I couldn’t be sure they would stay sealed or if they would leak.

	While I deliberated, Rithal stepped closer to set his fire kit and a few closed and knotted pouches upon the leather, alongside Castis’s entire belt plus a small wooden box from his saddlebag. They’d done this before. Kurn added nothing to the collection as he stood guard with his arms crossed. His face was set between a smirk and a sneer. He had skipped his swordplay exercise this morning.

	Castis looked at Mathias expectantly.

	“I’m good,” said the nobleman, smiling through his beard. “I’ve done this plenty.”

	An accepting nod, then the dark-eyed mage looked at Gavin and me, his black eyebrows lifting in silent question.

	“Nothing, thank you,” said the death mage.

	“Not even your grimoire and ink?” Castis challenged.

	“I am not inexperienced.”

	My questioning glance saw Gavin look away from me; he didn’t have a solution for me, as well.

	Alright, I sighed inside.

	I removed the hand crossbow, quiver of bolts, short sword, and dagger they knew about, placing those temporarily in the grass. Then I released my entire belt of tools, bringing it forward.

	“That’s unnecessary weight,” Castis said.

	“Not much more than yours.”

	“My spell protects only so much mass. It must be essential.”

	I shrugged. “All is vulnerable.”

	The Ma’ab shook his head between disbelief and derision. “That seems foolish planning.”

	“There aren’t such large rivers in my lands. I have never seen this before. It is greater than you described.”

	“Perhaps return the ruby you stole,” his eyes flicked to Rithal, “and I will spend the extra components to carry this weight.”

	Day two. That didn’t take long.

	“She don’t have it,” Rithal interceded. “I grabbed it after finding Kurn in the canyon. She described it tah me in the attack.”

	The Hellhound snarled, “So, give it back, old one.”

	“Not when I know it bends wills,” the Dwarf rebuffed. “Tis a threat to anyone in this party, includin’ me.”

	Castis oozed Noble warning. “You shall not keep that gem, Rithal.”

	“Ye get it back when we part ways.” The redbeard shrugged. “Soon as Troshin Bend, if ye like.”

	“We are going to Manalar!” barked Kurn.

	“Then go, but I’m not guidin’ ye.”

	“What?”

	The redbeard made large gestures, ticking off his points. “Ye threatened me with siccin’ Hunners on me along the way, yet didn’t tell me about this ruby before ye tried it on the Elf, and yer not willin’ tah compromise on a piece that breaks all trust now we know about it. I keep it so none ye use it, or we fight for it now.”

	The Ma’ab laughed in derisive disbelief, though they noticed when I smiled with genuine interest and my hands moved. A fight here on this bank would end the same as it had with Tamuril, even without Gavin and Mathias preparing something behind my back.

	“Stubborn Dwarf,” Castis spoke like a curse.

	“Yeah, we’re famous fer that,” Rithal sneered in return, looking at the larger pale man. “What did ye think was gonna happen soon as ye used it an’ lost?”

	Kurn’s face reddened, and he resembled any number of caits I’d known below who loathed such reasonableness being spoken aloud. Castis rubbed his jaw, wanting to talk with the big man in private again but all he could manage was a brief exchange. While I didn’t understand the words, Rithal seemed to glean the gist as he nodded.

	“Perhaps we can negotiate further with the sorcerer,” said the Ma’ab Noble, “if you wish to take up with the dark one instead.”

	“Certain ye can,” Rithal agreed, folding his arms. “I gave it a shot, Castis, like ye convinced me at th’ tower. This ain’t gonna work how we planned. Not gonna get myself killed ‘cause of it.”

	“So, why choose this unknown creature over your contract?” asked the Noble Ma’ab. “She’s clearly not a mage, or the maknuut wouldn’t have needed to defend her from me. And how will you explain her at Troshin Bend?”

	“Now yer thinkin’,” Rithal replied. “We have some way to go. Gonna think about it. Pretty sure the sorcerer knows more, anyway. Maybe we renegotiate then, ‘less ye wanna fight over a ruby here in the grass, instead?”

	Kurn ground his teeth; I could hear it from where I stood. Castis weighed the situation as the Hellhound let the mage do the thinking at this moment. Mathias, Gavin, and I waited curiously, prepared for conflict but none overturning the narrow balance Rithal walked to determine how we were crossing the river.

	Castis’s dark eyes flicked to me. “Well. She seems to be obeying you for the moment, Dwarf.”

	Mathias emitted a quiet snort. I smirked.

	Rithal exhaled. “She’s listening tah me, yeah.”

	“With ears that large…” Kurn muttered without finishing.

	Larger than what’s between yours.

	Oddly, I was growing used to being talked about like a mysterious thing to be afraid of and hostile toward. I was unaccustomed to this attention among my own; I wasn’t worth it, I was a toy or pawn, but they didn’t know that. Still, arguing for myself hadn’t worked too well at the tower. Rithal seemed to be doing better, and the less I said, the more I saw. I was concerned what the two had said about the midway point.

	How will you explain her?

	In my experience, the older mages tended to ask the most cutting questions.

	“Very well,” Castis spoke decisively, adding with imperious command, “Sirana, add your belt to my wrap to stay dry. No metal. It shall be undamaged on the other side.”

	I bit the inside of my cheek and nodded.

	It was a tense, soggy crossing, especially handling the beasts as well—mine much smaller than theirs. We made it, though, and I regained my belongings with nothing missing. After we sorted out the food which was river-soaked despite our efforts, preparing to eat that first, Mathias pointed out a blob of what I thought was debris caught in the reeds on the other side.

	“Heh, that’s a good idea,” he said. “Weaving grass and reeds for a floater raft to drag along while you swim.”

	I squinted through my sun mask at the partly submerged clump and, oddly, it did seem like someone with hands might have crafted it in haste.

	That is a good idea.

	“Now you mention,” I teased, and the skin hunter grinned through his short beard.

	“Wasn’t going to miss someone swallowing the sour pie,” he said, mounting up on a squishing saddle and blanket.

	It would take the rest of the day to dry out in full, and we were caked by flying dirt-gusts before that happened. I sighed, my head mostly dry with three sets of tickling, arachnid feet settling in for another rolling lope.

	I wondered who had made that little raft Mathias had spotted on the bank, and whether we might catch up to them? Were that possible, I also wondered how we could be traveling so fast while the days of bickering dragged on like this?

	Only two days after conflict finally erupted in the canyon did I truly feel how much at a disadvantage I was in this foreign land, despite any boldness I’d presented or any risk I’d taken to attempt to blend my Valsharess’s geas with seeking either of my Sisters’ trails. The energy I spent on this day-to-day touch-and-go with the Ma’ab men meant I’d had far less to prepare for Troshin Bend. I had wasted a lot of time and distance.

	These insurgents needed to stop at this place regardless for supplies, and their “contract” was in question because of me. They may part ways and claimed to need the sorcerer as mediator. They still hadn’t spoken his name.

	How will you explain her?

	This wasn’t good. I worried while inexorably traveling forward if my nerves would hold long enough to spot any advantage at all, or what solution either Rithal or I would come up with.
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	There followed some days of relative peace, our horses allowed to walk more than gallop; my injuries fully healed in that time. Gavin’s mare needed the rest for certain, though my perception of time in the saddle crawled on the flats compared to the fast-changing scenery of the mountains.

	I tended to talk to Gavin during the day while we were front-to-back, and with Rithal and Mathias as we bedded down at night. The next time we forded a smaller river, I made my own little raft. Castis sneered but seemed glad not to have to negotiate with Rithal about my tools again.

	You and me, both.

	The worst Kurn had done was grab his crotch and show me the outline of his erection one night while he stayed up for his watch. I also heard him throttling it later, my ears detecting that whether I wished or not. Same as the first time I had spied on his self-pleasure, it did have some effect on me.

	I thought about my Lead Jaunda and the times I’d seen the outline of her Feldeu under her reds as she eagerly approached me in the Cloister. I was always wet by the time she won her position and pulled my leathers down. I didn’t want any male here to fuck me like she did, but I missed something about that play while watching a stupid, frustrated bull trying crudely to do the same.

	I drifted into Reverie reliving the sheer, enthralled anticipation of my companion penetrating me, though who it was seemed to blur as I called out in my dream.

	Want you in my cunt… I can’t catch again, so don’t pull out…

	It may have been my rough and fun-loving Lead who obliged me so well, or it may have been my angry, obstinate wizard releasing some much-needed pressure. Either way, the cock fucked me hard and didn’t withdraw too early; my slit was stretched and loaded up with so much cream by the end, it drained like a river and soaked into the dirt ground when that welcome prick finally left to make room for the next one.

	A second cock went deep, used my slovenly sex only long enough to grease the way for what we both really wanted.

	~Yes…~

	Kneeling on all fours, I tossed my head back, mouth open but silent to feel a broad, slick phallus burrowing without hesitation into my netherhole. Whoever wielded the cock also had hands free to reach and rub my skin, caressing my flanks and lower belly as they reamed the tight ring between my cheeks. Wet fingers circled the nub hidden between my soggy netherlips. It didn’t take long. I climaxed with a roar, my rectum rippling and squeezing in greedy delight around their pole.

	~Yes!!~

	Several others answered me in deep, urgent groans.

	My eyes snapped open, my entire body tense and lips pursed tight as I listened to the insects of the night from beneath our shelter on the Midway. Had I made any sound? Did I awaken anyone?

	Who’s on watch now?

	I remained in position, unmoving, long enough to determine it was Gavin’s watch, as both Mathias and Rithal were on either side of me asleep, short blankets askew. I exhaled in silent relief, until both moaned in a telling way, shifting so that I noticed they also had night-poles in their own trousers.

	And a wet spot growing.

	Hm. Uh-oh.

	I reached for my saphgar, confirming it was around my neck and beneath my leathers. This wasn’t necessarily a comfort. What had I done? Had I done anything in my sleep, like it had been in the Cloister sharing Reverie with Reishel? Or Gaelan?

	I swallowed, waiting.

	Gavin made no shift from whatever task occupied his mind. Rithal and Mathias remained unconscious and unknowingly damp. I listened underneath the night breeze for anything from the Ma’ab shelter, and I heard…something. Shuffling in grass, a soft moan muffled, like teeth biting down on cloth, then one harsh gasp from a mouth uncovered. Several grunts, then they settled down.

	I waited, and the camp quieted in time. When I crawled out, Gavin lifted his dark eyes to watch me approach.

	“Ready for some sleep?” I whispered.

	He arched a brow. “One question, first.”

	“Yes?”

	“Was Castis wrong about you not being a mage?”

	My heart hadn’t slowed to normal after that dream, and the usual hunger-nausea returned. “What do you mean?”

	The monk narrowed his eyes. “Very well. I will simply ask you not to play with my dreams. You may regret it. This is a warning, not a threat.”

	I stared at him, and the memory of that night at the tower returned from when I’d been spying on him having a nightmare and talking in his sleep. I remembered that chilling, grinning shadow lingering above him on his too-short cot. I forced a smirk at the memory of his large, pale feet hanging off.

	“I imagine I would regret bearing witness to your dreams, Gavin. Especially uninvited.”

	He maintained that studious stare. “Is this what it was? You were doing something just now. Feeding on rutting dreams, perhaps? I have heard of devils who do such to strengthen their magic. A succubus.”

	I’d never heard that word and shook my head, trying to think how to explain, especially having never considered this idea before. I realized some in Sivaraus may be able to do this, with or without a devil’s name, but I could not do this. Or, if I could, then I didn’t feel much “fed.” It was only me dreaming of Jaunda. And maybe Shyntre.

	It was a normal, horny dream of missing home. Nothing more.

	“Well?” he asked.

	I weighed that Gavin was possibly the only one who might not recoil at this new wrinkle in the black witch. I began slowly. “Fighting off the…effects of Kurn’s ruby uncovered something which had been sleeping before. I once had a growing talent to know deeper feelings, hear thoughts, or see memories in another mind. It was… exploited by a demon such that, ever since the attack, I have hurt to use it.”

	The lanky man’s dark eyebrows lifted slowly. I couldn’t read his face or hear any thoughts, for that matter. I waited.

	He said, “Except now. You were not in pain. Go on.”

	Now he said this, I noticed a mild headache growing. “Mm. I saw no memories or dreams but my own, Gavin. I dreamt of mates at home. Intense pleasure, as I do sometimes, but that is all.”

	“If nothing was intended,” Gavin informed me, “then you should know it affected the others sleeping. All at the same moment. I bore witness, though its reach did not touch me.”

	Huh, shit…

	“Noted,” I grumbled.

	After another moment, the scholar murmured, “You have some natural defense against attacks upon the mind, as well as ways to influence them. That is how you won over Kurn’s gem.”

	I made a face and wondered if he would call it natural if he knew the full tale of how it came to be? “That wasn’t all it took.”

	“But the defense exists.”

	“Injured and short practiced,” I muttered back, wary of letting him expect too much of me now that the mystique was gone. “Recall, apprentice, I am young for my race.”

	“Indeed, I remember, though it is curious to consider century-old Davrin having nocturnal emissions.”

	I squinted. “Having what?”

	He twisted his mouth in distaste having to explain. “Mating dreams that come to…completion.”

	“Ah. Well, remember, you brought that up. It is not unusual among mine.” I paused. “Less usual to affect others, however. That requires magic and intent.”

	“Indeed. Neither of which you claim to have.” His eyes rested on a dark horizon of waving grasses. “I have also seen mage abilities ‘injured,’ as you say. Become less controlled by conscious choice. Sometimes slipping into madness.”

	Comforting. I refused to
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