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CHAPTER 1


	The trees were bending.

	It was subtle, but I was spooked despite guiding an undead horse in the dark, her tepid muscles rolling without cease.

	“What do you sense?” Gavin asked.

	“Mm. The forest.”

	“Vague.”

	I motioned to our right. “Do you see it?”

	“No. It is dark. Describe it to me.”

	I tried.

	In a broad view of continual forest and worsening road, it appeared close to what I’d studied for months at night. Yet in the smaller view, some of these Surface mainstays leaned uphill while some listed down along the very same grade. Older trees possessed bulges and crooks with bark split or stretched like the scars upon Gavin’s back, as if these bits might have swelled in the last fortnight instead of gradually adding girth every spring. Next to one, I believed I spotted a sapling with its newest leaves growing underside-up.

	There had been birds and insects at sunset, and the rustlings of burrowers in the brush or squirrels in the trees, but I expected those soon to alter their tone. Or disappear altogether.

	As I fell quiet, the mare’s hooves thudding the ground, Gavin said, “Let us stop soon for a short rest.”

	The road was deserted. We had passed no one and could camp in the middle without obstructing travel, although resting in the open was not my habit. I smirked, looking ahead for a likely spot to hide on one side. “Are you tired?”

	“Some, yes.”

	“Do you need sleep? Or food?”

	“Yes.”

	I was surprised. Finally.

	“And guidance,” he added.

	One brow lifted but I let it be. “Then I shall guard.”

	The death mage and I had been traveling North from Troshin Bend for two days and a night since our escape from Brom’s Inn. We’d stopped thus far only for me, about four hours in midafternoon as I collapsed into a troubled Reverie on solid ground.

	Gavin and his brown mare had waited patiently, neither needing sleep. He’d gathered a surplus of wild roots, eggs, and berries to take with us, while I used Callitro’s ring to make certain I obtained fresh meat. Unable to preserve my catches for long, I had eaten all which was edible, and Gavin took the rest; we wasted nothing.

	Not deep into this second night away from Brom and the Ma’ab, I slowed the horse by mental command alone, clutching the bone talisman tucked beneath my glove into my palm. There were no signs of recent travel, no camps along the path despite the Witch Hunters’ earlier claims of passing through twice.

	As we moved off the road, I fretted about eating anything here if the woody giants showed me something might be wrong with the soil. Supplies stored in the saddlebags would last about a week if I rationed it, but how long would we be here? How large was the spread of warp rot in this forest, and where would we come out of it?

	Will we come out of it?

	I kept watch while Gavin ate an egg and a handful of berries—too little, indeed, for his tall frame—before he laid down, draping a blanket over his head and torso with his boots sticking out. The pale man had said nothing to me, and I knew the plan well enough not to delay him seeking “guidance” with more chatter.

	Although, in truth, I tended to speak to Gavin so the red rune dagger wouldn’t speak to me when my mind wandered. I could ignore that gleeful, bare whisper if I wasn’t touching it.

	*You’re a curious one. You will use me again.*

	Carefully, I brought out my three guardian spiders for company. The Dwarven eve witch, Osgrid, had been correct that the magical bubble trapping them within would fade on its own with distance from the sorcerer who’d made it. Not a perpetual spell, thank goddess. Familiar, black arachnids crawled up my arm opposite the dagger to settle on my shoulder and at my nape. They weren’t hungry. I was lucky to have them.

	I could have lost you.

	I kept watch over Gavin as I’d promised, although I sank into a heavier mood as the final events at the town to the South dragged at me.

	My spiders hadn’t been able to help me.

	I was caught with my pants down.

	Why hadn’t I used the same poison on Kurn which took the Chief Warrant Bictrius? Why had it been the slow fever paste?

	Because I grabbed the wrong jar. No sense or time to swap.

	What would have happened if I had killed Kurn quickly as he chased me around the kitchen table? I wasn’t sure the outcome would have been better. I would not have yielded my netherhole, perhaps, but both Castis and Brom could have done something even harsher to neutralize me, to wrench my will away and press me down. Amelda may have surprised me, for she’d been faking part of her tranquilized sleep.

	They still underestimated me.

	There was a reason for that. Why hadn’t I killed the Ma’ab before leaving, surviving such threat? Especially Kurn, drugged again with his own dagger up his ass. I thought on this and hesitated to hear my own answer.

	Because Soul Drinker wanted me to, and I refused.

	That same moment, Osgrid had been urging me to get out, and Gavin needed me. My baby needed me to escape, and Gaelan was waiting for me. I had little but confusion in the time I made my choices.

	And now that it is quiet?

	I looked around the forest, listening. I wasn’t sure either Rithal or Mathias would or could catch up to us. Gavin had gone two days without sleep and his horse wasn’t alive anymore; she did not need rest, food, or water. This was a concern as she slowly decayed, moving without healing, feeling neither pain nor caution if she tore a muscle or cracked a bone. Her maker was working on a solution to make her last longer.

	Or so he said.

	If my allies, the Dwarf and the skin hunter, could not catch up then perhaps neither could my enemies, the Ma’ab and Zauyrian sorcerer. I needed none of them. I have Gavin and both of Sarilis’s vials.

	According to the Zauyrian and the Deathwalker, that might be enough to purge the warp rot. Once we found its source.

	Soul Drinker chuckled. *I know the source, Davrin. Ask me.*

	My ear twitched, and I flicked my hand as if a bug harried it. I made a face to realize my other hand lightly touched the pommel. That was why the voice was so clear.

	~Why would you know?~  I asked.

	*We existed long before these chaos pockets began bursting through the material crust. We were there when they began in earnest.*

	Leading my curiosities. How like a Priestess.

	The voice sounded neither male nor female but hissed far less than when I’d been struggling for my life and my mind at the inn. I frowned as the forest around me seemed to waver.

	~Where were you made?~

	*Oo!* The demon sounded surprised. Delighted. *North.*

	~North?~ I recalled the Zauyrian’s story of recruiting the Ma’ab to find the dagger again. ~The Empire?~

	*Even farther. Older. Colder. The Ascended are children compared to what lives at Ice Heart.*

	I eschewed the obvious path, knowing this game. ~How will you help me when we find the source of the warp rot?~

	Soul Drinker abruptly grew excited, squealing and hissing as it had at our first meeting. *Eee-hee-hee! Yesss! Yes, you are determined. And touched. Are all Davrin touched by a broken god? Your Father will be displeased, oh, he will.*

	My face scrunched. ~The source of warp rot, dagger. I’m asking you.~

	The demon settled down. *Cris-ri-phon ended the Desert war. Cris-ri-phon lost the Desert war. Thus, the warp rot spreads where he’s not looking. It’s all the Sorcerer-General’s doing. Why your kind fled ancestral lands.*

	I shook my head. The entity answered to meander and tease but didn’t answer straight in the here and now. I asked something else.

	~Do you ‘drink’ Vis? Or Vitas?~

	I saw red strokes slide around my periphery like a tainted paw caressing a canvas, and the demon snickered. *Both. I relish it, gorge on it. And I can share with you. We already have. You’ve seen her, the Queen’s Vis.*

	I swallowed, not daring to ask how her own dagger turned on her.

	*You may feel the Vitas with me, but you must feed me first. Use me, and I shall share.*

	~Why would I want to share the Vitas of those we’ve slain?~

	*You accepted our aid. I heard you. If you’re weak, we can make you strong. If you’re hungry, we can satisfy. If you’re bleeding, we can heal. Use me. Feed me, and what you lack, you shall have.*

	I pursed my lips. ~Do you know what a Deathwalker is?~

	*Hrm?* Curiosity. No annoyance at the change of topic. *No. Not truly.*

	~How can that be? Cris-ri-phon could have chosen to become one.~

	*A path denied long before he quested to find me. I hate them. They steal Vis from me, and their souls are… unpalatable.*

	I glanced at Gavin sleeping. He made occasional grunts beneath the blanket as if he might be dreaming something as uncomfortable as the ground upon which he lay. At the same time, my spiders came into view on my forearm, creeping closer to where I tightly grasped the hilt of the black dagger.

	~Who is Braqth to you?~ I asked.

	Soul Drinker cackled then shrieked. I flinched like in an outward attack.

	*Nothing at all,* it hissed.

	Despite that claim, my guardians eased onto my wrist, chiming softly in their protective way. The heavy air seemed to clear, and my hand relaxed. I drew it away from the relic while I could.

	*Awww, hehehe…!*

	~Rest, now. All of us.~

	I ignored that fading laugh, cradling my recently freed babies in both hands. I decided not to ask what the demon wanted from joining my journey, for it would taunt me with that knowledge eventually. My Sisters would be in danger after I found them, though, and I could not imagine the potential destruction of carrying it into Sivaraus.

	A mental image returned, of Osgrid holding out her hand.

	I’ll bury it for ye.

	Perhaps. After I learned the Queen’s full story.

	Should I discover where Osgrid or any of her kin had gone.
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	Gavin woke in the coldest part of the night while I walked the perimeter to keep warm. Without warning he sat up, the rough blanket falling from his scowling face, his black eyes glowing an icy blue in the center, his face a misty white. I was accustomed to this new face even as it could never be comforting or forgettable. In that way, the Deathwalker offered insight to how some others might be startled by my appearance.

	And I don’t have red eyes. No race up here does.

	The death mage’s gaze was unfocused, floating, seeking that anchor to the waking world. Anxious as I was to hear him speak, I stood still, easy to see but silent, waiting until he spoke first.

	Finally, he recognized me. “Sirana.”

	I smiled a little. “No change here. Far as I can sense.”

	Gavin nodded slightly and leaned forward, his veiny hands out to push himself up, unfurling like a rapidly rising shoot of grey grass. He looked North and West, lifting a finger.

	“Another ten leagues that direction,” he said. “The forest will change rapidly.”

	I frowned. Leagues, again. “That was how far you can walk in an hour? Not your horse?”

	“Correct.”

	“Midday by horse, if we do not stop?”

	“Indeed, good timing.”

	I grimaced. “You say. To challenge the warp rot at the brightest of day when my headache is worst?”

	“I’d rather not attempt to face it in deepest night,” the death mage countered. “I see you by your life aura, remember.”

	Yet he was clear in every detail to me. I sighed, spotting the large moon on its rise. The last of the night would not be dark, the day ever warmer as sunlight grew so intense as to obliterate the moons. Such were my days, weeks, and months on the Surface.

	My stomach growled, and I ate slowly from the saddlebags draped on a standing corpse while Gavin took a brief time to write in his book. My patience lasted only until the end of my meal and the moment his ink had dried.

	“So, did you receive ‘guidance’?” I asked.

	“Warnings,” he replied.

	“We have no shortage of those while awake.”

	Gavin glanced up as he firmly stoppered his ink bottle and wiped off the tip of his stylus. “Have you spoken much with the relic?”

	I shifted my feet, making effort to keep my eyes on my ally. “Just after you laid down.”

	“Did it suggest how it harmed the Deathless?”

	“No, I did not ask.”

	I heard a whisper but ignored it, waiting for Gavin to inquire what Soul Drinker had spoken of instead. The Deathwalker did not ask; he continued packing.

	“Let us ride and talk. We are fortunate nothing found us.”

	Nodding, I turned my ear toward the forest. The constant sounds of small and tiny creatures hadn’t ceased, though they were quieter than they had been anywhere else thus far. Waiting until he had his pack secured, I observed Gavin delay us a bit longer.

	The death mage cut his arm with the eating knife on his belt and offered the blood to his mare. She lapped at it with a wide, dry tongue, the lips of her muzzle stiff as they remained drawn up afterward, exposing her blunt, dully gleaming teeth.

	Suppressing a small shudder, I mounted up when Gavin covered his arm and signaled to me. Soon I was guiding the mare onto the overgrown road.

	“What warnings has your Greylord offered?”

	Gavin paused. “I’ve never spoke of her thus. Where did you hear this?”

	“Amelda. She said your worshipping the Grave Mother of long ago meant you were a traitor to the Ascended, because of your Ma’ab blood.”

	He grunted. “She would view it as such. I do not. The enslavers of Ennikar do not own the blood in my veins, and almost every deity I’ve heard whispers about is older than them.”

	What Soul Drinker had claimed. Farther North. Older. Colder… Your Father will be displeased…

	“What warnings, then?” I asked.

	“Curiously, that the Ma’ab close faster behind us than we expected.”

	I cursed. “The Deathless as well?”

	“Not yet. Left behind, though his daughter rides with the men. Why I asked you what the rune dagger had done to him.”

	“You want me to ask?”

	Gavin grunted. “It is not urgent.”

	I rolled my eyes. “The dagger suggested the same as your dream at the inn. The wrap rot spreads because of the Deathless.”

	“It did?”

	“Beginning in the Desert when the war was lost. It keeps ‘bursting’ through the material.”

	“Hm. How?”

	“I don’t know. It teases answers.”

	“Unsurprising—”

	Our mount stepped in a rut rounding a bend; I didn’t see it until it was too late. We jolted forward in a stumble which threw Gavin against my back and me against her neck.

	~Stay on your feet! Run!~

	The horse caught herself and continued loping without breath. Fortunately, the leg bone didn’t snap although any other horse would have pitched us off and collapsed in a squealing heap. Instead, Gavin had kept us mounted by gripping the front of the saddle until I could guide her stable again.

	I took a deep breath, attempting to straighten, only to realize how dense he was. As bad as Kurn or Brom, yet he was without their bulk.

	“Off!” I grunted. “Heavy.”

	Gavin rapidly made space between us. “Apologies.”

	I exhaled in relief. “Where was I?”

	“A war lost and somehow causing the warp rot, following the Deathless.”

	“Yes,” I agreed, “but just that.”

	“Anything else of note?”

	“It doesn’t know Deathwalkers well, too new. It knows enough not to like them.”

	“Oh?”

	“Yes, the relic drinks both Vis and Vitas, thus its name, Soul Drinker. Sometimes it shares that essence with the wielder, feeding strength or healing. But Deathwalkers ‘steal’ Vis while being ‘unpalatable’ in Vitas. It didn’t like those death mages in the Desert.”

	“Ah.” Gavin considered. “Interesting.”

	My ally fell silent, and I gave him time to ponder as I kept close study upon the moon-shadowed road so we would not stumble again.

	“If this is true,” he said in time, “this relic is your best defense should you be confronted by a natural creature infected by warp rot.”

	I arched my eyebrow. “You recommend I use it against them?”

	“In defense, yes.”

	I made a face he couldn’t see but he could hear the rise in my tone. “Sharing warp-tainted souls with this demon blade would corrupt me, would it not?”

	“No,” Gavin replied. “Souls can’t be ‘tainted’ by warp rot.”

	“Oh? How so?”

	“Vis and Vitas are immaterial essences, neutral in power. This essence follows the ebb and flow of Existence. Those who study or feed on it may use it for any purpose, for currency or vitality, yet none corrupt the order of things even if they may imbalance resources around them.”

	I scowled at the passing ground, prompting my scholar to continue. “What is corrupted, then?”

	“It is how Vis and Vitas are re-bonded with the material of a single plane. It ignores natural processes as we know them. If you could pluck a sliver of light from a bolt of lightning and use it to weave a cat to a candle—”

	Weave a cat to a candle?

	“—the result is illogical and mad. But due to the corruption of the very rules by which we are, it works. At the same time, it isn’t sustainable without constantly changing and feeding those altered processes, an escalating imbalance seeking to correct itself. Thus warp rot grows and eventually alters things beyond sustainable function, beyond where the cat or candle should exist. The cat should have rotted away, and the candle melted and guttered out. Yet they remain as something that may be neither and both.”

	The image in my head spread to the trees around me. Shaking off a shiver, I huffed. “What happens if I stab this ‘cat-candle’ with the rune dagger to take the essence?”

	“The mal-bonded threads of lightning would sunder. The mad process and cycle are interrupted, forcing the transition.”

	“Transition? If that is so, how can any but death mages and relics accomplish this?”

	“Mages perform similar effects with other talents. The importance is not life or death, but altering the essence using the rules of our home. Resetting them. With corrupted bonds cut, these chaos bodies self-destruct to become their simplest parts again, accessible to the material and no longer warp rot.”

	I took a slow breath. “That… does not sound like a beautiful process.”

	“Indeed, it may be terrifying. Pure madness for the weak of will. Generally, a trained mage has the will to withstand it.”

	“Noted.” I scowled to think only a cursed dagger might put me on a level like Gaelan or Gavin, to accomplish something like this. “So, why will Sarilis’s vials work as well?”

	“Its design is a catalyst, inducing a surge in a well-known Ley site, potentially making it unresponsive or unfamiliar to the Bishops who have controlled it for three centuries. What I did not know then but could guess is how far this surge may reach along the Ley Lines, and what it may disturb in doing so. If the Deathless warned you that we would not get the chance to find out, then he likely has some idea what would happen.”

	Another frown. “But? He is well with using it on the warp rot, even though he’s causing it somehow?”

	“A catalyst,” Gavin repeated, “and a surge of power using the known rules of magic. Yes, I agree with Brom that it would sweep clear a lot of corruption in one or two waves. Perhaps all of it if we release the vials near the center of its influence.”

	“I see.”

	In contrast, I had stolen a method to stab my way closer to that center and undo the same corruption. To think how useless I would be otherwise because I was not a mage.

	Unless ‘mind mage’ counts.

	I did not see how. Everything my Elders had said, everything I’d experienced in fighting the Ornilleth and the Tragar, everything Phaelous had said about my saphgar pendant…

	These do not seem to follow the ‘known’ rules of magic.

	Did that mean psions were corrupt by their very nature? Is that why so many Davrin mistrusted them? If mages were crucial to “resetting” these boils of warp in our home plane, then where did a psion fit? If one were present amid warp rot, would this fact make it worse or neutral? I did not see making it better. All the psions I knew were hidden far, far below.

	Perhaps they didn’t have a place on the Surface.

	Should I tell him? Try to explain what he’s seen? What I’ve done?

	My mind blanked, at a loss how to begin, especially as we were so close to our goal, with the warning of pursuers catching up.

	The sky had brightened considerably while I’d been brooding, the dawn rapidly turning blue. I noted continuing, cross-growing trees along the slopes and sickly green bits growing like toadstools through brown leaves. The birdsong was weak and mournful. Uneven and unsettled.

	I thought someone weeping.

	Or laughing.

	~Slow.~

	She responded, dropping from a canter to a trot.

	“Sirana?”

	~Stop.~

	From a walk, the mare obeyed, holding in place with her ribs unmoving. Gavin was looking around us.

	“Did you hear anything?” I murmured.

	“No. What was it?”

	“A voice. I could not tell if—”

	The abrupt cry came again, and my eyes snapped left where the road’s bank swelled up and disappeared over a crest. I waited to see if anything would come sprinting over the hill, leaping down from the high ground.

	~Walk forward.~

	The mare carried us around a bend to where we could see more of the forest floor on either side of us. I felt marginally better.

	“Did you hear it that time?” I asked.

	Gavin hesitated but answered true. “No.”

	Great.

	“Am I hearing tricks of the wind?”

	“Perhaps not. Your hearing is keener, and you are sensitive to sleeping thoughts.”

	“Only when I’m sleeping.”

	“Up here. You said you were injured below. Was this different before?”

	I didn’t respond. I couldn’t say then how it was below. I’d never fully discovered what it was…

	For a moment, I couldn’t remember anything before Kerse.

	Nothing before Reishel.

	“Sirana. Your aura is warping. Be calm.”

	~Easy for you to say.~

	“We needn’t discuss it.”

	“Thank you,” I croaked.

	The Sun was full in the sky, and Gavin’s hands had shifted tar black as my eyes began to ache. I gave up resistance and donned my sunblind, unable to tolerate intense light with the increasing rustling around us, the distant crying, and the disturbing cessation of insects and birds. 

	It helped me that Gavin’s mare could not be startled, that none of my tension transferred to her, that she would not rear up or bolt unless I commanded it. My companions’ cool bodies and calm supported my lead, kept my actions deliberate, my impulses numbed. If any predator here smelled my fear, sensed my spiking body heat, perhaps my not-living companions muffled it.

	Mere months ago, that would have seemed strange.

	Nothing approached as we climbed the fading road. The forest merely… watched us.

	Something watches us.

	“Do you see the green auras?” Gavin asked.

	“I see nothing,” I replied irritably. “Even without the Sun. I am not a mage.”

	“Very well. Shall we trade places for the day? I would prefer you focus on what you hear.”

	This exchange was normal between us; the one with the better eyesight guided the mare. Still, I regretted giving up the task, reluctant to trade it for the vaporous wails and incorporeal laughter, sounds better suited inside the Sathoet chamber of the Sanctuary than a vast forest upon the Surface.

	We stopped, I swung one leg forward and over the mare’s neck, turning to slide and drop off the side. I noticed how much weed and grass lay beneath my boots, how the colors were off through my blind, and the abundancy devouring the dirt road. The sky was visible, but I wondered how far before the shade deepened and the contorted trees closed in.

	I clasped the grey mage’s hand and the saddle pack, springing up to drape myself across the wide rump and eventually wriggle upright moments before Gavin silently urged our mount to a brisk walk.

	“We expect to approach ‘the center’ by midday?” I asked.

	“Unless something delays us. Will you pass me one vial?”

	Carefully, I withdrew the wrapping which contained Sarilis’s vials and passed Gavin one. “Where do we drop these? What do we seek?”

	“I do not know its form. I will recognize it by its aura.”

	Something unseen tickled along my ear, and I shivered, scratching the itch. “Do you imagine there will be resistance?”

	“Probably. Unpredictable to say what or when, however.”

	“Brom said warp rot mimics fears.”

	“That may not be deliberate. A frightened sentient offers many possible shapes once the cycle of corruption has begun.”

	My hands clenched where they rested on my thighs. “Hmph. It still bothers me I have not seen evidence of eighteen horsemen having come this way in the last week.”

	Gavin shrugged. “The massive storm which caught us was moving North. The downpour would have erased it for leagues.”

	“And any sign of Gaelan. I do not know where to begin looking for her here.”

	The Deathwalker turned his head somewhat. “Help me purge the warp rot first, and the field will be clearer afterward. We will have time then to seek what became of her.”

	“Will we? Your mistress warned of the Ma’ab closing in on us. Say we accomplish this cleansing quickly. We may be forced into a hit and run game of chase.”

	Gavin did not speak for a while. “Do you suggest we somehow search for her first?”

	I grumbled, “No. Seeing her mission complete is wiser. I am only… regretful.”

	“Regretful of what?”

	“That I did not kill them and be done with that filth.”

	“Hm. I assumed you prioritized escape.”

	My mouth tightened. “Hm. What did you ‘prioritize’? It wasn’t escape until Jacob was dead.”

	Gavin grunted as well. He may have been pondering an answer, but I had no patience for anything cryptic.

	“What of Rithal and Mathias?” I asked instead. “They said they would meet us later.”

	“They did, but I find it unlikely. I think they will turn around if they run across the Ma’ab, or once they see this place. Neither had goals this far North nor are they mages, so their help is doubtful anyway.”

	Just the two of us, then.

	Us and those who stalked us.

	Gentle breezes began to pass by my ears in odd ways, not brushing past but bending to collide with us like we were the heaviest boulder on the mattress. With them came moaning and giggling, snarling, and screaming. Tremors rippled through the air as the sounds grew loud enough for Gavin to hear as well.

	“Closer,” he confirmed.

	The road had disappeared as shade deepened, and I removed my blind to free my periphery as chills spread over me. I saw yellowish haze collecting in several copses of trees, always positioned near the top of a hill, with bluish hazes unreliably flowing into dips and depressions on the forest floor. Gavin was sure to guide us in a wide berth around them.

	Had the Witch Hunters reached this far? Or were we in the unexplored region no one sane had seen in however long? 

	“Do you see a situation where we would retreat?” I murmured. “Perhaps recruit mages at Augran, as Brom suggested?”

	Gavin was silent long enough to give me his answer. I waited for him to collect his thoughts and speak.

	“No,” he began flatly. “The Ma’ab siege at Manalar will be in full rush by the time we travel to Augran and return here. The corruption will only be worse. I have died once; I’ve lost that fear. I will not retreat.”

	“Fortunate for you.”

	“We’ll see. You did not have to come with me, but you are capable of aiding this task. Our trade was my effort to find your sister in this region before the Ma’ab or Deathless might, correct?”

	“That has not changed.”

	“Indeed.”

	I paused to observe the twisting forest in despair before bursting out in frustration, “Why hasn’t anyone done anything before now?! Why did an ancient sorcerer ignore it on his own border for over a season? Why not Osgrid or… or anyone?!”

	The death mage shook his head. “I do not know. But we are here now. As an Elf, you may feel this threat more invasively than I do, but we agree it cannot be overlooked any longer. If anything, your Queen assured this before you came to the Surface.”

	I sneered. Yes, at Gaelan’s expense.

	And Jael’s, with her standing in the path of that coming siege. How much did she know about what she sought? If her contact with the Valsharess was like mine, it wasn’t enough to survive without resisting at every turn. My hope for her there lay in knowing that resisting was all she’d ever done.

	My arms had tightened around the death man’s waist; I did not realize it until he leaned forward. I let him go, felt my face flush in irritation that I’d been clinging at all.

	As if he can shield me from my doubts.

	I summoned a deep, deep breath, releasing it with my hands on my stomach.

	You are capable of aiding this task.

	I will not retreat.

	“We are here,” I spoke in Davrin. “No demons but us.”

	“Hm?” Gavin asked.

	I smiled. “Nothing. I will not run, Gavin. We shall reach the center.”

	The Deathwalker nodded, guiding his unshakeable steed deeper into the trees.

	“…Sirana…!”

	With nothing in front, cautiously, I looked behind.

	Nothing.

	The horse breathlessly heaved her way up a steep slope and then another. The clouds had thickened while the trees thinned, and for a moment I could see a glimpse of the old road not yet overgrown wending its way South. I should not have been able to see so far in the day, and yet I glimpsed a large, black horse and a man riding it. A few others who could be Castis and Amelda followed.

	“…Sirana…”

	“…coming for her…!”

	“…kus…”

	I looked away, taking a drink with my waterskin once the ground levelled out and my glimpse of road vanished. “Do you hear shouting behind us?”

	“No,” Gavin answered without hesitation. “I see something ahead of us.”

	What?

	I leaned around his long torso, familiar by now, as we slowed and stopped by silent command. At first, I could not tell if what sat on its haunches by a stream was a massive dog or a giant frog.

	The mottled green-black hide was speckled with warts and blisters, patches of fur sprouted but failed to make a coat. The long, sticky tongue panted, dripping a gooey mucous which floated in the water. Bulbous eyes were void black, staring across the way, not at us. It grunted, the bloated body bearing down, and expelled pearly green beads from a rear orifice. These spread across the soil in a fishy froth I could smell before blackening and become sludge before our eyes.

	“Let me,” Gavin whispered. “Be ready.”

	I pressed my palm briefly to his back for acknowledgement, unable to see what motions or focus helped him prepare.

	Better to watch the rest of the forest.

	A gravid frog could be solitary, but a mother dog may be part of a pack. Or it may follow no such logic at all, and we could only react as things arrived.

	I was certain I saw shadows of movement in the brush as Gavin murmured in the dead tongue, and we clopped a few steps closer. A strange buzz settled in my ear when Gavin lifted his hand in a similar arcane gesture to when he’d blocked Castis’s fire spell. The frog-dog jerked its body in a laborious hop, turning on slimy mud to face us; its tongue whipped out of the water and lashed out at us, crossing an impossible distance.

	“Ussgreyn!” Gavin barked, completing his motions, pitching his focus and his aura at one target.

	Black fire caught the bulbous end of the creature’s tongue and raced toward the demented wielder like its spit was an accelerant to real fire. The egg-layer gulped and bellowed a baying croak that sent every leaf to quake as it dove into the stream.

	“Sillhyenis!” the death mage added, intensifying his gestures with arm outstretched.

	The black fire did not turn to steam upon touching the water. Indeed, it wasn’t burning at all as it consumed the wailing warp rot. As any reality I’d been sure of crumbled before my eyes, I looked away in time to see the smaller, yellow-black version of this thing not five paces away.

	The creature lashed its tongue out and caught Gavin’s forearm in a sizzling loop. The death mage’s dark skin turned grey where the tongue held him, something oozing out. It started bawling, equal chance in pain or victory.

	I dropped off the horse, drew the red rune dagger, and launched straight at the canine amphibian, punching the tip through center mass as that familiar voice shrieked in joyful surprise.

	*Yesss! Yesss!*

	Staring at bulging, swirling eyes, I expected the unnatural body to explode and cover me with gooey filth. Instead, it shriveled and charred like a vegetable on a spear over a campfire. I choked and coughed, drawing back, gripping the handle of the dagger as if it kept me from falling a cliff. Surreal warmth swept up my arm to my chest and immediately my lungs cleared. I took a full breath.

	I felt well.

	Looked around for another target.

	*Nothing.*

	“Gavin?” I asked, looking to him.

	He’d rolled up his sleeve to inspect the black blood cooked into a crusty ring around his grey-dappled arm.

	“Hm,” he grunted.

	*Uhhh-ohhh. Hehehe!*

	I kept watch, shifting my weight nervously. “Does that hurt?”

	“Yes. Though not… how I remember pain.”

	*New pain is a bad sign.*

	I cleared my throat. “Will it… grow worse?”

	Gavin arched a brow. “Am I infected, do you mean?”

	I shrugged.

	*Yesss, you do. Say it!*

	I kept my mouth closed as Gavin’s icy eyes shifted over to the shriveled corpse I’d stabbed turning to a grey ash or powder. He held out his wounded arm, pulling the long sleeve back. I was at a loss.

	“You said Soul Drinker once found Deathwalkers ‘unpalatable,’” he began.

	*Ohhh, nooo…* The dagger groaned like it covered a face.

	“Perhaps it would like to suck out the ‘maggots’ of Vitas which this corrupted tongue left behind?”

	*Bah! Best friends, his maggots!*

	“What should I do?” I asked.

	“Press the flat of the blade against my skin.”

	*Hah! What a hideous palate!*

	“What if…” I waved with my free hand. “It turns the edge on you.”

	Gavin shrugged. “Then we shall find out if Soul Drinker would attempt to steal from the Grave Mother. That would be interesting to see.”

	*Grrrrrr.*

	One corner of my mouth lifted as I checked around us again and approached Gavin’s arm, taking firm hold of his wrist to lay the naked blade against the wound blistering my ally’s skin. I heard grumbling; it wasn’t Gavin.

	~There will be many more of these things, dagger. Keep us both strong, and you’ll feed well today.~

	Several of the runes flashed red as the poison-scorched blisters dried up. *You’d best find full sentient offerings, Davrin. This is demeaning to my true power.*

	~You want it all the same, I notice. Drink.~

	Grey flakes began falling from Gavin’s skin, and while a fresh rise of black blood concerned me, I could also see the Deathwalker’s skin healing.

	Or, closing, at least. Renewing, somehow.

	*Hsssss…*

	“That is good,” Gavin said.

	Lifting the black metal from his skin felt like trying to pull an eager lizard away from his meal too soon. I took a step away for added assurance, watching as the man’s long fingers prodded and traced over new pale skin, quickly turning dark and smooth in the daylight.

	He nodded in satisfaction. “It worked.”

	I breathed out in relief.

	“However, I would not recommend this remedy for anyone not sworn beyond death to a higher being.”

	*Pfeh.*

	I smiled dryly. “Noted.”

	“Do you need a hand up?”

	I turned to look at the deepening forest beyond the stream and shook my head. “I will walk beside you. Fastest way to act with a dagger.”

	Gavin dismounted. “Then let us both walk and use the mare as a shield.”

	“Good idea.”

	The mare’s flesh was breaking down, anyway. If Gavin did not come up with a way to mend or preserve her, then acting as moving cover would be her final service in our journey. This thought would dismay Tamuril, for this wasn’t much different from Sarilis’s grinding down of animal corpses.

	Even our present task echoes from decades ago. Sarilis and Rausery. Gavin and me.

	Though the black dagger had suggested longer. Deathwalkers, Desert Queens, and lost wars were why we’d come here.

	Still cleaning up someone’s mess.


CHAPTER 2


	Soul Drinker stayed naked in my hand, not only to improve my response to threat but because we discovered the dagger detected concentrated Vitas somewhat like Gavin’s eyes. My arm moved without conscious effort as the tip of the blade pointed at living creatures like ferrous shards drawn to a lodestone.

	The dagger did not control the hand which held it; I could resist and override it for now. However, its voiceless tug provided spare moments for me to react to the plethora of mindless tendrils and viny pseudopods quickly thickening the forest, so I gave the red rune dagger this slack.

	Gavin had noticed these instants of warning which spared him having to speak; he did not protest and focused on casting to undo the warped creatures accosting us. Like me, he accepted the aid of the relic despite shared misgivings that its feeding on this simple essence soon wouldn’t be enough.

	*You’d best find sentient offerings, Davrin.*

	At the same time, Soul Drinker was generous in sharing what it drew off the environment. After confronting the amphibious canines, I had been growing hungry. Now, I wasn’t, despite not having eaten. No sharp pangs, no light-headedness or weakness in my limbs as I kept moving. No distraction.

	Not like when I’d been running from Gavin’s killers.

	As we climbed, the scent of the darkening forest shifted to something foreign and upsetting. Sour, bitter, sweet, and unnamed. All at once. I’d expected “rot” but knew well the scent of bodies and plants decomposing, and this was not it. As Gavin had explained, this was not happening; change was unchanging, its escalation worrisome for anything living.

	Interrupt the cycle.

	The warp rot had enfolded us completely, and I tightened the strings on my spiders’ pouch, despite their protesting chimes. ~No. Be still.~

	I did not want to discover what warp rot would do with venom like theirs on compromised creatures, or how their little bodies would change. Tree limbs swayed like long slugs, dripping mucous and weaving in a nonexistent wind. We stabbed or engulfed these in magic, creating a path out as the writhing branches dropped off, but left the tree standing.

	Constant yips and cries sounded within a purpling brush while we worked, sometimes fleeing, sometimes charging us. Gavin’s ethereal fire flowed along the ground in waves, leaving barren dirt and chirping roaches in little piles of ash. It was slow going for a long time; estimating that we’d reach our goal by midday was a useless measure. I lost track of time as the light filtering in was sickly green and greyish blue. Leaves turned shades of red and purple but unlike what Rausery had described in the falling season.

	“Must we stab every tree in the forest, I wonder?” I muttered aloud.

	“No lasting good there,” Gavin answered. “We must purge the center.”

	We still didn’t know what that looked like. I wanted to ask why there was a “center,” how it began or how he knew it existed, but these curiosities were only to distract from my dread.

	In truth, I feared what we would see. I hoped Gaelan had somehow resisted the Queen’s curse and escaped from here after the Witch Hunters saw her. She clearly hadn’t succeeded in her mission before I arrived.

	*If we find her, and she is corrupted,* whispered the blade, *we can cleanse her. Free her essence from warp rot.*

	I swallowed. ~Liar.~

	A menacing hiss. *Not one bit, you arrogant Elf.*

	I weighed that. Indeed, freeing her essence from warp rot was true regardless of what happened next. My stomach roiled at the thought of communing with Innathi and Gaelan at the same time, born millennia apart but somehow dead in the same time.

	*Hehehe! We like this thought!*

	~Quiet.~

	*Maybe? No. No, I think not.*

	I went out of our way to stab another snail-limb, for Soul Drinker tended to talk the longer it waited for the next feeding. It rumbled with contentment as Gavin watched me curiously, his pale hand resting on the horse’s neck. I returned on the path we were making as branches fell off, landing in a black poof on yellow-red grass.

	“Relic speaking again?” he asked.

	“Nothing helpful. Continue.”

	We used Gavin’s mare for the first time to slow a pack of bare-backed wolf-rabbits covered in warty pustules, so we could take them one or two at a time. The undead mare made no sound, but we saw afterward that she had numerous bites. As with Gavin’s arm, Soul Drinker grudgingly sucked the Vitas “maggots” out of the bitemarks while the death mage again let her lap at his blood.

	The relic stopped the moment it encountered whatever strength Gavin’s blood extended to the horse. *Yech! Tough as Orc hide!*

	I smirked, absently patting the torn animal’s withers as if she could feel it. ~Good sign for us.~

	*Pfeh.*

	Deeper into the hills we went. Gavin and I had long since pulled our hoods up against frequent drips of slime from high in the branches. Neither of us dared look up to confirm, but the sky could have been overcast or we could have entered a greenish fog bank that nestled in the upper canopy.

	Either way, it was dark enough that Gavin tripped over a tendril or arching root in the deeper shadows. The lighting began to remind me of wild, glow worm caves in the Deepearth.

	Ahead, it was growing stronger.

	*Sssirana…*

	I frowned but focused, wary of what might lay over the next hill.

	*Sssirana?*

	~Quiet, dagger.~

	I ignored my name a third time.

	*Heh. Should I stop shielding you, then, from what’s been trying to gain your attention?*

	The dagger’s handle cooled in my palm to an extent I could feel it through my glove. At the same time, a will and endurance I had thought was mine was instead leeched from my limbs. My armor felt… thinner in body and mind. The cries and laughter were loud, no longer muffled. I choked on the scents of decadent madness tumbling past me. Unseen threats enveloped me, closer to getting through my clothes, into my very skin!

	~No!~

	“Sirana!”

	I spun around to hear a female voice, keeping the mare at my back. Gavin stopped.

	“Don’t,” I pleaded aloud.

	“Don’t what?” he asked, preparing to anyway.

	I might have been speaking to him, not to the imposter mimicking Gaelan.

	Her smile was frightful. “Sirana. You came here.”

	Goddess. It’s not her. It’s not.

	“Sirana?”

	“Gavin!” I yelped, pointing with the black dagger. “What is that?”

	He paused. “I see a corrupted corpse.”

	“What kind of corpse?” I snapped. “What race?!”

	“Human. Paxian.”

	Gaelan’s three-eyed face wrinkled with disapproval, her head shaking in disappointment as one ear curled in on itself like a bark worm. Her black boot took a step closer in the slimy muck. And another. Uncoordinated, jerky and without grace.

	“Kiss me,” she said, holding out her arms.

	Frozen in place, I felt Shyntre’s pendant warm up as the gap between us closed.

	*Shhhall we, Red Sisster?*

	My arm lifted, brandishing the weapon in defense as a broad, skewed grin split Gaelan’s face in half.

	Then Gavin’s shadowy fire flew past me, engulfing the first two-legged warp victim we’d seen, and sending Soul Drinker into a whirl of demonic insults about the Deathwalker’s private pastimes. I didn’t repeat them, only watched Gaelan’s face peeling off, falling like the dull flakes of an extinguished fire. My vision blurred before the body crumpled, bones click-clacking against the ground.

	*That was mine!* Soul Drinker roared.

	“Sirana?” Gavin asked.

	I took a breath to speak, coughing on the thick, sickening haze.

	“What pains you?”

	I hunched over, hacking up a glob of spit. ~Everything!~

	“That wasn’t a Davrin. I assure you.”

	*Tell him we get the next one! Me! Tell him!*

	~Argh…~

	“Th-the relic,” I choked out, “wants the next two-legged one.”

	“Only if it doesn’t waste time,” Gavin replied with indifference. “Act quickly, and it may have all it can take.”

	*Good! I shall beat you to the horde, I will!*

	“Alright, yes!” I answered, and my next breath was easier.

	And the next.

	My limbs no longer shook, and my head cleared as the incessant crying and face-clogging scents dampened into the background once again. I felt strong. Glancing over, I saw the bones turning into black mulch. Gavin was right about it being Human. The skull, rib cage, pelvis, and femurs were far too thick to be a Dark Elf.

	It was not Gaelan, and I was seeing things.

	My heart hammered inside my chest when we took up opening the path again. No twisted vision of Gaelan popped out from the brush, though a cluster of naked, screaming Humans did.

	Former Humans.

	The dagger and I quickly acted this time. Using the horse as a spacer, we took three down with only one stab each to the chest, regardless if I hit the heart or not. Gavin destroyed the fourth one coming too close. Thankfully, the relic didn’t have another fit over this “theft,” but hummed with delight following each body dropping, ultimately content with the Priestess’s share.

	Meanwhile, the ice blue of Gavin’s irises disappeared as he stared ahead. A trick of the shade could suggest he had no eyes, those sockets empty as a skull.

	No, no, of course he can see.

	Probably more than I ever wanted to.

	The Deathwalker put a long finger perpendicular to his lips, suggesting no talk, before he motioned to me but put his palm out toward the horse. I wanted to sign to agree on the farthest distance we’d go from her, but that was too complex for his crude sign language.

	Very well.

	Hunched over, we took the next crest with caution, stepping over writhing roots and crushing yellow plants like they were made of glass. While I grimaced at the unavoidable noise, there was enough wailing and shrieking ahead to cover it as we reached the top. Below us there was movement, but we couldn’t see detail from here.

	Black blade out, mottled hood up and lightly glistening with yellow sap, I used cover to descend, peering through trees bleeding violet and red from carvings made beneath their bark. I stopped in a low crouch with a better view, and my eyes widened.

	Ohhhh… shit.

	Gavin joined me in a similar position, his shoulders higher than mine and sloped forward. Soul Drinker pointed down the glistening slope, I tapped Gavin’s shoulder with my free hand and mouthed with eyebrows high, “Center?”

	The death mage nodded solemnly.

	We had found it, but I didn’t know how to begin this, much less where to end it. Below us, several hundred running paces away, was a fresh scar of the earth filled with wandering and rolling bodies, mostly Human and forest animals. They numbered in the hundreds, drifting, knocking into each other, attempting to keep in the orbit of a crude, mildewy quartz pillar which had broken through the raw earth.

	After I stared at it longer than three ticks, it resembled a stocky, Dwarvish torso with four arms and too many curled fingers shredding the flesh-like moss from its face.

	I whispered, “Gavin.”

	He didn’t answer at first, void-black eyes staring at the source of the warp rot. I tugged on his robe sleeve, and his neck popped when he turned it to me. All that time riding to Troshin Bend, and I hadn’t thought to suggest learning some Davrin sign as he had taught me Trade with a Manalari accent.

	“Overwhelming,” I whispered.

	*No-o-o-o,* Soul Drinker cooed sinisterly. *A valley of plenty! Go on.*

	“Must have drawn whole villages,” Gavin replied, pondering.

	I held still, without ideas for the moment. We couldn’t pitch the vials from here, and I would not wade my way down there only to be overborne, no matter how hungry the black dagger was. The Witch Hunters had been right; this needed as many mages as one could conscript.

	According to Gavin, there had been two mages following us.

	Maybe three.

	I glanced behind me, confirming that the forest had not reclaimed or hidden the trail we’d made this far. It was easy both to follow the powder-grey line of trees to the road, and for someone to follow us in.

	“Gavin,” I whispered, tugging on his sleeve again and motioning away from the crest. “Must talk.”

	He shook his head. “Must observe. See if any leave.”

	“If Ma’ab behind us, could get caught here. Need a plan.”

	A swelling chorus of agony erupted among those dancing wildly around the warped quartz, and for an instant I thought we’d been noticed. It settled quickly, however, and for the moment we were undetected, but it was enough to spook Gavin. He agreed to withdraw for now.
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	Cautiously, we made our way to the horse, but I heard too many creatures where we were. They would be drawn to us eventually, so we mounted up on the mare with me guiding in the shadow and strange light. We walked calmly at first, only to dismount in a hurry to take care of a skittering clutch of ducks with pointed teeth.

	“Even the demons make more sense than this!” I barked once.

	“Good to know,” said Gavin dryly.

	Once we were mounted again, I urged our horse to a brisk trot along the clear grey path, eager to be some place we could relax a little. The next time we were accosted, we’d kicked up to a gallop before I could properly see what they were. We flat outran them.

	*Aww. Coward.*

	~Innathi wants her story told. I can’t do that if I fight without plan or heed.~

	*By your touch upon her soul, I’d protect you amid that festering pocket, warrior.*

	~You didn’t before when I saw something not there. I don’t trust you.~

	*You doubted me. That was only a taste of how strong I can be for my wielder. You are the fool if you see only punishment.*

	“Gavin,” I said aloud, my voice uneven from rolling with the horse’s gait as I worked to sheath a grumbling relic.

	“Yes?”

	“Talk, please.”

	“About what?”

	“Pick something. Um. Who taught you Ma’ab in the Greylands?”

	“That is difficult to describe. A scholar and keeper of tongues for my Lady.”

	“No name?”

	“I wasn’t provided one, nor did I ask.”

	I exhaled, guiding the mare along a lumpy stream, somewhat slowed as we loped beside it. It was enough to take hold of the black hilt again so it could eavesdrop as I formed my next thoughts.

	“Very well. Your thoughts on backtracking to seek Castis and Amelda instead of waiting to be cornered? We could bargain for their service.”

	Gavin was silent.

	Then, “Kurn will be with them.”

	Soul Drinker chuckled; it was listening intently. My mouth stretched; I wasn’t sure if it was a smile, a grimace, or a sneer.

	“I know,” I said. “This is too big for us, and we have no time to hire mages from Augran before the siege. There are two other mages close by, and we know what they want. Kurn may draw out a third.”

	“What do you mean? The Deathless?”

	“No, the aura you sensed in the canyon. It hasn’t followed me here. It must be the Hellhound it wants.”

	My ally sounded deeply skeptical. “How would you bargain with them?”

	“I have the red ruby, the vials, and the relic. The men must have the former, yes? They cannot return home without it.”

	“Hm, I’d forgotten.”

	“And Amelda will not want me to keep Soul Drinker, stolen from her sire. Yet as with you, she cannot command alliance. The relic chooses, not her.”

	*So true…*

	Gavin grunted. “And you say there is no evasion. Only delay and pursuit.”

	“Correct. If we cannot purge the warp rot alone, we are flanked by dangerous foes and insanity. There is no truce. Only victory for the boldest of us.”

	I hadn’t been ready to claim that stance until I witnessed the true scale of the warp rot, but the red rune blade squealed in delight to hear me say it. The death mage made a noise of acknowledgement but not agreement, so I added to my argument.

	“The Ma’ab want us intact. We want them dead. I have my guardians back, and you have your black blood. Meanwhile, they lack their will-bender stone or anything to trap your Vis for their masters. We have the advantage.”

	“I imagine they have thunderstones,” Gavin countered. “What is your proposed response should they surprise us with one?”

	I scowled. I hated those things, and I didn’t have a convincing answer.

	*Prevent it,* Soul Drinker suggested.*Use the ruby on the fire mage who makes them. Compel him not to. It’s only fair, broken one. He tried to rape your mind as the others raped your body. Hold the stone in your bared hand, and I can show you how to use it.*

	My heart was pounding in my ears while an ill trickle of interest and excitement entered my thoughts.

	“Sirana?”

	“I’m thinking,” I said. “What would happen if they use blade or fire on you?”

	“The same as if you were struck with such methods,” Gavin replied with a tight tone. “I recover from injuries faster, but I will still be injured before that with all the consequences of such.”

	So I’d witnessed when he cut himself. “What would it take to trap your Vis for the Ascended?”

	“You say this twice now. Where did you hear it?”

	“Cris-ri-phon. He said Amelda had nothing she could use against you in such a way, so it was better to keep us both in Troshin Bend while Kurn and Castis sought the warp rot with the vials.”

	“He spoke this in front of you?”

	“No. I was listening outside with Osgrid. He was waiting for me.”

	Gavin grunted and answered my question. “She is not a death mage, so she would need an object of power designed for this exact thing. Aside from the rune dagger, I did not sense anything else in my time inside his office, nor as I walked about the town.”

	“That is good. You sensed Soul Drinker?”

	“Yes. It is a Vis trap. A strong one, and the only object she could have used against me.”

	“Huh.” My thoughts on her motives for chasing us shifted. “Then it is for more than her sire’s pride she wants it back.”

	“I imagine so.”

	“The dagger claims even the Ascended can’t speak to the dead taken by it.”

	“Boastful. I would not believe that on its word alone.”

	Soul Drinker snickered, enjoying this conversation, but nudged me again. *The red stone. Tell him. Unless you have a better idea?*

	I tried to think of one. Those damned thunderstones. Other than demanding that the Ma’ab hand them over before we entered the forest—?

	*Come now, broken one, that won’t work. You cannot win if you do not use your greatest weapons.*

	~That would be you and the ruby?~

	*Much more. The mind magic that is your own. I’ve not enjoyed such clear banter and resistance in a long time. Most minds are like mashed dung wrapped in fog compared to yours, Blue Eyes. We’d enjoy learning how you came to be this way. You are a worthy wielder. We will help you.* It hissed. *Tell him.*

	“For the thunderstones, I could…”

	Gavin waited after I stopped. “Yes?”

	“Assuming we make a bargain,” I added, “then I could use the ruby to compel Castis to give them to me and not make anymore.”

	“Can you?”

	“The dagger claims it can teach me.”

	My ally considered. “Hm. Kurn and Amelda would protest.”

	“I’d not ask their permission,” I griped. “They did not ask mine.”

	“True.”

	Gavin was quiet for some time as Soul Drinker and I waited with me guiding the horse. It was then we exited the last line of brush and arrived at the beginnings of the road heading South. Most of the senseless noises I’d been blocking from my thoughts had retreated into the depths of the warp rot forest behind us, and the overcast had returned to a familiar grey turning to its darkest shadow as the day was ending.

	“Very well,” Gavin agreed. “Let us follow the road. We will meet them head on by dawn.”
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	In the middle of the night, we took a brief break. I had to stretch; I needed to eat and drink, not having done so since late morning. This had been the longest I’d gone without since reaching Sarilis’s Tower. I could not help but worry, had I hurt my unborn going so long?

	*Wouldn’t the Deathless be disappointed about that?* Soul Drinker remarked snidely. *And, no, warrior. I have been feeding what you need to maintain your body as you are. Your Deathwalker does the same with his horse. Such as it is with those who understand the intimacy of transference. You should rest in Reverie, however. While you can.*

	~You can’t ‘feed’ me sleep as well?~

	*Indeed not. Sleep is the only base need of mortals not based in their immortal essence, their Vis or Vitas. I call it the mortal essence, for it cannot be captured or kept before shriveling like a collapsing thought. A curious state of suspension. Every mortal mind of this world needs sleep. Some serve beyond themselves by doing so.*

	The demon was in a conversational mood. I glanced up from where I leaned against a slightly unusual tree, grinding my last mouthful of nuts and fruit for the night as I took a swig from my waterskin. Gavin was writing in his grimoire, his focus wholly inward.

	~An example of one who serves many?~

	*Desert Elves, for certain. But you know this, yes?*

	I rolled my eyes. ~Fell straight into that ditch.~

	Soul Drinker chuckled. *Go on, Davrin. Take Reverie. We’ll attune you to the ruby after you wake. We’ll be waiting.*

	Gavin glanced up as I removed my belt and laid it beside me, so the relic would not be in direct contact with me or lying on top and visible. My spiders returned from their hunting then and gathered under my hair at my nape.

	“Wake me if anything concerns you,” I said, waiting until the man nodded before settling down, tucking my arm beneath my head, and closed my eyes.

	I dropped into Reverie suddenly, as fast as if someone waited for me and I knew I was tardy. In vain I tried to steer where I landed, braced against ever-tightening walls, helpless to slow the relentless pull of the world. A scattering of glowing, red runes swept by and around me; at first, I wondered if I had fallen “into” Soul Drinker again.

	Then I spotted the altar in the center and struggled to keep my last meal.

	The Forming Pit. No!

	The hidden room in the Sanctuary where the Conceiver had dragged me with her two sons, her Sathoet and her tainted Consort, after magically paralyzing me. The latter had been intended to impregnate me while Kerse watched as punishment.

	But he rebelled.

	I backed onto the path lined with scarlet-lit carvings, the only shield against the Abyss, trembling as I wished fervently to wake again.

	~I don’t want to sleep!~

	Someone shifted behind me. I whirled in place, slapping my waist for nonexistent weapons. I saw three cages with iron bars, unreasonably tight and narrow against the stone wall. Facing the center one from the outside, a long-haired, entirely blond bua grasped the black metal as if his hands were melded to it. He was naked and shaking, head bowed in despair.

	Phaelous?

	No. He was shorter and too young. He didn’t know I was here, and I watched him uncurl the fingers of his left hand and reach through the bar to touch the stone wall inside. His fingers sank in as if rock had become the softest clay, a shimmer of gold light surrounding them like a glove. With effort, he reached deeper into the stone, turning his slim body to the side to wedge it between the bars and extend his touch.

	I watched in open-mouthed silence until his hand submerged to the wrist. Every muscle from neck to calf strained before I saw the effect: a magical aura pressed outward, creating an uneven hole in the Deepearth by sheer will.

	Beyond on the other side, I saw stars in a night sky, and the glimpse of a too-familiar firebird flying by.

	Goddess…

	The voices began talking again; I knew the words that would come, although the naked bua wasn’t shouting just yet.

	“Help me, Uncle! Please!”

	“I can’t stay. I must return later with aid.”

	“Take me with you or you won’t find me again!”

	“What are her plans?”

	“Free me, Uncle, and I’ll tell you…”

	“How do you claim this? I never knew you existed…”

	I stepped closer, peering through the glimmering opening, wondering if I would see my face as I remembered this dream, or…

	Black hair and beard, a much younger face, and a foreign uniform.

	It was him. The Human General of the Desert Queen.

	~Cris-ri-phon.~

	The Davrin bua was startled as he seemed to hear me. The gold light vanished as he pulled his hand away before the stone would have crushed it. The hole closed, and he looked over his shoulder, one golden eye peering at me like a reptilian predator about to defend its lair.

	I stepped back, my hands out and forward. He blinked, turning around to where I could see his bare chest and taut belly. My gaze had drifted to his naked haunches and white thatch crowning his penis before I looked up again.

	The bua’s eyes had changed to a normal color, a lovely scarlet which calmed me in an instant. Instead of yellow eyes and hair, he had only one blond streak leading from his temple.

	I knew him.

	“Auslan,” I whispered.

	His smile captivated me. “Sirana.”

	I followed the path of protective runes to approach him, unsure what I would do when I got there, and he pushed stiffly up from scraped knees to stand. He opened his arms first, showing me what he wanted, and I swept him into my embrace as tight as I could maintain, astonished at how good this felt. It wasn’t simply that he was naked, that he felt and smelled like peace and pleasure.

	The last time we’d seen each other, the iron bars had prevented this.

	Now I didn’t want to wake up. Not yet.

	“I am glad to see you.” He sighed in relief. “It has been dark lately.”

	I replied dryly. “It’s the Deepearth.”

	Quietly he laughed, his nose buried in my neck, and all was quiet in the Forming Pit where he’d been made. We both ignored the altar to the Abyss standing like a barren stump behind us.

	“I haven’t seen you in the sun market,” I said.

	He clung harder to me. “I am sorry. I… stopped dreaming.”

	“But I’ve seen Toushek again,” I continued. “After you warned me.”

	He leaned back, his palms resting light on my shoulders, blinking. “Be careful, Sirana.”

	“Who is he?”

	Auslan shook his head. “I do not know. He watches me sleep. Now he is watching you.”

	“Hm.”

	I tried to ask something else. Anything else.

	About the Valsharess.

	Nothing came.

	Absently, I ran my gloved hands along his flanks, and he shivered, his eyes half closed. His drifting expression made me smile, and I leaned forward to kiss him. He groaned in welcome, returning it, arms sliding around my shoulders again as I held him close, dropping one hand to cup his rump. He grew hot and erect against me, only my black uniform separating us. Inviting him to merge with me still seemed possible without letting him go to undress.

	“I know you cannot speak of Her,” he murmured after our lips reluctantly drew apart. “Of how you are to serve. You come to me now… This is enough. This is clean, even if it is here.”

	I stroked my hands down his back, massaging, tightening my arms as he exhaled because I was unsure what to say.

	Clean.

	Not where I’d last fallen to rest. It was corrupted.

	“I seek my Sisters where the Sun touches,” I said, testing if I could. “I must know what they are tasked to do. If they die trying. I can’t… turn my back now. I am too close to one of them.”

	Auslan nodded, leaning to meet my eyes again. “I am glad, yes. Seek the Sisters. That is what you must do.” His gaze drifted sideways again. “The strain builds again and where it bends next, I cannot see yet. But many ancient eyes are… rising. Waking.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	My Consort’s bright eyes blinked and focused on me as concern etched his face. He looked toward the jump circle, his fingers digging into my biceps. He whispered earnestly, peeling away from me.

	“Sirana, escape! Hide!”

	The Forming Pit grew quite cold, and I listened to a mortal Gavin as he’d warned me, just before he died: For the sake of your unborn, hide!

	I obeyed without question, skimming along the walls to enter the shadows. Behind me the familiar, magical suck of air signaled the arrival of another in the Pit. The Abyssal hiss told me whom to expect the moment I discovered a passage through which I could escape, a last shimmer disappearing though the stone remained open.

	“Ahhh, a pleasssure to find you here, Shhyntre.”

	Shyntre?

	Before climbing out, I glanced behind me.

	There, dressed in blue mage’s robes, his hair cut short and uneven, was my wizard facing the Drider Keeper in her wild Davrin form. Hands fisted, shoulders squared, every line screamed his stubbornness to resist whatever happened next.

	Meanwhile, my Consort was gone.

	“We knew you would come here eventually.”

	“Throttle yourself in your own web, Auranka.”

	“Ohhh. You first. Deliciousss bua.”

	Stay.

	Help him.

	“She’s alive up top, isn’t she?” Shyntre taunted loudly. “The Valsharess won’t do anything about that. And I know why.”

	Auranka cackled like Soul Drinker. “Only a matter of time, bua. There isss no escape from the web we’ve woven. You know that. How often you’ve tried.”

	Escape.

	Prove her wrong.

	I turned and dove into the passage left open for me.


	[image: ***]


	I sat up in a rush, my breath hitching from stabbing soreness in my shoulder and hip. I massaged the former, took a deep breath and knew I was surrounded by plants of the Surface, catching the scent of night air. No painful light, no headache.

	“Hm,” Gavin grunted from several body lengths
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