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  Part One
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  Rain streamed down, blurring the trees and shadows into a single mass of half-resolved limbs. While the storm washed away light, it strengthened the stench of rot. Reverend Kobb pinched the bridge of his nose. The further north he came, the worse the nightmares became, and the closer the land matched the images in them.




  Flicking the reins, he aimed his horse, Falcon, for the middle of the track. Away from the trees, the echoes of threat weakened, but the rain had an easier time getting to him. Changing direction mid-fall, it swept under his hat, before shifting again to pass over his drawn-up collar and ooze down his back.




  Glad his humour remained dry—even if nothing else did—Kobb reminded himself this was what the Book of Blessings called an opportunity to praise the Maker’s skill, to marvel at how rain was good at making things wet.




  Light flickered in the distance. It looked close, but Kobb was certain he’d have time to give praise before he reached it. Fifteen soggy minutes later, a palisade rose through the murk, followed by a small hut. Unmoved by thoughts of stables, rubdowns, or shedding his dripping burden, Falcon squelched on at the same unconcerned pace.




  “Greetings, the village!”




  Someone shifted inside the hut. “Odd weather for travelling,” called a damp voice.




  “Has turned heavy. I’ll be glad to be indoors.”




  A hunched youth emerged, holding a lantern on a pole. Beady eyes and a pallid face reinforced the impression of his voice.




  The pendant at Kobb’s throat glinted as the watcher thrust his light forward like a pike. “Botherer, eh? Don’t hold much with people going on about how we’re all sinners.”




  Kobb let his cloak hang open, revealing the carved butt of his Courser. “My sermons can be loud. But I keep them short.”




  The youth’s mouth twisted as he drew the lantern back. When he dragged his shapeless cap off, Kobb realised he was smiling ingratiatingly.




  “Where would a traveller get supplies?” Kobb asked.




  “Tanton’s. Midway along. Come to where Gamm used to live, you’re too far.”




  Kobb settled his cape back in place. If you come to the house of a man you’ve never met, who doesn’t live there any more, then you’re in the wrong place. An omen for his journey if ever there was one.




  Entering the village freed him from the random drips and gushes of overhanging branches, letting him experience the full force of the rain cascading between the rough-hewn houses. A well-designed drop crept down his chest. He chastised himself for judging the youth in haste: no sane person would be cheerful today. As the far gate came into view, he reined in and dismounted. “Don’t remember how to gallop while I’m gone, Falcon.”




  As Kobb entered the store, a slender, balding man straightened from a barrel and peered at him. “Lambart Tanton. Help you?”




  “Absolution Kobb. Looking for food.” Kobb paused. “And a large horse blanket.”




  “Food I can do. Expecting shipment of blankets tomorrow. Want to pay now; I’ll have it run over to the inn in the morning.”




  The light was almost gone, but the day wasn’t. The rain couldn’t make him wet twice. “Blanket’s not important. I wasn’t planning on staying the night.”




  “What’s so urgent you need to go back out in this weather?” A woman, young from the sound of it, asked from the shadow of a doorway.




  Kobb bowed to her silhouette. “Not hurrying. Just hadn’t thought to stop.”




  She emerged into the light, revealing a functional leather coat and breeches. “Anessa Tanton. Forest gets wild around here. You’d be best to take a guide. I’d be—”




  “Now you’re back, girl, you can get that store room sorted.” Lambart fixed her with a glare.




  “Maybe I will stay over,” said Kobb. “Could you point me at the inn?”




  Lambert seemed to ignore him for a moment, then spat out directions. Deciding he’d be best served checking the supplies before he bought them anyway, Kobb resettled his cloak and strode into the storm.




  Boots already filthy, he grasped Falcon’s reins and trudged to the inn. The weather continued to exalt the Maker. Kobb led Falcon to the inn’s stable, then swung his saddlebag over his shoulder and squelched around the building. He pondered why no one had put a door into the main building, or even a covered walkway. Vague ideas it might be carpentry related aside, nothing came to him.




  Smoke drifted across the taproom from the fireplace, gathering the odours of sweat, damp, and less clear items on its way. Kobb blinked the fug from his eyes. From the press of bodies, whatever people did around here stopped for weather.




  He peeled his cape away from his riding leathers and sidled across to the bar, nodding to the flat-faced villagers. It seemed glaring at strangers was common even if you weren’t in a leaky hut. But it did mean he didn’t need to attract the innkeeper’s attention. “Looking for room and board. My horse is in the stable; could do with a rub down and a trough.”




  The innkeeper wiped his face with his rag before going back to rubbing a tankard. After glancing at the rapier on Kobb’s hip and the Courser angled across his chest, the innkeeper revealed a set of dull teeth. “Don’t allow weapons.”




  Kobb looked over his shoulder, taking in the axes, crossbows, and other dangerous objects propped on tables. Meeting the innkeeper’s eyes again, he raised one brow.




  “Them’s tools.”




  “Might I rent somewhere to store my weapons?”




  “Room and board’s three. Another for the horse. Use of the safe’s a strip.”




  Safe? That was a surprise. Kobb pulled out two strips. Breaking off a hunk, he put the rest on the bar. “Deal.”




  The innkeeper replaced the metal with a crude key. “Top of the stairs. Third door. And remember, you’re not to go disturbing my customers with your noise.”




  Kobb squeezed between tables and mounted the stairs. If anything, the smoke from the fire seemed to prefer the upper floor to the chimney. Several short, narrow doors, about five feet apart, ran down the back wall. Eyes watering, Kobb let himself into his room. The door banged against the side of the bed.




  He shouldered the door. Apart from a narrow palliasse, the room was empty. Not even a curtain over the window—although, the window was dirty enough, a curtain would have made little difference.




  Placing his saddlebag at the end of the thin space, he peered at the ceiling and walls. No hooks either. But not all the nails had been hammered flush. He hung his cloak and hat as best he could. Leaving them to drip, he pulled the Book of Blessings from his jacket and began to pray.




  When he ran out of good experiences, he eased himself to his feet. His left boot squelched, making him wince. Intellectually, ‘look to that which is with you always before all others’ made sense. However, the decades of adherence had not overcome the instinct to clean his kit as soon as he stopped.




  He pulled a rag from his bag and cleaned the mud from his clothes. At the point where he was only moving the filth around, he considered the window. Apparently, the inn had been built for better things: cobwebbed and grimy though it was, the window opened.




  Aware of the irony in making use of the torrential rain, Kobb washed out his rag and continued.




  Soul and kit tended, he should eat and try to sleep; there wasn’t a hurry, but an early start would still feel better.




  When he emerged, the taproom was more packed than before. Fortunately, without his cloak it was easier to shuffle to the bar. Squeezing between two bulging jerkins, he tilted his head towards the innkeeper.




  Mouth pursed, the innkeeper came over. “Didn’t think your sort drank.”




  “Nothing in the Book against wetting a dry throat. Mug of ale, and a bite.”




  The innkeeper pulled a rag from the stained recesses of his apron and rubbed it across the rim of a wooden tankard. After dipping it in an open barrel, he thumped it down in front of Kobb before trudging off.




  Kobb sipped the ale. Watery, with an odd under-note he hoped was resin from the tankard. Not a drink to savour, but adequate for washing away travel. And for easing the path of the dark bread and cracked cheese that the innkeeper dropped in front of him. Kobb picked up the plate and mug and shuffled away from the bar.




  Most of the seats were taken, and those that looked empty were all in use by people who had gone to the jakes or were but a few minutes away. He sighed and sidled up the stairs.




  The meal tasted as inadequate as it looked, but after days of trail food any variety was as good as spice and the plate was soon clear. Taking the same stance on the palliasse, Kobb collapsed into sleep.




  Evil whispers and looming horrors pulled him awake. Still wrapped in nightmares of hungering trees and rocks from before the world was new, it took a moment to realise the whispering was real. The door, locked behind him when he brought his supper up, cracked open.




  His hand flicked to the top of his saddlebag, grasping thin air. His Courser was in the innkeeper’s safe.




  Two shadowy figures crept into the room. “Told you bastard’d be asleep. Won’t be so sneery without his fancy weapons,” gurgled a voice, sounding like the watcher.




  Recalling his frequent debates with the Master of Novice on the difference between the Blessing of Action and the Sin of Impatience, Kobb reached for the edge of the empty plate. He pushed down hard with his free arm, sitting up and snapping the plate into the leading figure’s chin.




  Kicking his right leg into the knee of the stunned youth, Kobb cleared room to rise.




  The second thug, perhaps more used to getting his blows in before his victim realised the fight had started, still looked down at his fallen companion when Kobb’s right elbow struck his ear. Turning, he caught Kobb’s left fist on the nose.




  Kobb stepped back.




  With apparent lack of true experience in dirty fighting, the youth struggled to his feet with head still bowed.




  Kobb let him reach his full height before flicking an elbow at his chin.




  The watcher blocked Kobb’s arm with a grunt, and then rose in both tone and stance as Kobb’s knee reminded him, belatedly, to shield his groin.




  Kobb locked his fingers and brought both fists down on the youth’s forehead, sending him back into his companion.




  In a display of some sense, if little bravery, the second thug raised his palms.




  Kobb nodded at him and let him drag his companion from the room.




  Closing the door behind his visitors, Kobb considered the lock. After a moment’s thought, he shuffled the palliasse away from the wall.




  The sound of the door banging into the foot of the palliasse roused him after dawn.




  “Stranger! You stand accused of assault. It will go worse if you don’t come peaceful.”




  Kobb reached for his leathers. Bringing him to law. Perhaps the watcher had the makings of a dirty fighter after all.




  Part Two
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  Anessa rested her right hand on the butt of her slung crossbow and drifted behind the crowd, keeping one eye on Whistler Duffin. Stubby fingers clasped over his filthy apron, the innkeeper seemed have settled in until the entertainment was over.




  Tremaine Aycock and his equally creepy son dragged Kobb out of the inn. The crowd shifted forward. While they were distracted, Anessa sprinted for the side of the inn. Pressing herself against the rough wood, she tried the kitchen door. As usual, Duffin had been too lazy to set the bolt.




  Treating the filthy boards like untested undergrowth, she slid across the room and peered into the taproom. Aycock’s ranting echoed through the open door, but there was no one in sight. She crept along the bar to the cash chest. A padlock, spattered with rust and other substances, lay beside it.




  She gripped the lid and lifted. It creaked open, releasing a draft of stale air. Freezing in place, she strained her ears. Aycock’s shouting continued without pause.




  After crouching lower, she peered into the chest. A bundle of cloth with a sword hilt sticking out one end lay next to handfuls of hunks and the bone chips some villagers used in their place. She raised the edge of the cloth.




  The weave felt greasy on her fingers. Kobb’s sword and an object of crystal, sweeping metal, and carved wood, shaped like a crossbow without the arms, lay within. Remembering how nervous the sight of Kobb had made her father, and how he refused to explain, she pulled on her gloves before lifting them out of the chest. She resisted the urge to inspect them, sliding them to the sack of food she had thrown together while her father was opening the store.




  She paused and then added a few strips to the sack. Duffin might not have been part of the plan, but he had let it happen, so Kobb deserved a refund. Easing the chest closed, she crept out the kitchen door and around the back of the inn.




  The smell of rotting straw hit her as she slipped into the stable. An immense black horse, looming over the shattered remains of a trough, stared at her. She studied its shoulders for warning of an attack as she backed out of the stable.




  Once outside, she exchanged the sack for her crossbow and headed for the front of the inn.




  “This man laid hands on my son,” shouted Aycock. “If it weren’t for Duffin’s forethought, he would have killed us all.”




  Anessa dropped to a crouch as Aycock turned back from the crowd. The angle wasn’t right. A few of the east-siders were behind him. She resisted the urge to shoot anyway.




  Aycock pointed at Kobb and strode forward. “I say we hang—”




  Anessa caressed the trigger. The bolt skimmed Aycock’s belt before spending itself in the front of Goodie Weaver’s house.




  Aycock’s advance stuttered as the impact jolted his hip and his belt gave way.




  “Ain’t fair to hang a man without a trial,” said Anessa, cranking her crossbow. “Particularly when he ain’t done nothing wrong, and you ain’t law here.”




  Aycock clutched at his breeches. “You could have—”




  “My Anessa’s a good shot,” Lambert Tanton called from the middle of the crowd, “but even she can’t hit something that small.”




  The older man whirled around as the larger part of the crowd burst out laughing.




  Kobb’s saddlebag thumped to the ground. Osraed Corless sidled away, trying to merge into the crowd of east-siders.




  “We can’t let violent outsiders take over the village,” said Aycock. The east-siders nodded in support.




  “I reckon Reverend Kobb was leaving anyway,” said Lambert. “Ain’t no need to stir things up.”




  “Lambert’s right,” shouted Goodie Weaver. “And about leaving things be, too.” She added a gesture to make sure no one missed the joke.




  Kobb stepped away from Dereck Aycock, seeming not to notice when Dereck’s grunted in pain. Sweeping his saddlebag up, Kobb strolled towards the inn door.




  “Got your stuff,” said Anessa, patting a sack slung over her shoulder. She headed towards the stables. “We should get a move on before they try something.”




  Kobb tilted his head.




  She held her breath. He couldn’t turn her down now.




  His eyes turned less flinty. “Agreed. Although, Falcon might have his own ideas.”




  Finished strapping on the fragile-looking tack, Kobb leapt into the saddle and offered her a hand.




  She swallowed hard. The forest was dense in places. It made sense to go on foot. But he wouldn’t let her go with him if he thought she was afraid. Watching the horse for the slightest twitch, she stepped closer and let him swing her up behind him.




  The beast’s back rolled underneath her as it stomped out of the stable. She wrapped her arms tighter around Kobb.




  Kobb nodded to the dispersing crowd as they jolted to the north gate, apparently unconcerned by the horse’s attempts to throw them.




  Glad to replace the air of the village with the scent of trees, she tried to match Kobb’s movements. “So, where are we going?”




  “Don’t know, but I will when I get there.” Kobb pulled Falcon to a halt. “There was mention you had my kit.”




  Anessa unclasped her fingers from his cloak and half-tumbled to solid ground. She handed the sack up to him. “Dad heard them planning it last night. Didn’t seem right, and I didn’t want you thinking we were all… like that.” And it let him see how useful she could be. “Put the food you wanted in there too.”




  The smell of fresh bread and sharp cheese that her dad would miss come lunchtime wafted up as Kobb reached in and settled his weapons in place. “Seems a few strips slipped in here too.”




  “Duffin slung your stuff in his chest with the money. Didn’t even lock it. Seemed right to take something for how they treated you.”




  “There are Blessings enough we need not take from others.” Kobb dismounted and stacked the money on a rock. Pausing for a moment, he removed a strip from the pile and dropped it in a pouch. “That said, an unlocked cash box is not a safe.”




  He peered at the shadows clinging to the edges of the path. “I am grateful for the company. But I got the feeling your father didn’t approve of—”




  “Since Mum died, he gets a little worried when I’m out, but he don’t mean it. And might be better to avoid Aycock for a few days anyway.”




  “There’s sense in that. If Aycock’s the type to chew over a slight, we’ll head on a ways before I eat. No reason to tire Falcon, though.” Taking the reins, he pointed down the track. “Lead on.”




  Anessa peered sideways at the horse. It ignored her for the moment. With one ear out for changes in the sounds of small animals, she led the way along the track.




  A few miles later, she pointed out a clearing near the path. A thrush bounced across the leaf mould before flitting into a tree. “Seems a good place to take a break.”




  Kobb nodded and unslung the sack of provisions. After breaking a loaf in half, he passed her a piece before doing the same with a lump of cheese.




  She propped her crossbow against a mossy rock on the far side from the horse and sat down. The damp ground made it hard to tell, but it smelt like the rain would hold off.




  She was licking the last crumbs of cheese from her fingers when terrible howls rang out from several directions. The thrush continued its song.




  Anessa snatched up her crossbow. “Eaters! But they never come this close to the track.”




  She tried to spot a target, but—although the howls became louder and more frequent—the shadows seemed too still.




  And then the rain of spears began.




  Part Three
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  Reverend Kobb rolled sideways behind a stump and rose to a crouch, Courser and rapier in his hands. A second hail of spears peppered the ground, but he couldn’t make who threw them. His eyes flicked from the shadows to Anessa and back. She seemed safe crouched behind a large boulder, and her crossbow was loaded. He could reach her in a few steps, but that might be what they expected. Or he could wait. “Tell me more of these Eaters. How do they act? Do they understand us?”




  She ducked further down. “Don’t know. How can you be so calm?”




  “Experience. If I understand, I’m better prepared.”




  “They’re evil. Sensible people run or hide. Don’t know anyone who fought and lived.”




  Kobb glanced at the shafts clustered in the ground. Two rains of spears, each from several directions. But not from all sides at once. So probably two or three groups circling the clearing, throwing twice. He burst from behind the stump, sprinted at an angle to Anessa’s hiding place, and dived for another rock. More spears thudded into the earth, barely missing him. Now for the risky part. He leapt up and ran hard at the tree line to the left of where one of the last groups of spears had come from.




  He heard Anessa shout something but didn’t stop. After flattening himself against a tree, he counted to five in his head and slashed sideways with his rapier, rolling around the tree after it.




  Leaf litter scuffed as something jumped back. Kobb glimpsed a dark limb slipping into the shadows beneath a bush. Taking a step backwards, he let his Courser rise up. Short figures, barely distinguishable from shadow even from feet away, leapt from the bushes on all sides, clubs raised. Crude wooden masks concealed their faces but didn’t muffle their howling.




  Letting everything other than his targets fade away, Kobb turned at the waist. A heavy silence drowned their war cries as the Courser’s crystal glowed. Kobb straightened, the Eater’s twisted bodies already still.




  Anessa’s crossbow twanged behind him, followed by a whinny.




  Kobb put his back to another tree. Four more Eaters ran towards Falcon from the far side of the track. Another lay on the ground, a quarrel jutting from its head. Falcon reared as the first creature approached, smashing it backwards with his hooves, but the others held back, spreading wider to flank the horse.




  With no clear line of sight, Kobb sprinted towards Falcon, rapier raised. Whistling low then high, Kobb dropped and rolled left. Falcon charged right, exposing the end Eater. Kobb’s Courser flickered again.




  Anessa shouted incoherently.




  Glancing back, Kobb saw her pressed against a tree, knife in one hand and quarrel in the other, stabbing out at a group of five Eaters. She would soon be overwhelmed. But if he went back, the Eaters would all but cripple Falcon. Neither option clearly better, he chose to trust Anessa’s belief she was good enough.




  He surged across the clearing and scythed down another Eater.




  With one less threat to avoid, Falcon focused his efforts, hooves felling another of the creatures.




  Anessa’s shouting cut off mid-insult.




  Kobb forced himself not to react. The last Eater, cautious of Kobb’s presence, missed his chance to close on Falcon’s flank, instead diving for a nearby spear. Kobb’s Courser took the Eater as his fingers wrapped around the shaft.




  Hoping there weren’t more of the creatures lurking nearby, Kobb turned his back on the forest. Anessa, left arm cradling her gut, slumped against the tree. Wide swipes of her knife held the Eaters back but posed no threat.




  Thankful he had guessed right, Kobb aimed the Courser up from the ground, taking three Eaters in the head in quick succession.




  The last two broke into the forest.




  Rolling onto his side, Kobb hawked and spat. Flecks of blood stood out against the muck. Death had started charging for his services a while ago. After scuffing leaf mould over the spit, he clambered to his feet. “Anessa?”




  She pulled herself up the trunk by one arm, chest heaving but whole. Gaze flicking across the twisted bodies of the Eaters, she gaped at Kobb.




  He crouched to clean his rapier on some leaves. Disbelief mixed with the immortality of youth. That must be how his face had looked when Certitude Gannon walked unharmed towards him through the tumbling bodies of the bandits. Kobb wondered if Gannon had felt as hollow inside at the sight of it as he did now.




  “How…?” Anessa staggered over to her fallen crossbow. “Dad said you were dangerous. But there were so many. And then they fell faster than I could count.”




  “The Courser takes its strength from will, not metal or muscle. I need to aim, but not reload.”




  “And could I…?”




  Kobb stood. Few had the talent, and of those not all came into it. But to come into it without training, to chance upon in nature the pattern the Courser formed, might be like throwing bottles of brandy into a fire. He drew and spun his Courser, offering her the butt. “I do not have the Blessing of Knowing, but the attempt will answer. Point it at your target like your crossbow, picture the target falling in your mind, and squeeze the butt.”




  Anessa rested her crossbow on a rock and reached out. Her hand paused halfway, before snatching the Courser. Shoulders hard as oak, she thrust it towards a tangle of brambles.




  Kobb felt stiffness leave his neck as nothing happened. Walking forwards, he rested a hand on her shoulder as she thrust the Courser out for the third time. “You are not called to bear it.”




  “Perhaps it takes time. I could—”




  “It brings only the hardest of Blessings. And asks much.” He slipped the Courser from her fingers and holstered it. “The reaction you saw this morning is not unusual.”




  “But you could…” The fire went out of her. “You could kill those who challenged you. And all who disagreed. And then… How do you bear it, Mr Kobb…? I mean, Reverend…”




  “You are not of the faith, and we are companions. Call me Kobb or Absolution. And I bear it because those who accept the world as a Blessing find it is so.” And because the alternative was worse than merely killing those who threatened him. “But the time for philosophy is beside a warm hearth with a full stomach. We should move on. It will be slow going from here on.”




  “I thought you had not been this way before. And anyway, the track is passable for miles yet.”




  “But the forest will not be. Especially for Falcon.” Kobb looked down at the remains of the Eaters. “If they don’t usually come this close to the track then something has changed. I must at least rule it out before I move on.”




  Anessa looked back the way they had come, before peering into the forest. “When they fled, they left some spoor. But tracking them and finding a way for your horse will not be easy. Let us hope it is not an ambush.”




  The day passed noon and faded as she scouted both the Eaters’ route and an easier route that did not deviate too far. She returned grinning. “Some sort of ruined structure ahead. They camp there. I can get us close on foot, but your horse will make too much noise.”




  Kobb patted Falcon’s nose. “Try not to get into trouble without me.”




  Following Anessa, he crept through the undergrowth. The forest ahead grew lighter. He stopped beside her and peered through the bushes. The jagged remains of columns and walls jutted from the ground, defeated by the encroaching trees but fighting to the last. Five Eaters, one clutching a staff, clustered around a fire next to a mostly intact low building. The staff-bearer threw something into the fire with his free hand, turning the flames solid black. The air turned sour.




  Anessa bit back a gasp.




  Kobb drew back a little. “I can deal with that few easily. You should keep watch in case others return.”




  “I can get us closer without noise. And it will be over faster with both of us.”




  Kobb inclined his head and signalled her to lead the way.




  Crawling left, Anessa led the way to a point where a sagging wall concealed the fire.




  Kobb crouched low and followed her across the leaf mould to the shadows beneath it. Pointing at each of their chests, he signalled she should go to opposite end.




  He leaned around the end to confirm the Eaters were still clustered around the fire. Raising his Courser, he fired. The nearest Eater collapsed into the fire. Flames gusted up and then settled into reds and oranges.




  Eaters dived away from the fire. Kobb took another and saw a third collapse with a quarrel in his chest.




  With a howling war cry, an Eater charged towards Kobb. The staff bearer began to chant.




  Kobb took the charging Eater in the head.




  The remaining Eater continued to chant. The fire blazed higher, making the air shimmer.




  Letting everything else drift away, Kobb aimed the Courser and caressed the butt.




  The Eater’s chant continued.




  Kobb fired again, and a third time to no effect.




  A quarrel glanced off a column several feet from the Eater.




  Chant soaring in volume, the Eater pointed his staff towards Anessa’s hiding place. Chunks of stone exploded up. With a terrible creak, the wall slumped further.




  Kobb fired as fast as he could will.




  The Eater spun its staff. Almost a blur, it disappeared behind a pile of stone. Leaping up again, it lashed out with its staff.




  Kobb dived sideways as the wall shattered around him.




  Part Four
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  Tucking his legs in tight, Kobb rolled into the shadow of the remaining wall. Massive blocks thudded into the ground only inches from his feet. Dust rained down, as others were knocked free of the lip of his narrow shelter. He pressed his elbows hard against his sides and aimed the Courser at the worst threats as best he could.




  The stones shifted path—when he hit them—but lacking whatever it was the Courser most worked upon, did not shatter. Clouds of dirt and mortar covered the stench of the Eater’s ritual, sucking the moisture from Kobb’s mouth.




  The thudding and rolling stopped. Feeling something twist inside as he forced a cough down, he swilled his mouth with saliva and let it dribble in brown strings from his lips. With luck, the Eater would think him buried beneath the rubble.




  Kobb eased himself up onto his elbows and crawled around the pile of stones. Peering between two massive blocks, he saw the Eater standing a few feet away, spinning its staff above its head and flicking its gaze from place to place.




  Heartbeats later, it sprinted past the fire and into the intact building.




  Kobb racked his mind. Even if he could get close enough to use his sword without receiving a dose of whatever the Eater did, it was too fast to fight with a rapier. He needed an edge.




  He considered the surrounding rubble. While some blocks were cracked, most of them were intact. The majority of the damage was to the mortar, or through falling. Maybe whatever the Eater had done had the same reduced effect on stone as his Courser.




  By sliding slowly, he moved onto the top of a block and took a better look at the building. Two low doorways gaped, one either end of the front wall, but there were no windows—at least on the sides he could see. One corner of the roof sagged as if ready to fall.




  After an aching glance at the jumble of stone at the far end of the wall, he crept between columns and the remains of walls until he stood next to the door furthest from the damaged area of the roof. He flattened himself against the wall and waited.




  The chanting didn’t restart. The Eater hadn’t noticed him. Kobb took aim at the other door lintel and raised his Courser. Hoping his lungs would stand another use so soon after his frenzied firing and the clouds of muck, he took his shot. Not waiting to see the effect, he swung his rapier hard across the doorway.




  The rumble of falling stones covered the sound of Kobb’s rapier striking the Eater in the face as it ran through the doorway. Continuing his motion, Kobb rolled around the edge of the door while dropping his weapons and leapt onto the staggered Eater, locking his arms around its body.




  The air thickened as the rent in the building spread.




  The Eater’s arms and legs blurred as it struck at him, but Kobb ignored the pain and squeezed harder. Leaning back, he raised the Eater from the ground.




  Too close to wield its staff, and unable to dodge an attack that had already occurred, it thrashed as Kobb drew his arms tighter around its spine.




  The Eater twisted its head around, snapping at him




  Kobb felt a tearing sensation on the side of his head, followed by pain and warmth spreading down his neck. Strength trickling away, and rubble falling ever closer, he realised he would soon lose his grip on one or the other. He locked his fingers as tight as he could and threw himself forwards.




  Agony spiked through his hands and forearms as they slammed into the rough floor. Blood-flecked mucus exploded from his mouth as something punched into his chest, sending his lungs into racking coughs.




  He drew a breath of his own will. The Eater lay unmoving beneath him.




  Shouts, not loud enough to be intelligible, penetrated the rumble of falling blocks. Anessa or more Eaters? After forcing down nausea, he rolled off his opponent and staggered out of the door.




  No one greeted his sight. Grabbing up his weapons, he stumbled away from the collapsing building towards where he last saw Anessa. As he moved, he realised the shouts were inside. There must have been more Eaters deeper within.




  A crossbow lay next to the remains of the wall, half-cranked. In the shadows beneath the sagged stonework, he saw Anessa’s head. He crouched down. “Anessa. Can you move?”




  Her eyes were closed, but the locks of hair lying across her face trembled. He gave praise for a Blessing. She was unconscious but still breathing.




  Easing his aching body as close as possible to the gap, he slid his right arm in. It hit rock, just below her chest.




  He drew his arm back and moved around the wall. The middle had stood better. Blocks still held by mortar formed an arch, the depths of which revealed Anessa’s legs. Just one block held her in place.




  The sound of falling stone quietened.




  “—me. Anyone!” The shouting sounded human.




  Kobb paused. The wall hadn’t sunk while he fought the Eater, so might hold for a while longer. And even the thought of shifting it on his own made him feel queasy. He walked back towards the building. “I can… hear you.”




  “Thank you! Hurry, please.”




  Kobb took a step through the doorway. Murky light shifted through the clouds of settling dust, revealing jagged piles of stone. From the far corner, metal groaned. Twisted iron bars stopped the remaining roof from falling further.




  Someone moved behind the bars. “Over here. The cage saved me, but it won’t hold.”




  Pausing after each step, Kobb moved closer. The rubble shifted as he advanced, but held. Crouching, he saw a middle-aged man, hunched within a tangle of bars.




  Kobb looked up. A team of workers with ropes and bars might move the stonework, but one ageing priest, bruised, half-choked, and without tools had no chance.




  The cage creaked again as the roof shifted.




  Part Five
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  Kobb froze. The creaking stopped.




  “Haelen Lok,” said the prisoner. “Did you see how that creature destroyed the building? Could you break the bars?”




  Kobb peered through the murk. The side wall sagged inward. He was no architect, but the wall and roof looked to be taking some of each other’s weight. If he blasted one of them away, the cage would take the full weight of the other before he could get off a second shot. “Not sure it would help. We need to… We might be able to…”




  He backed away across the rubble to the doorway. The Eater’s staff lay next to its body, mercifully still intact. Kobb took a step back towards the cage and stumbled sideways as the stones shifted beneath his feet.




  The staff lodged between two blocks, preventing him from falling. Kobb held his breath. Nothing moved. Shifting his feet, he regained his footing and eased the staff free. He inched his way back to the cage, transferring his weight from foot to foot, and passed the end of the staff between two bars. “If you brace the roof with this it might hold long enough for me to get some bars out of the way.”




  “And if it doesn’t, the roof crushes me.” Haelen took the end of the staff. “Don’t see a choice, though. I need you to promise something first. I was on my way to find my daughter when those creatures found me. Promise me if I die you’ll save my Katrina.”




  Kobb’s fingered the pendant at his throat. He couldn’t leave a child in danger. “I promise.”




  Haelen drew the staff through the bars and twisted it around as best he could. For a moment, flecks of something caught the light, confirming Kobb’s theory it was similar to a Courser. Hopefully, it would be as resilient.




  Kobb drew his Courser. “Turn your head away. It’ll get messy.” Realising he had no idea which bars were bearing the least weight, he aimed to one side of Haelen and took his shot.




  The bar shivered. With a graunch, the bottom sprang outward. The roof creaked, but the air was too full of muck to tell how far it moved.




  Kobb dived into the choking cloud of powered mortar and dirt, thrusting his arm forwards. His fingers met flesh. Pulling his arm back, he yanked Haelen out as Haelen leapt forwards. The edge of a block bruised Kobb’s aching back as the two men landed in a tangled heap. A sharp crack, like snapping kindling, rang out.




  Despite wanting nothing so much as a single night’s rest, Kobb struggled to his feet and staggered for the door. His passage turned faster and more assured as Haelen wrapped an arm around him and drew him forward.




  The louder crack of the staff losing its battle presaged the fatal crash of the building. Gasping for breath, the two men lay on the grass.




  “A Courser?” Haelen rolled over. “I hoped for rescue, but not… Has the push started?”




  Kobb sat up. “I’m not in the Legion. There’s just Anessa and me. We need to get her out.”




  “If your companion was in there, then—”




  “Over there. By the wall.”




  Haelen eased himself upright and then helped Kobb up. The two of them trudged across the clearing, steps gaining some hint of strength as they went.




  “I used to be Legion. A healer.” Haelen crouched beside Anessa and ran his fingers over her head and torso. “She might just be stunned, but I’ll need time and a better inspection.”




  “If I pull on the block, perhaps you can slide her out.”




  “You shifted stone last time. It’s my turn.” Haelen braced his hands on the bottom of the block. “Slide. Don’t yank. If she is injured, we don’t want to make it worse.”




  Kobb gripped Anessa beneath the armpits. As Haelen heaved, Kobb pulled.




  She moved slightly, but Kobb could feel resistance. Arms and legs trembling, Haelen let the block settle back.




  Kobb stumbled over. “My turn.” His efforts were, if anything, less effective.




  Haelen pumped his fingers. “What if we slide something in so it doesn’t settle back?”




  Hampered by the fading light, they gathered a small pile of the flattest stones they could find. By taking turns to lift the block, they wedged the remains of the wall higher. With each wedge, the pile trembled and bowed out further.




  “It’ll fall if we try adding more stones,” Haelen said. “We have to risk hurting her.”




  Gripping one side of Anessa’s torso each, they yanked hard. With a sound of tearing cloth, she slid from under the wall.




  Haelen ran his fingers over her again, this time easing them under her torso too. “Nothing feels out of place. She’ll need remedies, though, and rest.” He looked over at the jagged remains of the building. “My bag is buried in there somewhere. But they didn’t spend long in my camp. There might still be what I need there. If we could move her that is.”




  Kobb managed half a chuckle before the coughing started. Slapping his chest, he spat muck. “Falcon, my horse, has a way of finding trouble; but I doubt anyone dropped a building on him.” He held out his rapier. “Wait here.”




  The return to Falcon was easy enough; and, freed of the need for stealth, leading him back to the clearing manageable. Falcon even consented to stand still while they settled Anessa across his saddle.




  Not wishing to jolt her, the journey from the ruins took even longer than the stealthy approach. By the time they reached Haelen’s camp, night had full hold.




  Shards of bottles, contents now only stains, lay among tatters of tent and clothing. Kobb helped Haelen lay Anessa down on the remains of a cloak. “I’ll take watch.”




  “I need to stay up anyway to prepare the herbs,” said Haelen. “It’ll be worse if neither of us gets any sleep. I’ve had nothing to do but sit in that cage anyway.”




  Kobb slumped against a tree. It made sense. “Wake me if anything seems odd.”




  Sleep caught him the moment his eyes closed. And then the world tumbled into a screaming abyss.




  Kobb’s eyes snapped open. Bitter slime coated his tongue and icy fingers crushed his temples.




  Haelen crouched beside him. “You were thrashing. And muttering something.”




  “Nightmares. Rocks twisting like smoke. And chanting. They grow stronger as I move north.”




  “You barely slept. There is a potion. It might help control the nightmares. But…”




  Kobb considered. Without the dreams, he might lose the way. But without one good night’s sleep soon, he would soon lose the ability to fight. “But what?”




  “It needs Korha venom. There are swamps to the east. There might be Korha there. But Anessa can’t travel.”




  Korha. A creature so evil the myths claimed the Maker denied it the Blessing of Death. “Then I go alone.”




  Part Six
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  Anessa felt woozy. Everything was dark. She smelt rotting leaves and a sharper scent like crushed grass. The last thing she remembered was the wall tumbling down, and something hitting her in the stomach. Something moved nearby. Sounded like the fight was over.




  The darkness wasn’t uniform: there were specks of light here and there, like an old feed sack over a window. Kobb wouldn’t put a bag on her head, so… So she needed to see what was going on. She twitched one arm and listened.




  Something clinked, not metal, pottery maybe? Then the sound of whatever was out there moving away. Easing her right arm over her stomach, Anessa winced in anticipation; and then paused again when she wasn’t racked with pain.




  Something rough was wrapped around her stomach, but her arm moved freely, so she wasn’t tied up. Nearby, someone whistled a tune.




  She froze. Whoever it was didn’t fear detection. Which was another reason it couldn’t be Kobb. Two reasons, given how impossible the image of him whistling cheerfully seemed. If she was careful, the noise would cover her movements. She brought her hand up to her face.




  Hessian and a mushy substance. A ragged edge hung just past her ear. Whatever it was, it was only draped over. She could lift a corner enough to see and then work out what to do next.




  The whistling continued. The scent of crushed grass strengthened as she lifted the sacking. By tilting her head, she made out the back of a man clad in a filthy tunic, crouched over something. She peered around. Broken glass, potsherds, and torn cloth filled the clearing. Her crossbow lay on a pile of sacking six feet away. Which, still woozy and moving over broken glass, was five feet too far.




  That rock was within reach, though. She peeled the cloth all the way off her face and eased herself into a crouch. All she had to do was—




  Pain jabbed through her left leg. Biting down on a shout, she collapsed sideways.




  The man sprang to his feet and walked towards her. “Anessa?”




  As he crouched down next to her, she swung the rock hard.




  He swayed backwards without effort. “Calm down. I’m a friend. Haelen Lok. I’m a healer.”




  “Kobb?”




  “He’s fine. Dealt with the last of those creatures. Rescued me from them.” Haelen extended his hands, palms facing her. “Can I touch you?”




  Anessa stared at him. The wooziness made it hard to concentrate, but he could have killed her already if he wanted; and he knew her name… She nodded.




  He ran his fingers along her legs and across her stomach. “Any sickness? Blurred vision?”




  “Pain in my leg. And my head’s wobbly.” This didn’t seem so bad. The gentle brushing of his fingers was relaxing.




  He grabbed her left foot and wrenched while pressing down hard on her knee.




  Anessa spasmed, shooting upright. Now her stomach hurt.




  “Cramp. The poultice kept you still while you slept.” Haelen’s fingers pressed along her leg. “Should be better now.”




  Blinking wetness away, she realised the pain jabbing her leg was gone now. “Thank you… I think.”




  “You were lucky. The blast stunned you, but the rubble only bruised you.” He pressed on her shoulder. “You need rest, though. The reverend won’t be back for several days anyway.”




  Anessa sagged back. Kobb had gone on without her. Although, she couldn’t blame him: she nearly got killed by Eaters the first time, missed half her shots the second time, and then did get knocked out. “Did he say where he was going?”




  “Those creatures broke most of what they didn’t take. I found enough to tend you, but…” Haelen glanced away. “I needed Korha venom.”




  Anessa stared at him. She recalled fragments of the stories Gramma told before Dad found out and forbade it. “They’re a myth.”




  “Some of the tales are pure fantasy, but the beasts are real enough.” Haelen rested a hand on her shoulder. “And that’s all they are, beasts; dangerous I’ll admit, but not some dark force that can’t be stopped.”




  Anessa stood and staggered towards her crossbow. “Maybe. But we have to help him.”




  “You need rest.”




  “You said he would be back in several days. I can get a night’s sleep on the way as easily as here. But I’m not lying around while he goes into danger. You don’t have to come.”




  “And spend all my time worrying you’d collapsed in a ditch? I shouldn’t have let him go in the first place.”




  Scared each moment might be the last chance not to be too late, but aware that any of Haelen’s surviving possessions might be the difference between saving Kobb’s life and not, Anessa forced herself to help him assemble a bundle each.




  Between her aching everything and not moving above a walk for fearing to attract unwanted attention, the first day’s travel was less than she had hoped. But they were going in a straightish line; Kobb might be faster on horseback, but Haelen assured her the road would take Kobb miles out of his way.




  Next morning she awoke cold but less stiff. After convincing Haelen to eat as they walked, they spent another day squeezing between twisted trees, before collapsing onto a patch of the least rotten vegetation they could find in the gloom.




  An icy drizzle, filtering between branches too close to admit more than tatters of light, woke them. Tired and unsure of which side of dawn it was, they trudged on.




  Feet numb and clothes clammy, Anessa realised it was lighter ahead and the ground sloped down. The brambles gave way to half-rotten undergrowth layered over slimy soil. The rain, taking full advantage of the wider gaps between dying trees, drove into her face. But it was lighter ahead.




  They stumbled and slid through the trees, emerging on the edge of a ragged field. Clumps of grey leaves lay in rough lines through the mud. On the far side huts sagged, wrapped in tendrils of mist.




  “Alcston,” said Haelen. “Unless someone else was mad enough to build on the edge of a swamp. If the reverend stayed on the road, that’s where it ends.”




  Spurred on by the thought of news, or even finding Kobb still there, Anessa forced her way across the cloying mud towards the nearest hut. “Halloo, the village.”




  The mist sucked away her shout, returning the village to silence. She considered the nearby huts. Shutters, too warped and swelled to be usable, covered the windows; and no smoke rose from the chimneys. But some of the doors stood partway open. When she banged on the nearest, her hand came away coated with a greenish mould.




  Haelen squelched into sight. “Looks abandoned. We should move on.”




  Anessa peered into the murk. “I think there’s someone asleep in there.” She shoved on the door until the gap was wide enough to slip in. A bitter smell hung in the air. Quiet breathing came from a bed in the corner. She made out a head above a crumpled blanket. “Hallo.”




  Apart from a slight snuffle, they didn’t react.




  Anessa walked over and reached out to shake them. More of the mould coated the blanket. Her hand jerked back, catching a fold and sending the blanket sliding to the floor. A woman, curled up inside a tattered nightdress, lay on a decaying bundle of straw.




  Reaching out again, Anessa tugged on the woman’s shoulder. The woman rolled onto her back but didn’t wake. Something wasn’t right.




  The woman should have woken up. Why hadn’t she woken? Then Anessa realised something worse. The woman was on her back now, so why weren’t her legs visible?




  She bent down. The bitter odour grew stronger.




  The woman’s legs ended below the hips.




  Murky light spilled across the bed as Haelen forced the door wide.




  Anessa’s legs gave way. The woman’s legs ended not in the smooth stumps of deformity or an old accident, but in torn flesh and bone. Flesh and bone that—unlike her skin and bedding—bore no sign of dirt or decay.




  Flushed with life, yet did not bleed.




  Part Seven
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  Anessa felt hands lifting her up and helping her to the door. Staggering out of the hut, she began to hiccup, each spasm burning her throat. Not caring about the mould, she slumped against the swollen planks. Haelen might’ve been right about needing more rest.




  Haelen stepped into view. He held out her pack and then patted her shoulder. “There’s no shame in it. Seeing that and not feeling ill? That would be a bad thing.”




  “What… what did that?” She forced the bile down. “How is she…?”




  “Korha venom is powerful. Some tales speak of them felling mighty warriors with a single blow. All I could do was stop her from suffering further.”




  Anessa took a deep breath and then regretted it as the scent of stagnant water flooded her nose. She’d thought coming with Kobb would be an escape from Morth, a chance to get away from the east-siders and their sneaking around. Instead, the world was the senseless, dangerous place Dad kept trying to protect her from.




  Which made Haelen’s actions all the more impressive. Coming with her might only be repaying a debt to Kobb, but spending his time and precious resources helping a complete stranger… “We should search the rest of the village. What if there are more villagers?”




  Haelen gazed at her for a moment. Whatever he saw made him smile, but it soon faded. “I don’t have the herbs to wake them up. So killing whatever did this might be the only way. I only met the reverend briefly, but I think this would have spurred him on. Which means—”




  “—either he got here already and needs help, or we don’t have time to wait for him.” Anessa studied the churned ground. “Those might be hoof prints.”




  She unslung her crossbow. After a moment, Haelen drew his eating knife; it didn’t make him look any more dangerous.




  The mist thickened as she led the way through the village, adding to the impression the tendrils clutched at it. As she slogged on, the huts showed ever-greater signs of abandonment, swollen wood giving way to rot and collapse. The squelch of their feet broke the silence.




  The ground underwent similar degradation, cloying mud melting into a foul-smelling soup. Feet later, the mist took away what little chance she had of identifying even hints of tracks. She wasn’t sure if the dark shapes in the near distance were fallen huts or rotten trees. “How could anyone live here?”




  “Cities don’t have the same discomforts, it’s true, but they aren’t safer. And they have a lot more rules. Some people prefer hard freedom to a feather bed they’ll never own.” Haelen hawked into the mud and then swept his arm around. “But I reckon this foulness came to live here after they did.”




  “So, it might be—” In the distance, something cried out. She held a finger to her lips and waited.




  A few moments later, it came again. “Does that sound like a horse?”




  Haelen shrugged. “It’s something to head for.”




  Eyes drawn in every direction by half-shapes in the fog, Anessa crept forward. The ground resisted each attempt to lift her boot yet slid away each time she put it down.




  Filthy water spattered her back and Haelen cried out. She turned and saw him sprawled face down in the muck. She scanned for threats, but nothing seemed out-of-place. “Haelen?”




  He rolled over and sat up, spitting out mud and water. After running his hands over his legs, he picked up his knife. “Caught my foot on something. Left ankle twisted. Doesn’t feel broken.”




  She slung her crossbow and helped him up.




  His face paled under the filth as his weight shifted onto his legs. Wrapping his arm around her shoulders, he pointed at a twisted form squatting in the murk. “Help me to that tree.”




  Anessa wrapped her arm around his waist and took his weight. Just as she thought she had it, her right foot slid sideways. By shifting his grip on her shoulder, Haelen stopped her falling but almost went over himself. Stopping almost every other step to change their positions, they reached the tree.




  Thin limbs jutted from a bulging trunk. Sap oozed from cracks in bark the colour of lead. Only the few leaves clinging to the least unhealthy twigs convinced Anessa it wasn’t some armoured beast.




  Haelen tugged on a branch about the thickness of his wrist. “Should take my weight.”




  “I’m not leaving you in the middle of a swamp.”




  “I’m not asking you to.” Haelen drew his knife. “But I can barely walk. I can’t run. I’d make it worse if we’re attacked.”




  “Then we—”




  “No.” Haelen hacked at the branch. “By the time you get to the village and back it might be too late. You need to carry on. Once I can cut the branch off, I can limp back. Maybe take a look in the other huts so I’m not useless.”




  Anessa’s thoughts refused to settle. Haelen didn’t seem like he would last long at the best of times; with a twisted ankle, he was just prey. But he was right about how long it would take to help him back. The swamp seemed threatening, but all they had encountered was mud and fog. Could she let him go back on his own?




  The branch tore away under Haelen’s knife. He wedged a fork under his arm. Tufts of limp black leaves waved above his head. It should have been comical, but it made Anessa more nervous.




  Haelen took his arm from around her shoulders. The branch sank deeper, canting him sideways, but he stayed upright. “Anessa. You need to get going. I’ll be fine.”




  Unsure what to say, she raised a hand in salute and trudged into the mist. A few moments later, she looked back, but the fog had already hidden him from view. Heart heavy, she tried to locate the cries of the horse.




  Moving first one way and then angling back as the sound shifted, she advanced. Now she was certain it was a familiar whinny. A shadow shifted in a way the mist wouldn’t explain. Hoping she wasn’t giving away the advantage of stealth, she sloshed as fast as she could towards it.




  A loud neigh echoed ahead. The fog grudgingly revealed the silhouette of a horse.




  Finding firmer footing, Anessa jogged forward. Somehow, an island of solid ground existed within the filthy soup. A squat tree jutted from the middle. Falcon, straining against the reins hitched to its branches, stood at bay on the far side.




  Caked with mud and wreathed in mist, he raced towards her. Spittle exploded across her face as the reins pulled his gaping mouth up inches from her.




  Kobb had been here. Gritting her teeth, she stepped closer with her palms raised. “Friend. I’m a friend.”




  When he didn’t attack straight away, she sidled over to the reins. Between Falcon’s pulling and the soggy air, the leather had swelled, but she eventually worked the hitch loose. As soon as she did, Falcon headed for the mist.




  Dogs ran to their masters; maybe horses did too. Unslinging her crossbow as she ran, Anessa struggled after him. The mist shredded around his passage, adding brief maws to Anessa’s imaginings of lashing tentacles. She thought she saw a flash of purple through the murk, but it was gone before she could be sure and didn’t return.




  Falcon surged towards a vague darker shape ahead. Then tumbled sideways as a tentacle seemed to lash out, before dissipating again.




  Anessa dropped to a crouch. The murk swirled but revealed only more mist. The shadow, the size of an adult man lying on the ground, remained still. She waited.




  Falcon didn’t move. Eyes flicking at every shift in the fog, she crept forward.




  The horse was still breathing. But he seemed smaller, lying in the swamp. She patted him on the flank. The same bitter odour as the hut filled her nostrils and a thin layer of green mould clung to her palm.




  The mist shifted around her, but no attack came. Her legs felt weak. Fighting down a yawn, she peered through the murk. The creature should be ahead of her, so why couldn’t she see it.




  Her crossbow drooped in her hands. She needed a plan, but the cold seemed to eat away at her thoughts. She slumped next to Falcon. Now he wasn’t looming over her, she realised his coat was soft like a pillow.




  She couldn’t hold back a yawn. The mist swirled and thickened ahead, obscuring the slumped shadow. Falcon’s flank felt comfortable under her cheek. Apart from the mould, it was just like…




  Part Eight
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  *Thwang*




  Anessa screamed in pain as something hit her stomach. Struggling to draw breath, she noticed her crossbow next to her, no longer loaded and with one arm embedded in the mud. It must have gone off when it hit the ground, kicking the butt into her stomach. She stifled a yawn. If she’d dropped her crossbow in the mud, Haelen was right about her needing—




  No. Sleep was the enemy. Grabbing the crossbow, she backed away. Torn between keeping moving to stay awake and having to rely on her knife to protect herself, she risked a brief stop to wipe away the worst of the mud from her crossbow.




  Something splashed behind her.




  She spun around. For a moment, she thought she saw something move, but then it was lost in the fog. After fumbling a bolt into place, she crept closer.




  The mist swirled again revealing a thin shadow. Almost releasing without thought, she realised it was a withered sapling. Neck aching from trying to look in every direction at once, and new abuse reminding her stomach of old insults, she took long moments to realise the urge to sleep had faded.




  She crouched and looked back. Tendrils of fog slid across Falcon. Or something that looked like fog. Ignoring the dull aches, she took aim and loosed a bolt.




  The mist twisted where it had passed, but she couldn’t be sure whether the remaining tendrils were a trick of vapour, or even be sure some of them had not been. The tiredness was a sign the Korha was nearby, but—unless the fog cleared—she would be firing blind. Or she could get closer. Close enough to be affected by its venom.




  Falcon had fallen asleep before he hit the ground, but she had only begun to doze. She thought she’d seen a tentacle hit him. What if the venom was so strong that breathing the air it had passed through was enough to feel some effect? She slung her crossbow and unlaced her coat. Her singlet was the only vaguely clean clothing she had left. At least that would change through choice. Ripping a wide strip from the hem, she pushed it deep into the muck.




  The brackish water darkened as clots of black matter rose to the surface. Anessa gagged as the damp air took on a stench that made Duffin’s jakes seem fragrant. Before she lost her nerve, she dragged the strip out and tied it around her face.




  Loading her crossbow, she trudged towards Falcon. Between, hopefully, less of the venom getting through and the foulness making her not want to breathe anyway, she should be safe unless a tentacle touched her. She thought she could make out several whirls of mist that were both thicker and less random than others. She crept closer.




  The fog shifted, but the tentacles didn’t, making her more certain they were not just a trick of her mind. Where the centre of the tentacles would be, she made out a darker patch. She wanted to loose now, but knew she might only have one chance. Lungs aching, she inched closer.




  The air remained still; but the mist parted, revealing Kobb slumped in the water. A dark sphere, easily two feet across, with a horizontal line across the middle, loomed over him. She gasped as she realised it was an eye, mud and rotten leaves from the cloth filling her mouth.




  Fighting down nausea, she raised her crossbow. Even battered and half-choked, her aim was true. The bolt smashed into the centre of the eye, filling the air with black ichor.




  Anessa tumbled backwards as barbed tentacles lashed out of the mist. Plastered with muck—but crossbow in hand—she rolled away. Long moments later, the flailing assault slowed and then stopped.




  She wiped filth from her eyes and watched the Korha for the slightest movement. Tentacles almost the colour of mist hung around a torso containing the remains of a single huge eye. The fog drifted back, obscuring the cloud of ichor. Something didn’t feel right. If the mist hid the body, why were the tentacles still so easy to see?




  The fog shifted again. The patch of blackness grew ever smaller.




  Then blinked.




  Barbed tentacles flickered out.




  Not noticing the swamp claiming her right boot, she stumbled away. Something caught her foot, sending her face first into the muck.




  She couldn’t breathe.




  She tore the rag from her face and rolled over. But the fog was even thicker at the swamp’s surface and only grey met her eyes. She was still awake, so perhaps she was safe for the moment. She eased herself up.




  Vague shadows came and went in the mist, but nothing struck at her. She must have tripped. The Korha had lost her.




  Her crossbow was gone. She felt around but discovered only mud. Not that having a weapon would save her if the creature found her.




  Why had it lost her in the fog? This was its home. If Haelen was right, it might even have brought this murk with it.




  What if it was more than at home in fog? The eye had drifted back together. How could she fight fog?




  Unless she wanted to leave Kobb, and the surviving villagers, to the creature, she had to try something.




  Fog went faster on hot days. Dad even called it burning away. Fire might damage it.




  Black gunk oozed between her fingers as she patted her pockets. Her flint hadn’t been lost when she fled, but she had nothing that was dry enough to burn, let alone set a creature that large alight.




  But Kobb might. She crept through the mist to Falcon. Mud caked the outside of Kobb’s saddlebag, but it hadn’t received a dunking. The contents might be dry. She yawned. Why had he tied it so tightly? She couldn’t get a grip. If only—




  Gritting her teeth, she poked herself in the stomach. She might just be tired, but she couldn’t take the risk. The knot yielded, revealing folded clothes, a book, and a small iron box. Rumour had it the faithful had some strange rules, but she doubted anyone would die from the lack of a shirt. That would be terrible, or funny, rescuing him and then it turning out the book wasn’t—




  She slapped herself. Don’t drift off. She located a shadow in the mist that seemed too solid to be a threat and slogged towards it. After longer than it should have taken, she reached the twisted remains of a tree. Her knife skipped and scraped the bark instead of cutting cleanly, but she eventually removed a branch.




  The makeshift torch caught on the third attempt. A weight she hadn’t realised she bore lifted. Against reason, the air seemed clearer around the smouldering cloth. She raised the torch high and advanced into the mist.
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