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Prologue

Darkness roiled around Tarrik Nal-Valim, demon of the Thirty-Ninth Order. It caressed his skin, blinded his eyes, stoppered his ears. It delved into every part of his flesh as if wanting to know him. It smelled faintly . . . of dampness and somehow a freshness, too, after the staleness of Shimrax, the Guttering Wastes. One moment he was sitting and thinking, and the next he was surrounded by shadows, his senses blocked, the world around him disappearing. The darkness engulfed him, not unlike the one and only time he’d been immersed in water—a horrible experience.

He didn’t panic, though, for this had happened to him before. It was a scrying such as only the demon lords knew how to conjure, somehow given physical form to carry him to them. When the darkness dissipated, he found himself sitting on gray stone pavers in a vast chamber he was only too familiar with: the Chamber of Inquiry, deep inside the Fortress of Oblivion in the demon lords’ realm of Kormanxal.

There was a ripeness to the air, as if it bore the tang of the blood of every demon who had ever been executed on the very spot on which Tarrik now sat. Fear gripped him. Not the hot fear of battle that a warrior reveled in but an icy terror that came when there was nothing to do but await one’s fate.

He rose to his feet, keeping his breathing deep and steady. Five empty thrones stood upon raised plinths in front of him, all of equal height and carved from obsidian set with beads of void-stone. Each was lit by a single yellow orb high above that illuminated the void-stones and made each throne seem as if it were set with a thousand tiny fires.

The thrones and their platforms were carved with what looked like twined worms or tendrils, but Tarrik knew what they really were. He’d examined them the previous times he’d been called to the chamber. They were cords and ropes twisted around grinning faces and contorted limbs—a depiction of tormented supplicants before they were judged and either executed or exiled. He steeled himself, wondered if further torment or even death would be his own fate this time.

Fluted columns ringed the space, molded from hazy and translucent void-stone and stretching to the vaulted ceiling. The tops of the columns spread out like branches, forming an intricate lattice of geometric shapes, as if the builder had been whimsical or bored. As it did every time he was brought here, Tarrik’s breath caught in his throat at the beauty and grace of the creation. No wonder the demon lords favored this realm. They’d only added to its magnificence over the eons.

He tore his eyes away to examine the pavers that surrounded him. He sat within a circle of seven-pointed stars, with more stars clustered around the circumference and spiraling away across the floor. Each was formed from void-stone and set flush into the pavers. They were ancient, and no one knew what they meant—or admitted to it if they knew—if indeed they meant anything. Tarrik had scoured through libraries during any spare time away from his shadow-blade training, searching for information on the lost art of how to create void-stone. Arrogantly, he’d thought he might find a clue the scholars had missed. Those years seemed a dozen lifetimes ago.

Tarrik looked at the thrones again, still empty. It seemed the demon lords wanted to talk to him. If they’d already decided his fate, he’d be dead. He suppressed a surge of hope. There was only one reason for them to summon him: a judgment was scheduled, of him, of his actions. And with that realization came the possibility of redemption—the chance to return to a life he’d almost forgotten, that slipped further and further away with every day. No longer chiggruul—an outcast, an exile.

His hand moved to touch the mark of the exile on his shoulder before he could stop himself. It burned as it had the day he’d been branded, but he knew it was remembered pain, not actual.

Swirling darkness surrounded the five thrones: the Council of Lords was gathering. There was no point in fighting. He had no chance against five demon lords. Even the weakest was strong enough and fast enough to skewer him multiple times before Tarrik could blink, and their dark-tide sorcery was an order of magnitude greater than his.

Tarrik went down on one knee and lowered his head. Some of his braids slid across his shoulder and dangled down the side of his face, their ends brushing the floor. He suppressed a curse. Would his unkemptness be held against him? There was no way to know. The demon lords kept the rules of this chamber to themselves.

“Tarrik Nal-Valim, demon of the Thirty-Seventh Order,” whispered a woman’s voice, throaty and caressing.

Shax-Ronovel. Her presence eased Tarrik’s mind minutely. She was the only demon lord on the council who had argued against his exile. He didn’t know why—her motives were hidden from him—but at least she had been an ally. Was she still?

More heartening was her confirmation that the demon lords didn’t know of his elevation to the Thirty-Ninth Order. It meant his increased power and skill were cards up his sleeve. The Thirty-Ninth Order was a few steps from ascending to demon-lord status. A lofty goal, and one Tarrik hadn’t thought would ever be within reach. But if he was honest with himself, it still wasn’t. Was that another way to end his exile? To kill and absorb enough demon essence to rise to such an exalted rank? Would the other lords kill one of their own? What were the rules? Were there any? He had no idea.

What he did know was that he’d seen the suffering that more power brought: Ren’s torment, Contian’s difficulties, and the convoluted games of the demon lords and their constant guard against betrayal. Becoming a lord wasn’t for him.

As for his shadow-blade talent, Tarrik’s master had spelled it out for him when they’d first discovered his innate ability. It was a blessing while he was in the lower orders, but the further he progressed, the more of a liability his power became. And one day, if the demon lords decided he’d progressed too far, he would be killed because of his talent—so he needed to avoid absorbing power.

He couldn’t help but wonder, If the demon lords knew he was of the Thirty-Ninth Order, would he leave the Chamber of Inquiry alive?

“The human-lover,” said another lord. “Kill him and be done with it.”

This voice was higher than Shax-Ronovel’s, but male. Barnath: a demon lord who delighted in cruelty and used the lower-order demons as playthings. He was vain and weak and hadn’t even earned a second name yet. How he’d progressed to become a lord was a mystery to Tarrik. Nevertheless, he tensed his muscles at Barnath’s words. He knew the lords would argue his case between them, but to know at least one wanted him dead didn’t bode well.

“Tarrik was spared previously as he might be useful,” Shax-Ronovel said. “He’s a shadow-blade, and such talents are not to be squandered lightly. The Kasonna-Vulur are still a threat.”

Memories flooded back to Tarrik. He saw the spiderlike Kasonna-Vulur, with their polychromic carapaces, boiling over the demon realms in uncountable numbers, their many-fanged mouths rending demon flesh, their high-pitched screeches sending terror through the lower-order castes. They eventually had been pushed back and the demon realms made safe, but at great cost. Many of Tarrik’s comrades had been slaughtered, and demon blood had flowed in rivers across the realms.

“I forget nothing,” said Barnath, a petulant whine in his tone.

Soft laughter sounded, growing stronger until it echoed through the chamber.

Tarrik risked a furtive glance forward and saw four of the lords focused on the middle throne. He gasped and cast his eyes down to the pavers again. Mazral-Klame, one of the most powerful demon lords—so powerful he rarely attended judgments—was here. He sat a head taller than the others and shone with a faint nimbus, as if his dark-tide power was too strong to be contained. His famed great sword, Sunless, leaned against his thigh, point to the floor, its smoky blade twice as wide as Tarrik’s hand.

“You would do well to curb your tongue, Barnath,” said Mazral. “This demon was not force-fed and gifted a position as you were. Do not deny it! We are not blind. You were unworthy as a higher-order demon and make no better a lord. We must tolerate you now, but such favoritism is contemptible. Tell your master that when you return, though I daresay she knows.”

Barnath did not reply.

Tarrik’s mind followed the reprimand to its logical conclusion. Some demon lords exacted loyalty by raising higher-order demons above their station instead of leaving it to fate. Clearly there were factions within the demon lords’ ranks and presumably in every council, too—such as this one. Could he turn the division to his advantage?

“Tarrik Nal-Valim,” said Shax-Ronovel. “It has come to our attention that you were summoned to the human realm they call Wiraya, in breach of your exile conditions. What do you have to say in your defense?”

Tarrik straightened. If they were going to execute him, he would face his judgment standing, not kneeling.

He looked at each of the demon lords before he replied. All were clad in fine clothes, as if they had come from a soiree. Shax-Ronovel was stick thin with long limbs and two curved swords at her hip. A veil covered her face, and she wore a flimsy cape of the same material. Barnath favored a squat and bulky form, a hint that he relied on strength rather than intellect. Spinelike fangs protruded from his gaping mouth—a strange affectation—and his eyes glowed a pale blue. His armor, battered and dented. Drog’ramath and Tolgis-tanir were the other two lords on the council, both of mediocre talents. Tolgis wore an extremely wide-brimmed indigo cloth hat upon her head, which to Tarrik looked slightly ridiculous. But then he’d been away from fashionable circles for quite some time. At least the hat wasn’t as absurd as the mummified head accessory that had been popular prior to Tarrik’s exile.

All the lords had permanent shadow-wings, half-outstretched or folded behind their backs. Barnath’s were flimsy and see through, while Mazral’s and Shax’s were substantially larger and thicker, moving as if buffeted by a nonexistent breeze.

“It was hardly my choice,” Tarrik said. “If you execute all demons who have been summoned, our ranks will thin considerably. And I daresay some of you would fall into that category too.”

“You still have your loose tongue, it seems,” said Mazral-Klame.

Tarrik grimaced. “My apologies.”

Reminding the demon lords that they, too, had been made slaves was a risk, but he hoped they would remember what it was like: the terrible feeling of the eldritch chains binding you, controlling you, forcing you to do whatever your summoner commanded. A humiliation you never forgot. Mazral regarded Tarrik coolly for a heartbeat. “Spare us your excuses. The Augurs have brought disturbing news, which is why you have been summoned for judgment.”

Tarrik frowned. The Augurs had the extremely rare talent of being able to see scraps of the past, present, and future. Rumor had it only three of the demons existed, and they were kept in hiding here in the realm of Kormanxal, their names erased from all records.

“I did nothing wrong,” he said. “A human sorcerer summoned me and forced me to serve her.”

A lengthy silence unfolded, and the darkness surrounding Tarrik seemed to become weightier.

“And did you, Tarrik Nal-Valim, remain to serve this human sorcerer even after your bindings were broken?”

Tarrik’s blood ran cold. They knew. The Augurs knew. Unless the demon lords were just probing . . . but he couldn’t risk lying to them.

“I had no choice. They were going to—”

“He admits his crime!” crowed Barnath. “He served the slavers willingly, as he did before. There can be no other option but death.”

“I agree,” said Drog’ramath. “Though there is no law against such a thing, it is abhorrent and not befitting a higher-order demon. Let alone one who might one day rise—”

Mazral-Klame raised a hand. Silence followed. He sat on his throne, relaxed, as if this were merely a gathering of friends. “There is more to this story; the Augurs have confirmed it. Explain, Tarrik.”

Tarrik swallowed. A hollow pit appeared in his stomach, and his knees became weak. Would they value his actions? Was his redemption so close? An end to exile. An end to the boundless boredom and creeping insanity of the arid wastes of Shimrax. He almost crumpled at the thought.

He drew in a breath and pulled himself together. “A group of sorcerers were attempting to free Samal Rak-shazza, the Adversary. Samal had corrupted them, subjugated their minds, and set bindings upon them so they were slaves to his will.”

Mazral-Klame grunted. “We know of these humans from the war in their realm when they rendered Nysrog insane. Their folly knows no bounds.”

“Indeed,” Tarrik said. “The sorcerer I decided to help tried to prevent them from freeing Samal. I saw the demon lord for myself when he almost broke free of the prison the humans had fashioned for him. He was insane. Obscene. No rationality to his form or in his eyes. His wings have become shadow-tentacles, writhing and twisting. He is lost to power, to whatever designs he has for the human world. And he won’t stop there—I knew it as soon as I saw him. The abyssal realms would be next in his sights.”

Barnath snorted. “You’re spinning a tale to save your skin.”

Tarrik shook his head. “Samal is past all reason. The malevolence emanating from him was unmistakable. Ask your Augurs if you don’t believe me.”

A gamble, but he knew what he’d seen, what he’d felt, and how the Nine had acted. They were all insane—a reflection of their demon-lord master.

“The Augurs confirm he is telling the truth,” said Mazral-Klame. “He has not tried to dissemble in any way. Tarrik helped prevent Samal from reentering the human world. The Augurs have determined that a catastrophe was prevented.”

Tarrik breathed a sigh of relief that he hadn’t lied to the demon lords, or else he’d be dead already. And if they knew his actions had helped prevent Samal from invading the abyssal realms, then the end to his exile must be assured.

“I am free?” he asked.

All five demon lords turned their gazes onto him.

“You were exiled for betraying our race: for willingly serving the sorcerer Contian and for marrying a human. And you have willingly served again,” said Mazral-Klame. “Although you prevented Samal’s release, you are still guilty. Five lords are here, and five shall pass judgment. A majority is needed for a final verdict.”

His gaze raked over the other four lords. “How do you vote?”

“Death,” declared Barnath flatly.

“Death,” echoed Drog’ramath.

“Exile,” said Tolgis-tanir, sounding bored with the whole process.

“Redemption,” said Shax-Ronovel.

Tarrik’s heart pounded in his chest. A bead of sweat trickled behind his ear and down his neck. Three votes for death and he was done for. He focused on his breathing, but his chest was tight, and he struggled. He counted heartbeats instead. It took twenty-seven before Mazral-Klame spoke.

“Redemption. Which means, on the count, you are to be returned to exile. If you meddle with humans again, my vote will be for death. Do you understand?”

Tarrik nodded. The votes for death and redemption had canceled each other out.

Exile. Again.

Was it better than death? Sometimes he wasn’t sure.

“Do you understand?” said Mazral-Klame, louder.

“Yes.”

Someone spoke a cant, and darkness enveloped him.





Chapter One

Shimrax, the Guttering Wastes, was one of the least hospitable abyssal realms, populated by criminals and exiles. The branded, banished, and forgotten. But sunset over the Burzash Plain never failed to impress Tarrik. As the blazing sun dipped, it flooded the sky with a burst of orange and amber and rust. The few clouds that existed in such an arid place turned pink, as though blushing at the sun’s touch. Silhouettes of birds crossed the blaze of color, flying to their roosts in the dying light. Soon their nocturnal counterparts with their leathery wings would grace the night sky. Shadows spread from the pinnacles of rock that thrust up from the cracked dirt and gray sand that extended as far as the eye could see.

Tarrik squatted on his haunches on the black stone platform of the mountain lookout a few hundred yards above the desolate plain and stared at the emerging stars. He closed his eyes, letting the starlight bathe his upturned face. Sometimes he could almost feel their power, oh so faint.

Tarrik couldn’t help but think about Ren, the last sorcerer to bind him; Ren, who he’d grown to trust, maybe even more . . . she had claimed that the dark-tide came from the stars. She had believed what she’d said with enough conviction and force that Tarrik couldn’t help but be convinced. But it didn’t matter, not really. She was dead, and where the dark-tide came from was merely a curiosity, one only the few and far between demon scholars pondered.

Her words came to him, as they always did: There is more power than just the dawn, dusk, and dark-tides, Tarrik. There is the sun. All other tides have their roots in the sun and stars.

Tarrik felt he was close to agreeing with Ren. He had developed his skills until he was now able to draw dark-tide in small quantities from the stars—something no other demon could do as far as he was aware. Perhaps Ren would have been proud of him. If she hadn’t been dead. His heart clenched with a grief that had only lessened slightly over the intervening ten years.

A speck moved in the distance. Tarrik squinted and saw two skimmers sailing across the gray sand, their thin leather sails attached to a frame made from bones and dried sinews. As the sun’s brutal glare and the stinging wind had lessened, now was the time when the higher-order demons hunted. He watched as one demon tacked north toward an outcrop of black stone while the other’s polished bone runners stayed on a steady course slightly northwest, the breeze directly behind it.

A faint rumble reached his ears, and Tarrik glanced toward the south. Black clouds threaded with crimson gathered on the horizon. In the shadow beneath them, a turbulent wind stirred the sand into an abrasive gale. Orange lightning flared inside the black and crimson swirls. He counted sixteen heartbeats before its vicious crack reached his ears and shook his bones. The demons on the skimmers had gone hunting at an inopportune time and would have to find shelter to wait out the storm. The wind would soon change direction to come from the south, and the skimmers’ leather sails would be shredded by the driving sand. Either the demons would make it back safely in a few hours, or they wouldn’t. It was of no matter to Tarrik. He had ceased to care.

Tarrik rose and walked to the edge of the platform. Hot wind rushing up the side of the mountain blew over him, ruffling his clothes and forcing him to squint. Arms outstretched, he stepped off the ledge. The wind buffeted him, and the ground sped toward him at an alarming rate. He drew on the dark-tide and created shadows that spread across his back to form mistlike wings—one of his newer talents, obtained from absorbing Ananias’s essence and reaching a higher order. His descent slowed until he was gliding through the stifling air.

He leaned to the left to change course, heading for another ledge, this one with a passageway that led to the home he’d made for himself in this wasteland. He flapped his wings to arrest his speed before his feet slammed into stone and he stumbled awkwardly. More practice needed. He had used the talent sparingly, as the less the other demons knew about his abilities the better.

Before entering the passageway, he collapsed the shadow-wings, and they dissolved to nothing. He pushed the iron-framed void-stone door closed against the storm and made his way deeper into the mountain’s cramped and twisted tunnels. Every fifty yards or so a patch of illumination guided his way: glowing jade bloatspore, similar to the violet scaleskin in the human worlds, or the occasional glass bottle of luminous algae mixed with the oil and fats it survived on. Parasitic, the bloatspore fungus only lived on the roots of the ancient moksha tree, which grew over the mountain and made habitation there possible. Its roots bored through the rock, and its branches and dark-green foliage overshadowed the mountain. The tree extracted moisture from the air to survive and stored water in its bulbous roots.

The mountain itself, thrusting upward from the Burzash Plain like a dagger, was called Cravenrock, though the why of it had been lost over the millennia. Probably some demon’s idea of humor—although the majority of the exiles weren’t cowards, at least not the ones who survived. Lower-order demons lived in the mountain’s bottommost caverns, where they fought among themselves and over the carcasses of desert animals they brought down in gangs. The upper levels were reserved for higher-order demons, and they had carved a primitive civilization out of the desolate realm.

Tarrik traveled a familiar path through the mountain, the stone floor of the tunnels eroded by countless footsteps. As he approached a side tunnel, he saw Sekrie-Zurlaya standing in its mouth, straight and statuesque, her face illuminated by a growth of jade bloatspore on a tree root protruding from a crack in the stone.

The Thirty-Sixth Order demon was clad in light leathers and had blackened her reddish skin with dark-gray paste to prevent it from gleaming in the starlight when she went out to hunt. Her white hair was braided and covered with an obsidian-colored cloth tied with hide strips, and she’d fastened mummified moranth birds’ claws to her belts and around her collar, thinking they made her look dangerous. At her hip hung two long sheathed daggers, and her spear leaned against the wall. When she wasn’t sneering or pouting, she was quite attractive—though Tarrik would never tell her that. She was as lean and tough as a bowstring with curves that caught the eye.

Tarrik averted his eyes and moved to the far side of the tunnel as he continued past her. Normally she would have ignored him, but this time she stepped out from the side corridor and bumped her shoulder against his. He feigned losing his balance for an instant, then walked on.

“No response?” she chided.

Tarrik stopped and turned to face her, wishing he could wipe the sneer from her face. He could smell the fragrant fumes of a narcotic fungus lingering—she’d been smoking again. Maybe that was why she’d accosted him. His fingers curled into fists, and he forced them straight, suppressing his anger by focusing on his breathing and counting his heartbeats.

No one other than Ren, and she was dead, knew he had ascended to the Thirty-Ninth Order. Tarrik planned to keep it that way. As long as the other demons underestimated him, he would have the edge in a fight and usually wouldn’t be seen as a threat, though Sekrie had always considered him an easy target for her own advancement. She fancied herself a strong Thirty-Sixth and thought Tarrik a relatively weak Thirty-Seventh.

She stared at him, waiting, and they locked eyes. When his count reached seven, Tarrik gave her a curt nod, then backed away a step.

“You are weak,” said Sekrie.

Tarrik merely shrugged, though he moved his hand closer to the dagger at his hip.

Sekrie leaned nonchalantly against the wall, as if she didn’t fear him. But he knew that she did. All those of lower rank feared their superiors.

“It has been a few days since you left on a hunt,” she continued. “If anyone cared for you, they’d be worried.”

“Lucky, then, that I am free of complications. It means I cannot be betrayed.”

“We all know your story, Tarrik the human-lover. You are weak, and you diminish us all. It is no wonder you are chiggruul. The wonder is why the demon lords didn’t kill you but rather let you live in shame.”

“You never discard a useful tool. At least that’s what they told me.”

Sekrie scoffed loudly. “You? A useful tool? Skulking around like a cave-rat. Drinking yourself senseless. Where’s your pride? Your honor? You’ve lost all that it means to be a demon.” She sniffed and spit on the ground.

A waste of water, Tarrik thought, although he knew she meant it as an insult. Blood had been shed over less.

“My pride and honor are my own to do with as I will. What do you want, Sekrie?”

“I want to gain in strength. I want to leave this realm. I want my life back.”

“You should have thought of that before you tried to kill a demon lord and failed. Your goal was greater than your abilities and intellect.”

“Your abilities are not so much stronger than mine, Tarrik. One day, maybe you’ll become my goal.”

He smiled, knowing he already was. “But not today.”

“No. It will be when you least expect it. As for today, we have a few hours before the storm clears and we can hunt. Perhaps we can spend it together.”

This wasn’t the first time she’d invited him to lie with her, nor would it be the last. Tarrik hadn’t succumbed, however much he’d wanted to. He was sure their coupling would end with her dagger in his heart.

“No. Sorry.”

“Am I not human enough? Does your own kind repel you? Go then, chiggruul, and remain alone. Outcast among outcasts.” She grunted. “Perhaps you should send yourself back to the human worlds. Then at least you can rut with whoever you like.”

Tarrik narrowed his eyes and turned away, suspecting a blade in the back as he hurried along the corridor. But he doubted Sekrie would confront him in a fair fight. She was too afraid of losing. And that was the difference between her and Tarrik. He had nothing to lose.

After a while he entered narrower, more rugged tunnels that had seen less traffic and eventually came to the small cave he’d made his home. By now, the wind from the storm was humming and wailing along the mountain’s network of tunnels, pushing through cracks in the outer doors. Tarrik hunched his shoulders and ducked beneath the top of his cave’s low mouth. Inside, in the pitch darkness, he used a trickle of dark-tide sorcery to set trigger lines across the opening to warn him if someone entered. It was one of the first things higher-order demons learned. If you weren’t skillful enough to ward yourself, you didn’t last long.

He stepped to a wall and trailed his hand over it as he moved to the back of the cave. A square bottle lay next to his bed of blankets. He shook it, and a faint yellow glow came from the algae and oil within—enough to see by but not enough to make out fine details. Heart in his mouth, Tarrik glanced toward the jumble of rocks at the back of the cave to make sure it hadn’t been disturbed. There, buried deep within the stones, were Ren’s journal and sword. He had nowhere safer to leave them but always worried the hiding place wasn’t secure enough. He only kept the objects because Ren had asked him to. She would never need them again after immolating herself to prevent the rise of Samal.

Tarrik grabbed his spear from where it lay on the floor, its blade freshly sharpened and oiled. He chose a fine grindstone from the four different grades he had and made sure the edge was as sharp as he could make it. He didn’t bother reapplying oil to the steel as he would be using it soon enough when he went out to hunt.

He sat back to relax, opened a clay jug, and drank deeply. The fermented garrote-beetle milk was bitter and rancid but was all he could afford by bartering meat from his kills. He set the jug aside and picked up a bowl filled with baked riven-grubs, each as big as his thumb. He chewed one and sighed. Exiled for life, with little hope of redemption . . . could he really stand an eternity of living off grubs and beetle milk?

But he would have meat soon enough once the storm diminished.

If he survived the Burzash Plain.

Tarrik left Cravenrock as soon as the storm was over and traveled west, making sure to give the fetid swamp a wide berth. Although there was good hunting around its edges and old settlements still to be looted, you’d have to be a fool to risk your life in its viscous, poisonous waters. And Tarrik was no fool. Not anymore. Never again.

He was almost back at the mountain when his hunting trip went wrong. He’d taken down a hefty sand-lizard and butchered it quickly, tying the carcass to his sled and leaving its bile and venom ducts, stomach and intestines in the sand for whatever creature would eat them. Nothing was wasted in the desert.

He ate some of the meat, then shrugged his sled’s leash across his torso, hefted his spear, and jogged toward the east. The lizard was hefty enough that he’d be able to hoard some meat and barter with the rest. When the ambush came, he was thinking about drinking fermented garrote-beetle milk to accompany his fill of fresh meat, which meant his concentration had slipped for an instant.

They had chosen their site well; Tarrik had to give them that. When he saw the sinuous track of a monstrous tatter-snake to his left, he veered to the right to avoid it—past a stand of cactus with finger-length spines, down a narrow ravine, and around a blind corner. Five minor demons waited for him. Tarrik recognized them. They’d been hanging around on the higher levels of Cravenrock, scurrying away when chased off or threatened.

He halted in his tracks, stopped his sled with a hand, and shifted his other to adjust his spear’s balance. A male on the far left of the group was squat and muscular, with big hands and long fingers that looked like they were proficient at strangling. A female on the extreme right was thinner but taller, with squinty eyes. The rest were average in all aspects: manlike in appearance but rough and brutal, as if formed hastily from clay. They wore mismatched steel armor pieces and wielded spears, but none looked capable of progressing to a higher order. Presumably that was why they had banded together; otherwise they’d have been weeded out. The five thought they could split Tarrik’s essence among themselves without repercussions. Fools.

All five pointed their spears at him, the foot-long tips gleaming in the starlight. They probably thought he was exhausted from his hunt and from lugging the sled laden with the sand-lizard. And they’d be right.

“Begone!” Tarrik shouted at them. “Return to Cravenrock, and remember this day as the day I let you live.”

They shifted nervously, the tips of their spears trembling. Two glanced quickly at the short muscular demon.

So they have a leader.

The demon took a step forward and nodded to Tarrik, his eyes moving slowly over him, no doubt assessing just how tired he was. The other demons’ eyes were cold, mouths grim, focused on their task.

“We didn’t know you’d been hunting. Thought you were a tatter-snake.”

But you haven’t lowered your weapons. This isn’t a chance encounter. Tarrik’s heart hammered. If he turned to flee, he’d get five spears in his back. But there was no point in trying to escape. Word would spread if he did, which would only lead to more confrontations.

“Last chance to run,” he warned.

“I’m afraid we can’t,” the leader said. “We have the numbers on you. Your essence will sate us all, and we’ll advance. It’s just the way things are.”

There was a good chance he was right. Tarrik was hampered by the poor ground and outnumbered, with only his spear and dagger as weapons.

“Did Sekrie-Zurlaya send you?” he asked, keeping the quiver of fear from his voice.

The demon looked puzzled. “Sekrie? No. We answer to higher demons than her.”

It was Tarrik’s turn to frown. “A demon lord wants me dead? Who?”

“No lord. The House of the Black Sun.”

That the House of the Black Sun was involved magnified the situation’s complexity tenfold. The demon organization was shrouded in secrecy, its aims unknown, but it had claimed responsibility for the deaths of a dozen lords and scores of higher-order demons. Why did they want Tarrik dead? He shook his head. That wasn’t his main concern right now.

The five demons had moved closer. The squat male’s spear tip was close enough for Tarrik to grab the shaft. Maybe. He knew they were nervous; otherwise, they would have attacked by now. That was good. The longer they waited, the more their fear would rule them, and they’d make mistakes.

“They’ll be five tools short if you don’t get out of my way,” he told them.

“That’s the chance we’ll take,” the leader said.

“It’s not a game of chance. I am of the Thirty-Ninth Order. Unrecognized because of exile.”

“Lies.” The spear point moved a little closer.

Tarrik would have preferred to keep his shadow-blade catalyst a secret—the fewer who knew about it, the better. But he was out of time.

He tossed his spear to one side, and it clattered across the stones of the ravine. The demons’ eyes followed the weapon, then returned to Tarrik, widening as he unbuckled his belt and tossed it and his sheathed dagger after his spear. He raised his arms, to all appearances now weaponless.

“What is this? A trick?” growled the squat male.

Tarrik reached for his dark-tide power, created a conduit to his shadow-blade catalyst, and barked a cant. A yard of shimmering energy sprang from his hand—his shadow-blade, rarest of the rare talents. He leaped forward and grabbed the leader’s spear shaft with his left hand, swung his iridescent blade up, and sliced through the demon’s arm. Blood spurted. Tarrik hammered his blade into his opponent’s chest, then ripped it clear to the side. As the dead demon crumpled to the ground, he darted at the thin female to the right.

She thrust her spear at him, quicker than Tarrik thought she’d be, and the blade scored a line across his side. He sucked air in and grimaced. Now wasn’t the time to fight fair.

He summoned more dark-tide power and used one of the talents he’d gained from absorbing the essence of Ananias to reach a higher order—sending gray sand swirling into the air. The remaining four demons shielded their eyes against the biting grit.

Tarrik charged the female, his shadow-blade raised above his head. She lifted one hand reflexively in defense. Tarrik brought his blade down and sheared through her finger and hand, then split her shoulder and drove deep into her chest. Purple blood sprayed across the ground.

Everything became a chaos of swirling sand and shouts and clashing weapons. Every moment Tarrik expected a spear to ram into his side, spitting him like an animal. He ran at a dark shape among others in the choking cloud of sand and grunted as he felt the tip of a spear thrust into the back of his shoulder, shoving him forward. He let his momentum carry him away and came face to face with another demon. Tarrik barreled him over, then hacked at his body before turning to whoever had speared him from behind. As he swung, he felt a niggling pain in his shoulder.

He couldn’t see anything in the swirling sand. It had served its purpose. He cut his dark-tide power, and instantly the gray grains fell to the ground, revealing the remaining two demons a few yards away. They stared at Tarrik standing over the bloody remains of their companions, then glanced at each other, realizing that they were the only ones left alive.

Tarrik waved his shadow-blade at them; it sizzled and hissed with the purple blood of the other demons. They turned and ran.

Tarrik bolted after them. There could be no survivors. No one to speak of his powers and talents.

A crack of bone as his shadow-blade sliced into a head. The demon sprawled to the ground, and Tarrik leaped over him. Snarling and spitting, Tarrik bore down on the remaining demon and thrust his blade into his back, then again and again as the demon fell. When he ceased moving, Tarrik stepped back. A warm trickle ran down his back from his shoulder. But he was all right. And alive.

He used his shadow-blade to saw through the corpses’ necks to sever their heads. Then he spoke a cant, and the blade disappeared. He looked at his hands, purple with the demons’ congealing blood. He bent and scrubbed them clean with sand, except for the stains under his nails.

He trudged back to find his spear and buckled his belt back on. He placed the demon heads next to the lizard on his sled. He would return them to Cravenrock, to serve as a reminder to any others who had ideas about taking him down.

“Well, that was interesting,” said a voice behind him.

Tarrik whirled around. Sekrie sat on her haunches, her spear gripped casually in her hand, its tip pointed skyward. Either she’d followed the five demons because she knew they had something to do with the House of the Black Sun, or she’d been coming after Tarrik herself.

“What are you doing here?” he asked. His mouth tasted salty. Maybe it was blood.

“Hunting,” she replied and then gestured to the five corpses. “Efficient work.”

Tarrik grunted. He moved to stand beside his sled and waited.

After a few moments, Sekrie stood, moving slowly, as if she didn’t want to alarm him. She regarded him, then lifted her chin slightly. “If we’d fought, you would have killed me.”

“Yes.”

“There was no chance I’d have beaten you.”

“No.”

She sighed wearily. “A good thing, then, that I didn’t.”

Tarrik remained silent, waiting for her to leave so he could get back to lugging his meat to Cravenrock.

“I thought these five were up to no good and followed them,” she offered.

Tarrik let the lie hang in the air between them.

Sekrie cleared her throat. “I only caught the end of the fight. You wielded a shadow-blade.”

“Nothing escapes you.”

“I’ll not challenge you now. Not ever.”

“Ever is a long time. Besides, you wouldn’t have challenged me.” A swift dagger in the dark was more Sekrie’s style.

She smiled. “True.”

She stood there looking at him, and eventually Tarrik grew sick of waiting for her to go. “Are you with the House of the Black Sun as well?”

Her mouth drew into a thin line. “No. What do they have to do with you?”

“No idea. But the demons told me they’ve shown an interest.”

“You’re lying.”

Tarrik shook his head. “I wish I was.”

“Well, shit on the House of the Black Sun. And shit on any who serve them.”

Her voice trembled—with fear, or anger? He sniffed the air and caught the scent of both. She had unfinished business with the House of the Black Sun. Blood and fire. The last thing he needed was that kind of complication.

Sekrie sidled up to his sled and peered at the severed heads. She hawked and spit on one.

Tarrik shifted his shoulder, wincing at a twinge of pain. At least the bleeding had stopped. A niggling sensation persisted in the back of his skull, but he tried to ignore it. He didn’t want to drop his guard around Sekrie. What was it?

“Others might be on their way,” he said. “Go. I’ll not tell you again.”

Sekrie backed up, annoyance on her face, then stopped and said softly, “We could work together, you and I.”

“To what end?”

But Tarrik already knew. The House of the Black Sun had wronged her somehow, and she wanted vengeance. But revenge only got you killed or left you worse off.

The niggling sensation grew more pronounced, like an insect buzzing, then became an insidious pull. Tarrik’s blood turned to ice. Ten years. It had been ten years since he’d been summoned. His heart hammered, and his stomach clenched.

“Go!” he shouted at Sekrie.

Her eyes widened as she felt the sinister sorcery and realized what was happening.

Invisible hooks jagged into Tarrik’s arms and legs, white hot, excruciating. They punctured his chest and head, sizzling inside his consciousness.

He fought them off briefly and looked at Sekrie. “Take my spear,” he croaked. “Keep it safe for me. Do what you will with the rest.”

Nausea overwhelmed him. Agony seared his nerves. He fell to his knees, the night sky swirling with disorientation. The eldritch hooks ripped at his essence, unraveling him no matter how hard he fought. He saw Sekrie staring in horror as, with a final nerve-rending jerk, his physical body was torn asunder.

Tarrik was transformed into his basic essence, stretched out like a drawn bowstring. He felt himself siphoned through a tear in the veil between his world and another, like water down a drain.





Chapter Two

The summons grew more urgent, and the needlelike misery intensified until he almost lost consciousness. But slowly the rending sensation lessened, and Tarrik was able to gather his thoughts. He was in a cell, his back against a natural stone wall. Wrist-thick iron bars ran from the stone floor to the ceiling on the other three sides of the cell, so close he could have touched them with both arms outstretched. Frost rimed the stone and iron, but he also felt a humidity in the air—a far cry from the parched atmosphere of Shimrax.

The chamber outside the cell had one natural stone wall, the others built from stone bricks. There was an unmistakable aura about a prison cell, one Tarrik had felt enough to recognize. A blind man could sense it, though he wouldn’t be able to see the stains, the old blood and waste. A deaf man could, though he wouldn’t hear the pleas and cries of the inhabitants, the rattle of chains. It was an atmosphere of hopelessness, the denial of two basic rights: freedom and dignity.

Tarrik could smell blood and piss and sweat along with ash and smoke, and the sulfurous stench that came from the tearing of the veil between worlds. A prison cell was a curious place for a summons. If he was bound with sorcerous chains, there was no need to trap him physically as well. Which meant his summoner was scared.

Good. He could work with scared. It indicated weakness or timidity, both of which could be exploited to his advantage. With any luck he’d kill the sorcerer and be back in Shimrax before too long. But who was his summoner? His old master Contian had erased any record of Tarrik’s name. Ren had only known it because she was Contian’s daughter, and Tarrik had the lone copy of her journal.

A mist crept across the floor outside his cell, flowing in tendrils toward a particular area of the chamber: a corner thrown into shadow by a candelabra holding six lit candles. Light suffused the swirling mist, revealing the feet, then ankles, of someone standing in the shadows.

Ren?

The feet stepped forward to reveal a young human woman.

Tarrik swallowed a lump in his throat and clenched his hands into fists to stop them trembling. Fool. She’s dead.

The sorcerer who had summoned him was barely full grown and looked to be below-average height for a human. Certainly shorter than Ren or Jaquel, his late human wife. Her long reddish hair was loose, its damp locks plastered to her neck and cheeks. If she had any decency, he thought, her hair would be braided rather than left to hang loose like an animal’s. Her face dripped sweat, and her eyes blazed with triumph. She stood inside a protective circle marked with chalk and blood.

Tarrik had the faint impression that he’d seen her before, but he hadn’t met many sorcerers the last time he’d been summoned. Only the Nine, compelled to serve the demon lord Samal, and a few of the Tainted Cabal. He frowned, worried his mind was too befuddled to recognize the woman, and then it came to him. She was older and thinner, and her face had lost its playfulness, but it was Linriel—the girl who would have been Ren’s apprentice had she not died. Ren had sent her to Sheelahn and planned for her to be apprenticed to the Red Gate Covenant.

This world, then, was Wiraya. Not again . . .

Mazral-Klame had stated that Tarrik would be executed if he consorted with humans again. Except . . . last time, with Ren, his action against Samal had almost led to the demon lords considering his redemption. If he was forced to become involved in human affairs again, there was possibly much to be gained.

His chest tightened as he felt a surge of desire tinged with hope. All he had to do was keep himself apart from all humans in this world and instantly leave it if he broke his bindings. An easy-enough task—and the Augurs would know whether he had succeeded.

As the cold mist dissipated, Tarrik examined the glittering, crackling lines of arcane power that caged him. He slithered a tendril of dark-tide power toward the summoning circle inscribed on the stone floor, examining its markings, searching for weakness. There was an intriguing softness to one section of the runes—those denoting his order. He had advanced to the Thirty-Ninth Order, but Linriel had detailed a Thirty-Seventh Order demon. Tarrik suppressed a grin. Her bindings were flawed. They held minimal power over him, which she did not realize. They were too complex for him to break through now, but perhaps when he was out of the circle and constrained only by her invisible bindings, he could manage it.

He waited a few moments to see if Linriel realized her error. A skilled summoner would have sensed the weakness immediately and taken steps to reinforce their bindings. But she made no move to correct it. She must truly be a prodigious talent if she was already able to gather enough power to breach the veil between worlds and summon a demon of his order. But how skilled was she really when she’d already made one mistake? Should he test her and risk punishment? Or bide his time?

His simmering anger flared and made the decision for him. Besides, if he didn’t fight back, she would be suspicious. Tarrik steeled himself, then threw his awareness against her bindings, pounding and tearing and cutting, not caring whether he did her any damage.

She screamed once as his attack sliced into her mind; then she shouted cants. Red-hot spikes pierced Tarrik’s consciousness, shredded his essence. An assault so vicious it left him reeling.

He immediately withdrew, gathering his essence into a tight ball. Bide your time. Soon she will be dead.

“I command you to reveal yourself, demon!” shouted Linriel.

Her summons tightened around him, slick ropes crushing his chest and limbs and mind. Before she could cause him further anguish, he forced his essence to coalesce into his natural shape. It was how she would remember him from the time when Ren had saved her from the ignoble fate of being unnoticed and unexceptional. Perhaps it would garner him some sympathy from her and give him an edge. Perhaps.

Tarrik drew himself up to his full height, his skin sleek and taut. He shrugged his shoulders to loosen them and massaged the back of his neck underneath his long, straight black hair. All of his physical possessions, including his clothes, had been left behind in the summons, and he was naked.

Linriel stared at him without restraint. At least she was no blushing maiden. The last time he’d seen her she had been an innocent young girl, when Ren had realized her potential. But he’d learned his lesson the last time. This world brought only pain and anguish, and humans were wretched creatures. Since his last experience here, he’d vowed to become harder, to do away with the weakness the humans grew within him.

Linriel muttered something under her breath that Tarrik didn’t catch, then raised both arms, palms toward the ceiling, as if trying to hold it up. She was hollow eyed and gray faced, probably due to the toll her sorcery had exacted on her.

“Bow to me, slave! I am your master!”

“No,” growled Tarrik, testing her.

Linriel cursed, and he braced himself for a dose of agony from the Wracking Nerves, but nothing came. She must have depleted her dawn- and dusk-tide repositories. Summoning took a great deal of arcane energy. Even Ren had been weak after summoning him, and this waif surely couldn’t match her powers.

Linriel remained in her circle and bent to pick up a goblet from the floor. She sipped its contents slowly, all the while keeping her eyes on Tarrik.

He remained silent, letting her stare. He already knew why he was here. To carry out some ridiculous human design, during which he would be used and abused.

“I still can’t believe it’s you,” she said, surprising him. “I mean, that you’re a demon. I had no idea. I was just a foolish girl back then. I thought you were a Traguh-Raj, with your silvery-gray skin, maybe San-Kharr. Or perhaps had Orgol blood in your veins and were from the far south. You had everyone fooled. But not this time, demon.”

Tarrik stepped to the edge of the glowing circle that surrounded him, his toes almost touching it. The iron bars of the cell were a yard from his nose. “What do you want from me?”

“Obedience.”

“You have it.” Until he could break her bindings, kill her, and flee back to Shimrax as quickly as possible.

Linriel laughed softly. “I have ensured it. Do you know who I am?”

Tarrik considered her. “Another human sorcerer who has enslaved me. I knew you as Linriel—Lin. A girl who had a weakness for pastries and who dreamed of becoming a sorcerer. My previous master, Lady Serenity Branwen, one of the Nine, made arrangements for you to be guided by the Red Gate Covenant. Has much changed?”

Linriel wouldn’t know Tarrik had served Ren willingly at the end, and if he had anything to do with it, she never would.

“I was young then, and foolish. I knew so little, and these past years a new world has opened up to me.”

“And yet here you are, a sorcerer powerful enough to summon me. It seems you are still foolish. Humans never change. Is this something the Red Gate Covenant allows now?”

“The covenant only held me back. I am done with them.”

Ties to the sorcerous schools weren’t easily broken. Tarrik wondered what she’d done, or what had happened to her, to cause her to split with her school.

“What do you want of me?” he said. “What is your business?”

“First, we must complete the ritual. I command you to tell me your name.”

Tarrik envisioned her surprise should he throw the entirety of his dark-tide power into breaking her carefully crafted bindings, saw the light leaving her eyes as his shadow-blade penetrated deep into her stomach. But he held himself in check, despite the desire to kill this fledgling sorcerer who dared to make him a slave. As when Ren had summoned him, he could smell the desperation on Linriel. He placed his right hand to his chest and gave a short bow.

“I am Tarrik Nal-Valim, of the Thirty-Seventh Order. But you already know that.”

It was fortuitous that he hadn’t officially been raised to the Thirty-Ninth Order. It meant he hadn’t lied to Linriel, yet she remained unaware of his true power. He would work on the weakness he’d sensed in her bindings.

“My commands are paramount. You will obey me and remain under my control until I pass your bindings over to my master,” she said.

Tarrik froze. “What?” If she passed his bindings to another sorcerer, their weakness might be discovered and mended.

“Are you hard of hearing or just stupid? I summoned you, but I had assistance. My master will take over your reins soon. And she is not as lenient as I am, so you’d better watch yourself.”

“I preferred the old Lin, the girl who liked pastries. Who is your master?”

“You’ll find out soon. Now be silent.”

“May I call you Lin, master?”

“No, you may not. Be quiet. I’ll not tell you again.”

Tarrik kept his mouth closed. The Wracking Nerves he could handle, as it was only pain, but there was no point putting himself through something so agonizing just to annoy a human.

Linriel uttered some cants, and the circle around Tarrik vanished. His skin tightened and his scalp prickled as the bindings settled over him.

With a sigh of relief Linriel stepped out of her chalk-and-blood protective circle and moved to a bench against a wall. She placed her goblet down on it, and Tarrik noticed a half-eaten pastry on a small plate. She may have hardened over the years, but how much of the girl he’d known remained?

Linriel picked up a bundle of cloth, which she tossed at Tarrik. It struck the cell bars and slid to the stone floor outside. He gave a quick glance and saw pants and a shirt of dull gray wool.

“They should fit,” she said. “Dress yourself.”

“Do you have anything so I can braid my hair? A leather cord?”

“No.”

Tarrik wasn’t surprised. After all, she left her own hair untied like an animal. He picked up the clothes. The material was of poor quality and scratchy.

When he was dressed, Linriel dragged a wooden chair into the center of the room, its back toward him. She sat astride it, her arms resting on the back.

“My master has asked me to tell you a tale before you meet her,” she said, looking at Tarrik expectantly.

“Who is your master?” Tarrik asked again.

“You’ll see soon enough, though you might wish you hadn’t. She is a powerful sorcerer. So powerful that a demon lord bound her to his will. She worshiped her master and would have done anything for him. She even would have borne his children if his seed had taken in her. But centuries ago, after a too-brief time together fighting against empires and malicious nations that rallied against them, her master was imprisoned.”

Samal. One of the Nine, then. Tarrik’s mind worked furiously. It couldn’t be Ren, so it must be one of the four other women in the Nine. Ren had killed Lischen—which left Jawo-linger, Moushumi, and Lera the Betrayer of Shadows—or what had she called herself? Of the Fireflies. But hadn’t all the Nine died when Ren triggered the artifact Tarrik had embedded under her skin, immolating all around her?

Was it possible that one of them had survived the sorcerous detonation? And if she had, were there other survivors? If so, they would have only one goal, Tarrik knew: to free Samal Rak-shazza from his imprisonment.

He was suddenly swamped by a vision of the demon lord highlighted against the dark backdrop of the void of his prison. Orange cinders swirled around his massive form. Enormous tentacles protruded from his back, writhing and twisting, and glowing red eyes stared out from a black horned visage with a four-sectioned mouth opened to reveal jagged fangs. Fear and disgust flowed through Tarrik. Samal was obscene. A nightmare driven by insanity.

As had been his acolytes, the Nine. And one of them had survived.

He reached for his dark-tide power before ruthlessly quashing his reaction. If he broke any of Linriel’s bindings now, her master, a paramount sorcerer, would sense the discrepancy.

Patience.

Tarrik cleared his thoughts and focused on the words pouring from Linriel’s mouth. She’d talked too much the first time he’d met her, and it seemed she hadn’t changed.

“My master has plans for you—at least until you’re of no further use to her.”

“Who is it?” Tarrik persisted. “Lera? It was she who betrayed Serenity and handed her over to the torments of the Tainted Cabal. She deserves whatever happened to her.”

“So you cared for Serenity?”

Tarrik scoffed. “To a slave, one master is just like another. Finish your ramblings quickly before I fall asleep.”

Linriel scowled at him. “My master hatches designs of vengeance so she may return to her rightful place.”

“Vengeance upon whom? Serenity is dead.”

“Is she?”

“Yes.” Of that Tarrik was certain. “If your master was almost killed on the edge of the blast, how could anyone, no matter how skilled a sorcerer, survive the heart?”

“That is the question, isn’t it, demon? But I hate to spoil surprises. My master fled the Wastes and came to the Jargalan coast by ship. Here, in her stronghold, she spins her web of revenge, and only those few she trusts know her commands.”

“Are you one of them? Serenity would turn in her grave.”

Linriel merely smiled. “Since her return to strength, my master has gathered an army by intrigue and by wealth. She has delved deep into sorcerous mysteries, seeking to harness power to herself to marshal forces from the abyssal realms.”

“Samal drove the Nine insane, and it seems your master’s madness has only deepened. You should leave while you can, Linriel. There is no future for you here—except death.”

By my hand, and sooner than you think.

“Be silent, slave. You are only a tool. Soon my master will have gathered the power to release Samal. But she lacks certain pieces of the puzzle. Serenity left a journal in her tent, but my master figured out that it was missing vital information and so must be a false copy. She scried the true journal’s whereabouts along with Serenity’s sword, but without success.”

A cold shock gripped Tarrik. Did Ren’s journal reveal the truth of his nature, and that’s how Linriel was able to summon him? Had Ren betrayed him? With Ren’s death, he’d thought all knowledge of him and his name would have been lost. And yet here he was again on this wretched human world.

“Destroyed, I would guess. I saw the battlefield after Serenity killed herself. I’m greatly surprised that anyone or anything survived.”

Should he break free now, or risk meeting Linriel’s master to find out more? Nothing of any worth was gained without risk. And redemption from exile was the only thing still of worth to Tarrik. If he could thwart the return of Samal a second time, surely that would be enough to grant his redemption?

When he said nothing further, Linriel resumed her chatter. “My master bade me summon you. She has questions for you. And a task.”

Not again. One task that will lead to another, then another . . . He had suffered this exact process many times before.

“My master thought long and hard about why her scryings failed and came to a singular conclusion,” said Linriel. “She could not locate Ren’s journal and sword in this world because they were in another. That was when she remembered Serenity’s companion in those final days. A bodyguard, supposedly, who somehow managed to command the demons Serenity brought through the veil. You, Tarrik Nal-Valim. And so we have a proposition for you. Return to the abyssal realms, and bring back the objects Serenity had you secure there. And when my master is victorious, your reward shall be to return to your world, free forever of further human meddling.”

A lie. Once Samal was released, Tarrik would be killed and absorbed like countless other demons.

“You are young to be caught up in such a plan of vengeance,” he said. “Imagine if your mother could see you now. She had such high hopes for you, did she not? She would think her womb truly cursed.”

Linriel’s face reddened, and she stammered a defense, but not clearly enough that Tarrik could understand her words. Then she shrieked a cant: the Wracking Nerves.

Because of her faulty bindings, Tarrik felt only a burning sensation, a far cry from the full effect of the punishing enchantment. Nevertheless, he screamed and collapsed to the floor, writhing and flailing like a cut snake, imagining the enchantment flaying his skin and flesh, scorching his bones. Steeling himself, he bit down hard on his tongue, and a familiar metallic taste flooded his mouth.

He continued to wail and thrash until he heard Linriel’s incantations cease and the tingling vanish. He remained prone, face pressed to the gritty surface of the cold stone floor, one leg twisted under the other until his knee throbbed with pain, and counted fifty heartbeats before he rolled onto his back, breathing heavily through his mouth. Eventually, he crawled to his knees, then staggered to his feet.

Linriel had attempted to censure him severely. Far more than was warranted. She was scared. “I’ll make a prediction,” he said.

Linriel managed to compose her face into a sneer. “Do you have the ability to see the future? I think not, slave.”

“A promise, then. Before this affair is done, you will be dead.”

Linriel’s reply was edged with venom. “You are as I remembered, Tarrik. But also somewhat less.”

That was good enough for Tarrik. At least she hadn’t referred to him as “slave” or “demon” this time. It was upon such cracks that he would work himself free of his predicament and drag Linriel screaming back to the abyss.





Chapter Three

Linriel unlocked the gate to his cell and motioned for Tarrik to exit. He followed her through a maze of passageways and long winding staircases. This stronghold was far more extensive than he would have thought a half-dead sorcerer could have achieved in ten years—especially since she must have spent a long time recovering from her brush with death. A lot could be done with enough coin and the right connections, he supposed. But could she really have mustered an army during those years as well, as Linriel had claimed?

The walls were constructed of massive blocks of granite, ingeniously cut and fitted almost seamlessly. Such an effect in this world would require great sorcery. Unless the structure had been built by the ancients—one of the many ruins scattered all over Wiraya, restored by Linriel’s master.

At length they stopped before an ironbound door of heavy oak, recently crafted, from the look of the workmanship. Linriel rapped on it with the pommel of her dagger, and the door creaked open.

A huge man stood there, almost as tall as Tarrik, with considerable muscle underneath a layer of fat. His skin had a reddish cast—Niyandrian blood—and his hazel eyes were slitted like a cat’s. A long, heavy saber hung in a sheath at his studded belt. Tarrik had seen other men like this in human kingdoms; they were usually castrated before they were set to guarding ladies of breeding and wealth.

The man’s gaze roved over Tarrik. “Did you not see fit to clothe him appropriately?” he growled to Linriel, his deep voice causing Tarrik to revise his assumption that the man was a eunuch.

“He’s a demon,” said Linriel, as though that was explanation enough.

The man glowered at her, then moved away to a shadowed corner, where he stood impassively, back to the wall.

Linriel led the way inside a spacious chamber that was brightly lit by alchemical globes situated around the walls. A low table holding a vase with bloodred flowers and a plate of what looked like dried and salted fish no bigger than Tarrik’s fingers stood between two couches bearing embroidered cushions. There were two armchairs in front of a cold fireplace, a folded silk blanket lying along the back of one. Spread around the room was a range of curious objects—paintings featuring shadowy figures; stone and metal statuaries in the likenesses of monstrous beasts and demons; a bookcase stuffed with tomes bound in leather, their spines marked with ancient Skanuric runes; a workbench laden with alchemical apparatuses and what looked like a stuffed rodent. It was a strange chamber: a mix of feminine touches and the macabre, all overlaid by the stench of exotic incense with underscents of musk, leather, and urine.

A doorway to another room was blocked by a wood-framed screen with windows of waxed paper. No light shone from beyond the partition, but someone on the other side would presumably be able to hear all that went on in this room and perhaps observe as well while they remained unseen.

Linriel ran her fingers along the spines of the tomes in the bookcase, head tilted to read the titles. It seemed they were to wait. Tarrik moved to the food table and picked up one of the tiny preserved fish by its tail. He popped the morsel in his mouth, grinding the small bones between his teeth, and wrinkled his nose. It wasn’t particularly tasty, but there was nothing else around, and he was hungry after his transition through the veil between worlds. He ate a second fish.

“Did I say you could eat?” Linriel said behind him.

Tarrik shrugged without turning to face her. “You didn’t say I couldn’t.”

“You must learn your place, slave.”

“Leave us,” said a low, rasping voice from behind the partition. The words were distorted, as if the speaker had difficulty forming sounds in her throat.

“But he is under my command,” protested Linriel. “If I leave, he will be free to—”

“Pass his bindings to me.”

Blood and fire! Tarrik had missed his chance to try to free himself. Now he would truly be enslaved.

Linriel hesitated, then spoke a cant. Tarrik felt a tingle across his skin that also skittered over his mind.

“Now go,” said the maimed voice.

Linriel shot Tarrik a look he couldn’t gauge and hurried away, closing the door behind her.

“Tarrik Nal-Valim, demon of the Thirty-Seventh Order,” said the voice. “Welcome.”

He suppressed a sigh of relief. She also didn’t know he’d risen to the Thirty-Ninth Order. Perhaps the vulnerability in the bindings still existed . . . he’d check as soon as he could.

“I remember you well, demon,” the voice continued. “I’d wager Serenity had busy nights with you while you were in her thrall. Move aside this partition, and let me gaze upon you unimpeded.”

Compelled to obey, Tarrik trod over to the screen and pulled it away . . . and gazed in horror at what lay behind it.

Jawo-linger, formerly of the Nine and one of the most powerful sorcerers the world had known, reclined on a couch—a maimed caricature of her former self. Even though she lay among rich furs and was garbed in expensive, gauzy silks, their beauty could not hide her hideous form.

Tarrik recalled a tall, muscular, charcoal-skinned woman, confident in both her physical and sorcerous strength. Now she was skeletal, the meat dissolved from her bones as if by acid. One side of her body was less disfigured—presumably the side turned away from Ren’s blast—but the other half was a twisted mess of burned tissue. In some places the flesh had been scourged away, and blackened bone showed through. The arm had been amputated above the elbow, either seared to nothing or too damaged to be salvaged. Her face—once handsome and mischievous—was the worst of all. Most of the flesh on the right side had been burned away. All that remained was a scraggly lump of gristle that had been her right ear. Long locks of silken deep-brown hair grew in patches on the left side of her scalp, which was mostly scar tissue. No wonder her speech was impaired: her cheeks were perforated with open wounds, and her mouth was a lipless slit, unable to cover the few blackened teeth that remained. One eye was boiled white, but the other was unmarred. A still beautiful onyx eye within a travesty of a human face.

Tarrik’s mind recoiled from her, and he struggled to keep his expression impassive. The goatlike stench of her madness was almost overwhelming, and he sensed a deeper evil emanating from her, a spiteful pall of malice. No normal human could have survived such injuries. She should not have been alive. He’d seen her horribly burned; surely she couldn’t have survived Ren’s blast. And yet she had . . . by some sorcerous means and her fervent desire for vengeance. That need and her madness blazed from her undamaged eye, which stared at Tarrik. He knew better than to react. He stared back at her, betraying no emotion, though revulsion rose within him.

“Do you remember me?” said the woman.

“I see it is you, Jawo-linger, one of the Nine.”

A gurgling chuckle came from her. “No longer the Nine! We are now only two, which has less of a significant ring to it, don’t you think? And his power is much diminished . . . almost useless. And I am no longer Jawo-linger. She is dead. She died ten years ago on the blasted plain. And good riddance! She was weak. Betrayed by someone she thought was a friend.”

Silence followed, as if the burst of passion had exhausted her. Tarrik let the silence grow, wondering who the other survivor was.

“Still, you may call me Jawo-linger,” she said eventually. “It will suffice, though it is false. It does not matter.”

Again, Tarrik remained silent. Jawo-linger’s condition troubled him. As one of the Nine, she had already been driven insane by the torturous process Samal used to coerce her spirit. Now, after what she’d endured, she seemed to have fallen deeper into madness. Such beings were better off put out of their misery, were it possible. He could feel the unmoving presence of the bodyguard behind him.

“Let me tell you a story,” she continued. “When my lord Samal was imprisoned, I hid for many years in the Ymaltian Mountains in the far north—a frozen, desolate wasteland. I concealed myself from those who would do me harm, those who hated the thought of the empire of order Samal would bring, and I toiled long and hard to expand my powers. If such a battle ever occurred again, I was adamant I would not fail a second time. Little by little we of the Nine regained our power and marshaled resources, then enlisted the Tainted Cabal to our cause. A plan was hatched, agreed to by the Nine chosen, and each had their separate tasks. Only one of us hadn’t come to serve her master willingly.”

Ren.

“And when the time came, after years and years of planning and preparation, she betrayed us all. Somehow, she had broken the compulsions Samal had set upon her, upon us all. A mystery still.”

But Tarrik knew the truth of that mystery. A chill swept through him at the realization. He knew very little of how Ren had drawn on the sun’s energy for her sorcery, but what he did know would put Jawo-linger on a path to the truth. To a power she could scarcely imagine, which would make her and her fellow sorcerers invincible.

“With the help of a higher-order demon—you, Tarrik Nal-Valim—the betrayer used powerful sorcery to summon scores of demons to wreak devastation upon the Tainted Cabal. A surprise, to be sure, but those of the Nine who remained loyal were not cowed. They did not falter.

“But when they were moments from releasing their master so he might rejoin them in this world, the betrayer struck again. She set off an explosion so powerful it laid waste to everything around her. But I was powerful, too, and had many cants and artifacts to call upon. I managed to ward myself from the blast, and with the inhuman vitality of a sorcerer steeped in their power over centuries, I survived. Mutilated, burned, scarred, but alive.

“I was found by members of the Tainted Cabal who had come to pick over corpses on the battlefield. They bore me to their camp and rendered what aid they could. How could I be fully healed after suffering such a virulent detonation? There were parts of me that would never recover. But thanks to my sorcerous knowledge and the work of many expensive physicians, I still live—a disfigured wreck of my former self. You see the results of Serenity’s handiwork. I have come back from the dead and spent these last several years plotting my revenge and my triumph. Samal will be released. I paid a price—a terrible price—for my failure last time, but the forces watching over me spared me for another attempt. I am beloved of darkness. I have more than human powers at my command.”

She stared at him with that single dark eye. “Linriel told you what I want.”

Tarrik nodded. “But there is no vengeance against a corpse.”

“Yes, there is, demon! Yes, there is!”

Her bodyguard was Niyandrian, and Tarrik knew many of their race followed a cult of necromancy. He had heard of creatures whose physical bodies were only shells, houses for their essence, but such skin-souls were few and far between.

“There is no such thing as raising the dead,” he replied. “Unless the being is not truly dead.”

“Exactly! I see you understand. I was right to summon you.”

Tarrik had no idea what she was talking about. He focused on a more important detail instead. “Why me? How did you know my full name?”

“Linriel has already told you what we want from you. As for your name . . . dear, sweet Serenity left behind a journal. It made for riveting reading, but there was much missing. It all seemed too convenient and tidy. A noble death; her life given to prevent the return of Samal. That is not Serenity. Others might be fooled, but not I. We were friends! Or I thought so. I was wrong about many things back then.” Jawo’s hand rubbed her face as if she was weary. “She freed herself from Samal’s domination. She could have tried to free me as well. She should have. Why didn’t she? You wouldn’t know. We were close, once, Serenity and I. We would have died for each other. But in the end, she didn’t consider me worth saving. Was that your doing, demon?”

“No,” replied Tarrik. Jawo thought Ren was still alive? Tarrik thought back to the final moments of the battle ten years ago. Sorcerous detonations, the earth pitching, a conflagration that had turned the battleground into a heaving sheet of fire. No, it wasn’t possible. This was just another manifestation of Jawo’s madness.

But he couldn’t help feeling a spark of hope . . . and perhaps that was what Jawo wanted.

“Serenity wouldn’t have revealed my name,” he said. But was this true? He wanted to believe it, but . . . he knew Ren had been driven, had been of singular purpose. If she’d thought revealing his demonic nature would allow her to achieve her goals, then she would have done it.

“No. Another demon did.”

“No demon would do such a thing. The punishment meted out by the demon lords is too severe.”

Jawo laughed. “One did. ‘Tarrik Nal-Valim,’ it whispered, ‘of the Thirty-Seventh Order.’ It had no choice. It was either spill your name or have its essence unraveled—a true death for one of your kind. It was both, of course. Once I had what I wanted, the demon was of no use.”

Tarrik had no reason to disbelieve Jawo. These humans were filthy, wretched beings, uncaring that another demon had been lost forever. But she had confirmed that she wasn’t aware that he had ascended to the Thirty-Ninth Order. Tarrik clung to the hope that the bindings she had taken over from Linriel remained flawed because of this mistake.

“You believe that Serenity’s real journal and sword are somehow hidden in the abyssal realms,” he said. “When will you send me back to find them?”

“As terse as I remembered,” she said and tittered. “We can be friends, can’t we, Tarrik? Like you and Serenity were. I can guarantee you’ve never had a friend like me. I have powers at my command that others would blanch at. Depths that even Ekthras could not have fathomed. I have walked realms beyond the abyssal and hold power over beings even darker than you, demon slave. Many nights I have summoned them from their alien planes of existence to listen to their whispers, their knowledge that is eons old and hidden from the minds of humans. They revealed many secrets to me—including the existence of Serenity’s sword and journal in your demon realm.”

Tarrik remained silent. She was beyond madness.

“Speak!” she urged, and he felt the eldritch bindings tighten against his flesh, squeeze his mind. “Look at me before you, and remember how I was. Am I still not beautiful? Do you desire me?”

She opened her arms, and Tarrik felt her bindings pull him toward her. Because they were flawed, he was able to resist their compulsion, but still he forced himself to take a step forward. He could not afford to make her suspicious now, not before he’d worked out a way to escape her and Linriel and return to his own world.

“Come! I want to feel what Serenity felt when she embraced you! Come to me, Tarrik Nal-Valim. Demon. Slave. Lover of humans.”

If he was to survive, Tarrik had no choice. He moved to her side and knelt. Jawo-linger’s scarred mouth writhed against his. He’d been used before, defiled by human sorcerers with no morals or sense of decency. It was distasteful, but as a slave you learned quickly to hide your disgust at these humans’ lack of self-control.

And forced pleasures of the flesh were the least of their depredations.





Chapter Four

After satisfying herself with Tarrik, Jawo-linger ignored him. Despite her maimed flesh and exposed bones, she was not bedridden, and he watched as she wrapped herself in a silken robe and hobbled to a workbench with the aid of a walking cane fashioned from orichalcum, its handle cast in the likeness of some monstrous beast and studded with gems.

To a crystal goblet on the bench she added various ingredients: orange powder from a jar, a splash of viscous green fluid, a crushed leaf, all topped with an ocher liquid. She stirred the concoction and muttered Skanuric cants that caused the hairs on Tarrik’s arms to stand on end. The ancient words were guttural and many syllabled, and he sensed she was drawing on both the dawn- and dusk-tides. No dark-tide power, though. And, to his palpable relief, no burst of that sun smell that had accompanied Ren’s sorcery, which hopefully meant Jawo-linger hadn’t yet stumbled across her secret.

“For my health,” Jawo said, raising her goblet in a mock toast. “Never neglect your health, demon. You never know when it will be gone!” She cackled mirthlessly and drained the contents in a few gulps.

Afterward, she wandered the chamber, keeping to herself and ignoring Tarrik. But when he moved to dress himself, her good eye glared at him.

“Linriel will come for you soon,” she said. “She is young, but one day may become a great sorcerer—if she obeys me.”

Tarrik didn’t respond.

“While you’re with her, keep your charms to yourself,” continued Jawo. “You are mine now, body and soul—if demons have souls. Linriel spoke highly of you until I told her the truth, but perhaps some of that infatuation lingers. Do not be tempted to take advantage of it.”

Tarrik nodded once.

Jawo spoke with deliberate slowness. “This time I have made sure I will not be betrayed. This time I have laid cunning designs to ensure my success. I will not fail. I cannot. I will free Samal and restore the empire he envisions for this world. And as my beloved demon lord’s wife, with his power behind me, I will find Serenity’s soul and bind it to me for eternity. I will have my vengeance!” Her next words were spoken so softly that Tarrik had to tilt his head to hear. “No human, no demon, no god or goddess shall obstruct me.”

Insane. And worse than he’d feared. Was Jawo still bound to Samal? And how did she think she could free the Adversary alone, even with another of the Nine remaining, when last time the act had needed all of them? Or most of them, he corrected, acknowledging Ren’s sacrifice. There was opportunity here perhaps. Even Mazral-Klame had deemed Tarrik worthy of redemption after he’d helped to prevent Samal’s release. If he could stop Jawo-linger from realizing her goal this time, surely none of the demon lords could argue against ending Tarrik’s exile and allowing him to return to his old life?

There was also great danger in returning to the abyssal realms with a human in tow, but maybe the risk was worth it.

All this time, the muscled Niyandrian guard had remained in his position against the wall, his face impassive. If Tarrik hadn’t heard him speak earlier, he might have mistaken him for a statue.

“Nebash, take this demon outside to wait for Linriel,” Jawo-linger ordered. “And you, demon, I command you not to use any weapon or sorcery against me. Nor are you to lay your hands upon me again, unless I give you permission. The same goes for Linriel.”

Tarrik immediately felt the eldritch bindings press against his skin before relenting. Her words hadn’t left much wriggle room. A little, but not much. He could only hope that her ignorance regarding his order remained.

“You are to do as Linriel commands,” Jawo added. “And if she is threatened, fight to the death to protect her. Do you understand?”

There was no need for the question as her sorcerous bindings compelled him to obey. Nevertheless, Tarrik nodded.

“Good. Now go.”

The big guard finally stirred, grunted, and opened the door. Outside the chamber, he laid a hand on the hilt of his saber and glared menacingly at Tarrik.

Tarrik, who had suffered the scorn of demon lords far more terrifying than this human, merely smiled. “Did you enjoy watching?” he said. “Did your nether regions stir at the sight? Do you wish you could replace me as your master’s toy?”

“You’ll be dead soon, demon, so don’t waste your remaining time with an attempt at witty banter. I suggest you find something else you’re better equipped to do.”

For a bodyguard, Nebash spoke well. Tarrik guessed he might be educated, or from a noble family. Did he resent being forced to serve another? Was it the desire for wealth that bound him to Jawo?

“How much does your master pay you?” he said. “I have gemstones fit for an emperor’s crown. Precious metals sorcerers would fight for. They can all be yours.”

“Shut your mouth, demon.”

“Come now, we are not so different. I am much like you—I eat, I drink, I piss, I bleed. Do I look like one of the horrors from your tales? Where are my claws? My horns? We are both warriors . . . brothers. We should help each oth—”

“I said shut your mouth, filthy demon, or Linriel will punish you so your eyes bleed.”

Nebash took a step forward and half drew his saber. The blade was tinged orange and radiated a heat the big man didn’t seem to feel. Tarrik realized the sword had been forged with both orichalcum, to hold a sorcerous charge, and star-metal, which was inimical to demons.

Blood and fire! He took a step back, hands flexing, itching for the grasp of his spear.

Before the situation could escalate, Linriel emerged from a room farther down the corridor. She took in their stances and Nebash’s half-drawn saber.

“If any blood is spilled, Jawo-linger will make sure both of you regret it,” she said.

Nebash slammed the blade back into its sheath and glared at both Tarrik and Linriel.

Tarrik relaxed and affected nonchalance. “We have to keep in practice,” he said. “A rusty warrior is a dead warrior.”

Linriel snorted. “Then do it someplace else, as long as neither of you kills the other.”

Tarrik noticed she had changed into traveling clothes: a long blue dress with a laced bodice over a dark gray shirt. From her belt hung a sheathed dagger, a pouch, and a polished metal talisman—a sorcerous aid—and she wore a leather backpack. If she expected to take physical objects with her through the veil, she was a more accomplished sorcerer than Tarrik thought.

“Blue doesn’t really suit your red hair,” he said.

“You’re not here for your fashion advice. Are you ready to go?”

Tarrik laughed and spread his hands. “I have nothing but these clothes.” The pants and shirt scratched his skin, and he was still barefoot. “Yes, I’m ready. Are you? The abyssal realms are not for the fainthearted.”

“I’ll manage. I’ve seen and done things you can’t imagine.”

Another fledgling sorcerer talking herself up. She would learn—if she didn’t die first.

“I doubt it,” he said. “Your clothes are too thick for where we’re going. It’s hot. The less you wear, the better.”

Linriel’s eyes narrowed. “Really? I’ll be the judge of that when we arrive.”

Again, she would learn. “Back to the prison, I assume?”

“Yes. All my paraphernalia is there.”

Not that she needed such toys to perform a summons, but the less humans understood of the process, the better.

Tarrik gestured up the corridor. “Lead the way, then.”

“You first.”

“Jawo-linger commanded me not to harm you. Or to touch you.”

“I know.” Linriel bit her lip. “Nevertheless, you go first.”

Tarrik turned his back on the guard and made his way along the empty hallways. He remembered their route, and it wasn’t long before they were back in the prison area. The sulfurous odor that came from the tear in the veil still lingered, and the air was thick and humid with evaporated frost. Once again, the stench of blood and piss enveloped him.

“I don’t suppose you have anything to drink?” he asked Linriel.

“Serenity’s journal said you had a fondness for strong drink. You won’t get any from me.”

“Ah well, there’ll be plenty of time to drink once you and Jawo are dead.”

“You’ll be in the ground long before that time comes. Or wherever demons go when they’re dead. Best focus on what little time you have left.”

I’m still alive, after all these centuries. Despite himself, Tarrik was curious. “What else did the journal say about me?”

“That you were just a bodyguard she picked up after her old one died, whose origins were from south of the Jargalan Desert where the Orgols roam. No mention that you’re a demon.”

So Ren hadn’t betrayed him. Or was this a deception of Linriel’s? “What happened to you, when you arrived at Sheelahn’s place? I assume the Red Gate Covenant took you in and—”

“Enough chatter, slave. Where are we going? I have to prepare.”

“You tell me.”

Linriel’s eyes flashed with anger, and her hand reached for the talisman at her belt. “Don’t push me, demon. I can give you another taste of the Wracking Nerves if you’d like? No? Then tell me which realm we’re traveling to. Once we’re there, I’ll be able to scry where Serenity’s real journal and sword are. I’ve seen the sword before and can search for its signature.”

There was no point directing her to a different realm, Tarrik mused. If she could scry the location of Ren’s sword and journal, it was best they got this over with quickly, and with only one transition between worlds.

“I’m in exile,” he told her. “Confined to one realm only: Shimrax, the Guttering Wastes. There’s a reason it’s used for exiles and misfits—it’s a scorching, desolate place. We’ll start there. There would be complications if I was spotted in any other realm.”

Linriel moved to a workbench and leafed through a thick leather-bound tome. “Shimrax is where I summoned you from. But I’m a little sketchy on sending myself and a demon there without unbinding the summons.”

A cold knot formed in Tarrik’s stomach. “You’d best be sure you know what you’re doing. If you get this wrong, we’ll be smears of blood and shattered bone.”

“If I’m not sure of success, I won’t take the risk,” she said coldly.

“And what would Jawo say to that? Or perhaps that’s what she wants. What better way to get rid of an apprentice with too much power than a sorcerous accident because she’s stretched herself too far?”

It couldn’t hurt to sow seeds of doubt whenever he could.

Linriel sneered at Tarrik, her lip curling. “Quiet. From now on, you will speak only when I give you permission.”

“There’s a problem with—”

“Did I give you permission to speak?”

“Not explicitly, but there’s a problem with your command. Serenity knew the dangers of—”

“Do not speak to me of Serenity!” Her eyes flashed with anger, and her mouth made a thin line. Was it fury or something else? “Her touch on my life, however brief, contaminated me. We barely spoke, and I never saw her again after she sent me to Sheelahn, yet because of that brief association I am not trusted. You cannot imagine the torments I have been through. I learned to focus on the here and now, not the past. You’d do well to do the same.”

Tarrik resisted the urge to laugh in her face. Linriel’s supposed torments were nothing compared to what he and other summoned demons had been put through. And only rarely did a demon manage to extricate themselves from the clutches of their sorcerous slaver. Too often, the demon ended up dead, used up like a disposable tool in some sort of arcane gamble. Tarrik had vowed he would never again submit to a sorcerer’s punishment. Not Tarrik Nal-Valim, demon of the Thirty-Ninth Order. He had battled his way through the breach at Ulrionaz when even demon lords had fallen to terrible sorceries and blades forged with star-metal and ensorcelled orichalcum. He had served the empress and sorcerer Maluma the White as a commander of one of her seven armies when she wreaked bloody vengeance upon her foes for their treachery. He had survived the attack on the city of Kargax, when the Kasonna-Vulur invaders had toppled the walls and fed upon the demons within. And he had helped to destroy many of the Nine and had prevented the demon lord Samal from rising again. A fact that Jawo-linger had to be well aware of. Surely he was marked for death.

But here he was, not as enslaved as Jawo and Linriel believed, his unknown elevation a blessing in disguise. Once he’d learned all he could, he’d break their bindings and be gone from this wretched world. Jawo he would kill instantly, but Linriel would pay with uncounted days and nights of misery in the abyssal realms.

Tarrik met Linriel’s eye and gave a shallow bow. The slavers usually liked such obeisances. “I will do as you ask.”

“Of course you will! You have no choice. One step out of line, and you will be punished. Now, keep quiet.”

Tarrik frowned, then half raised his hand.

Linriel sighed. “What is it? I have work to do.”

“As I was trying to say before, if I can only speak when given express permission, I cannot alert you to any dangers. You must be careful not to give me too many different commands to follow, as often those commands will come into conflict. Be sure you know what you’re doing.”

“I am well aware of how this works, slave. Now be quiet.”

Linriel opened a folder filled with loose papers. She leafed through them, putting aside the occasional page. As Tarrik watched, he had the uneasy thought that the girl had managed to stay alive and been able to summon him, a higher-order demon, at an extremely young age. Was this power what Ren had seen in her so long ago in Atya? He hoped that he wasn’t wrong about Linriel, and that he would indeed be able to break her bindings.

If she was too strong for him, what then?





Chapter Five

The summoning circle Linriel created was as cold and bleak as Jawo-linger’s heart. Frost spread out from its perimeter, coating the stone walls and iron bars and causing Tarrik’s and Linriel’s breath to steam.

“Halfway there,” she muttered to herself.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

“I know as much as any sorcerer alive. I have full access to my master’s books and research, as well as an extensive library. And Jawo loaned me an artifact so I can take physical objects with us.”

Book learning, but little real experience: Tarrik had seen that combination fail many a time. A duelist who’d challenged a warrior to a fight over a few hasty words. A man who’d thought a constant stream of flowers and poetry would win a heart. Both had found death and despair.

“If you’re able to take physical objects through the tear in the veil, then I’d like a weapon. Preferably a spear.”

Linriel rolled her eyes and gave a derogatory snort. “Tear in the veil . . . amusing.”

Tarrik shrugged. It was how Contian had described the rent, and he doubted this waif knew more than the grandmaster. “A weapon?” he reminded her.

“No.”

“There are dangers in the abyssal realms. I will need to defend you. I’m bound to protect my master, so do not fear the weapon being turned against you.”

“I am well equipped in the sorcerous arts. I’ll be able to deal with anything we encounter. No demon lords make their home in Shimrax, do they?”

“No. It is a harsh realm—no one lives there by choice. Your books should have told you that.”

She smiled thinly. “They did. No weapon for you, demon. Now, leave me be, or this won’t end well for either of us.” Her eyes narrowed. “Unless that’s your plan . . . but no, self-sacrifice isn’t in a demon’s nature. You are driven by your hungers and desires. Selfish to the end.”

She turned away and consulted her notes again, then spoke a series of cants, all the while fingering the talisman at her belt.

If she were that powerful a sorcerer, she wouldn’t need such a device, Tarrik thought. But perhaps it was only a habit she hadn’t yet rid herself of. Before he could follow this idea further, Linriel turned and picked up her backpack, slinging the straps over her shoulders.

“Stand close to me, slave.” She moved to the center of her summoning circle and began another string of cants.

Tarrik hesitated. Should he try to break free now and kill her before she recovered Ren’s journal and sword?

But what would be the point? He needed to stay close to her and Jawo in order to foil their plans. If he didn’t have something to take back to the council of demon lords, he stood no chance of winning redemption.

He did as ordered and stood beside Linriel, making sure his arm brushed her shoulder, thinking to get her used to his close presence for when the time came to take her by surprise. Then common sense reasserted itself. To distract her in the midst of such powerful sorcery would be foolish.

He stood still as she chanted cants and presumably performed complex calculations and sorceries in her head. When a buzzing sounded in his head and a sulfurous stench reached his nostrils, he knew she had begun to tear through the veil between Wiraya and Shimrax. He wondered if she knew how painful the transition would be. Not many humans had made the journey to the abyssal realms, and he doubted Linriel had access to their journals. Tarrik could return himself to Shimrax using the dark-tide, a relatively painless experience, but to continue to deceive Linriel he had to bear the pain of her sorcery.

He grimaced as eldritch hooks sank into his flesh and mind. They sizzled, seizing his essence with esoteric heat.

Linriel looked at Tarrik, her eyes wide with agony and terror. But it was too late to back out now: there was no recalling her cants.

Pain scoured Tarrik’s nerves. Linriel’s eyes rolled to white; then she collapsed. Tarrik cursed and grabbed at her before she fell out of the summoning circle. Though he didn’t know much about human sorcery, he guessed that breaking the circle in the middle of a transition could prove fatal. And he wasn’t ready to die yet.

He fell to his knees, cradling Linriel in his arms. Her body shook with violent tremors, and her heels drummed on the floor.

He looked up to see Jawo-linger standing in the doorway, her good eye fixed upon the two of them. Although racked with torment, he took the opportunity to drive a wedge between her and Linriel. He drew the girl closer, as if wanting to protect her.

And then his physical body was rent asunder, and his basic essence was yanked from the human world back to the abyssal.

Tarrik gathered his thoughts into a semblance of normality as the searing, rending sensation dissipated. A hot wind blew over him, smelling of rock and sand. Lifeless.

He realized he no longer held Linriel and glanced around. She was a dozen paces away, on all fours, spewing yellow bile onto the gray sand. Her backpack hung by one strap from her left shoulder, and she was still fully clothed, as was he. She had indeed successfully transitioned physical objects through the tear in the veil she’d created.

It took a score of heartbeats until she was able to sit up and wipe her mouth with the back of her hand. While she was debilitated, Tarrik drew on his dark-tide power and slipped a tendril around one of Linriel’s bindings. A quick flex and wrench, and it broke away from his essence. He kept an eye on Linriel, but she hadn’t seemed to notice. He unbound another section, then another, but left a final tether in place, thus ensuring she believed that her bindings remained intact.

He could break it whenever he wanted—and was tempted to do it now and shadow-step away, leaving the sorcerer to fend for herself in a strange and hostile realm. But her death wouldn’t bring him closer to ending his exile. Far better to use Linriel to achieve his goal of redemption. He needed her to return him to Wiraya so he could learn more about Jawo’s plan to release Samal.

“That was terrible,” Linriel said. “By all that’s holy, I’ve never felt such agony.”

“It’s only pain. You get used to it.”

“Not if I can help it,” she muttered.

He regained his feet and brushed sand from his clothes, head, and arms. The badly fitting garments would make him stand out, mainly because they were of woven cloth.

By all that’s holy. He wondered if she’d ever uttered those words in Jawo’s hearing. Perhaps they were a throwback to her childhood. Or perhaps she really did worship one of the humans’ gods or goddesses. Was this something else he could exploit?

“I’d wager you’re wishing for a bottle of strong drink right now,” he said. “If you’d listened to me earlier, we’d have one with us. Not that too-sweet rum I had in Niyas, though. Something—”

“Quiet,” snapped Linriel. She wiped sweat from her forehead and squinted against the sand-laden wind.

All around them lay the arid expanse of the Burzash Plain. Behind Linriel, where she hadn’t turned to look yet, the jagged outline of Cravenrock rose into the orange sky. Tarrik had to admit she’d done well to deliver them so close to their mark, and with clothes and gear intact too. But night would fall soon, and there were predators on the plain that even Tarrik feared despite his ferocity, guile, and dark-tide mastery.

Linriel remained quiet for long moments, and Tarrik sensed both dawn- and dusk-tide swirling around her. She pointed to Cravenrock. “There. The sword is somewhere inside.”

Tarrik could only nod his acquiescence. “We don’t want to be outside without shelter when night descends. Not weaponless, anyway.”

“We aren’t weaponless. I have my sorcery.”

Sorcerers never changed. Always too confident in themselves, never seeing real danger until it took them by surprise.

“Nevertheless, it would be prudent to make haste.”

“Are you scared?”

“Cautious. As every being with a brain should be.”

“Caution is for those without power.”

“And also for those who want to remain alive. Come.”

Tarrik led Linriel along an ever-darkening trough that curved away from Cravenrock but would eventually angle back toward it. A mile from the mountain the path arrowed east and ended at the crystal molehills. At this lower level they were less likely to be seen by nocturnal predators, but there was still a chance. He considered whether to let such an attack happen to see how Linriel’s sorcery fared, but in the end thought better of the idea. A sorcerous display this close to Cravenrock was bound to draw the attention of the few higher-order demons in forced residence, and that was the last thing Tarrik wanted.

He glanced back at Linriel. Moist stains were spreading under her arms, her breath came in gasps, and she’d unlaced the bodice of her dress and opened the top few buttons of the shirt underneath. He didn’t comment again on her inappropriate choice of attire. Let her suffer if she lacked common sense. Maybe he’d get lucky, and she’d collapse from dehydration.

Not much farther along the trough, they came across a naked body wedged between rocks—a few days dead judging from the bloated, putrescent state of the flesh. Soon the smell would draw corpse-crabs, and they would pick the bones clean.

It was a higher-order demon, but Tarrik couldn’t tell who—until he saw a necklace of polished stones around the corpse’s neck. Dokiran-Kazoth, then, a Thirty-Third Order demon who had been exiled here long before Tarrik. He had lost hope years ago and taken to wandering Cravenrock’s underground caverns, consorting with the lower-level demons and subsisting on grubs and fungus. Why he had left the protection of the mountain was anyone’s guess.

Tarrik examined the body but found no discernible wounds that might have caused his death. He glanced up. The side of the trough was a hundred yards high here, the highest point this close to Cravenrock.

Dokiran-Kazoth clasped something in his right hand, the leather thong it was attached to trailing in the dirt. Tarrik decided not to remove the object. He’d seen it before, hanging around the demon’s neck—a keepsake from his time before exile that must have held great sentimental value.

“Leave the corpse, slave. Let us finish our task and be gone from this place,” Linriel said. Her head was turned away from the decaying body, one hand covering her mouth and nose.

She had an odd way of speaking, Tarrik thought as he returned to her side. Her words were brusque, clipped. He wondered if she had learned the style from her teachers at the Red Gate Covenant.

“What killed it?” she asked.

“Him,” he emphasized. “What killed him? Probably despair. Life is difficult here.”

As Tarrik led Linriel across the last few hundred yards to the mountain’s entrance, he cast frequent glances over his shoulder. Luckily, the gray light of gloaming had not quite dwindled into night, but he was without a weapon other than his shadow-blade. And that was a secret he wouldn’t reveal willingly.

The eastern entrance was busy. Minor demons scurried inside to hunker down for the night in the lower levels of the mountain, leaving their skimmers moored to rocks with thick braided-leather ropes. When the last of the sun’s light disappeared below the horizon, the guards would haul the great metal doors together, the locking mechanism closing them in for the night.

“What can I expect here?” Linriel said. “Are there any practitioners of dark-tide sorcery?”

Practitioners? What had the girl been reading?

“I haven’t been to this place for a long time,” he said, not wanting her to know it was he who had hidden Ren’s journal and sword inside the mountain. “There are no sorcerers here, only demons, and they innately use the dark-tide.”

“I know that!” snapped Linriel.

Tarrik ignored her outburst. “Minor demons live on the lower levels; higher-order demons live toward the top of the mountain. There aren’t many of them, though. Transgressors are usually executed and absorbed by the demon lords. Exile is reserved as a punishment for those who might be useful in the future. If they survive.”

“Well, you’re certainly useful,” Linriel sneered. She closed her eyes, and Tarrik felt a swirl of dusk-tide sorcery. “I can sense the sword. Whoever hid it didn’t do a very good job. There are no sorcerous concealments.”

“I’d imagine the location was thought to be sufficient. Besides, demons cannot use the dawn- and dusk-tides and so would be unable to shield it from arcane scrying.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps it’s a trap.”

“Very likely in this realm.”

He couldn’t stop Linriel from finding the objects Ren had entrusted to him, yet to simply hand them over to her felt wrong. Why Ren had asked him to keep them safe he did not know, but it felt like a sacred task. She had given her life to prevent a catastrophe to both the human world and the demon realms, and Tarrik wished he could do more to fulfill her last wishes.

“I don’t believe there’s any demon in this realm who can defeat me. And in any case, I have cants that Jawo-linger taught me to augment my power.”

They passed a few demons on their ascent, who shied away from Tarrik’s looming form and the stench of human sorcery emanating from Linriel. If he was caught helping a human again, especially inside the demon realms, it would be a final blow against him. The demon lords would be unlikely to believe he’d been bound again. Instead they’d think he served willingly. Tarrik had to hope they would consult the Augurs before deciding to execute him.

Linriel stopped many times to regain her breath. Her training had apparently involved nothing overtly physical. At the top of a long winding stone staircase, she paused for another break, and Tarrik used the opportunity to draw on his dark-tide power to sense if any of the other higher-order demons were aware of Linriel’s presence.

So far, the air in the tunnels didn’t carry the scent of anyone he should be worried about, but that didn’t guarantee no one was near. Sekrie-Zurlaya had a talent for blending in to the very stones and making herself almost invisible. If she didn’t always stink of narcotic smoke, she would make a formidable opponent.

“Demon, let us continue,” Linriel said.

Tarrik nodded and fell into step beside her again. They were close to his cave now. Sure enough, Linriel stopped before the opening to the small space that had been Tarrik’s home for longer than he cared to remember. She spoke a cant, and a sorcerous globe appeared over her head, blazing with yellow light.

“Not so bright,” snarled Tarrik. “You’ll attract unwanted attention.”

Linriel frowned but spoke softly, and the illumination dimmed. “You go first. If there are any demons inside, kill them.”

“I have no weapon.”

“Someone your size . . . you’ll manage.”

Tarrik hunched his shoulders and ducked through the opening. The faint light from Linriel’s globe showed him the place was just as he’d left it. His dark-tide trigger lines had faded away, but it didn’t look as if anyone had ransacked his meager belongings.

He moved to his bed of blankets and grabbed one of the clay jugs of fermented garrote-beetle milk. Pulling the stopper, he drank deeply. The harsh liquor was welcome for its effects if not for its rancid, bitter taste. The alcohol hit his empty stomach like molten metal and coursed through his system. He finished off the jug and dropped it onto his blankets.

“Slave, what do you see?”

“Rock. Someone’s scant belongings,” he called back to the opening.

He shoved a handful of baked riven-grubs into his mouth. Here in the dryness of Shimrax, food took a long time to spoil.

He could hear Linriel pacing outside; then her head appeared in the cave’s opening.

“Ah,” he said, pretending he’d only just noticed the square bottle of algae and oil mixture. He shook the container until it began to glow. “That’s better.”

He squatted and made a show of going through his own effects, tossing them aside as if they meant nothing to him. Linriel sniffed disapprovingly at the raggedy possessions.

Let’s see you last even a week here. You’d never cope.

When he came to another full jug of fermented garrote-beetle milk, he had a drink, then held it out to Linriel.

Her nose wrinkled at the acrid smell. “You couldn’t help yourself, could you? You had to succumb to drink. You are weak.”

“I couldn’t care less what you think . . . Master.”

“I don’t know what Serenity saw in you.”

“She saw me as a tool, as you do. Now, where are these treasures you’re so keen to possess?”

“There. It reeks of power.” Linriel pointed to the jumble of rocks at the back of the cave. “A ridiculous hiding spot.”

She spoke a cant, and the rocks cracked and broke, sending up a cloud of dust. Fragments rolled away, propelled by arcane force. Another cant, and the dust was scooped up into a ball and dumped to the side. Where the rocks had been appeared a carved niche with a canvas-wrapped bundle lying inside.

“Pick it up,” said Linriel.

Tarrik hesitated. “What if there’s sorcery?”

“There isn’t, but that’s why you’re retrieving them—just to be sure.”

He did as he was told and picked up the package, pretending relief when nothing happened.

“Unwrap it,” Linriel commanded.

After a moment, Ren’s sword and journal lay upon the open canvas sheet. The silver snake entwined around the sword’s pommel seemed to give Tarrik a withering look. Years had passed since he’d laid eyes on the weapon, and the winged orichalcum hilt still seemed ostentatious to him. All of a sudden his chest tightened and a lump formed in his throat as memories of Ren and their time together washed over him. He ruthlessly quashed them.

Linriel grasped the hilt and grunted as she struggled to lift the sheathed blade. “It’s heavy. Did you ever see Serenity wield it?”

He could not lie; that was a disadvantage of leaving some of the binding intact. “Yes.” To kill Lischen and Indriol, he didn’t add.

A thoughtful look came over Linriel’s face. “She had to be attuned to the weapon somehow. But the power of it! Can you feel it, demon? Of course you can! But . . . this is not dawn- or dusk-tide power. What is it? Is it dark-tide?”

“I don’t know what power it uses.”

True, to a point. It could be dawn- or dusk-tide, for all he knew, but he suspected the ensorcelled blade was imbued with the sun’s energy. Still, the uncertainty meant he could hold back that information from Linriel.

He swallowed another mouthful of garrote-beetle milk while Linriel struggled with the sword’s baldric and hefty weight. After many curses she eventually gave up trying to strap the blade to her back.

“You carry it,” she said.

Tarrik nodded and with swift, sure movements slung the sword across his back and made sure the buckle to swing it to his hip was in easy reach. He could use the blade in a pinch, but it wasn’t his preferred weapon, and somehow the thought of using Ren’s sword felt disrespectful. And, if he was truthful with himself, he feared its power. He recalled both times he’d seen Ren wield the weapon: the penetrating white radiance that shone from the blade like concentrated moonlight and the heat rolling off it in waves.

Linriel shoved the journal into her backpack without looking at it. Odd.

“Aren’t you going to read the book?” he asked. “Aren’t you even slightly curious?”

She shook her head. “That’s for Jawo-linger. If she deems me worthy, she will tell me what I need to know.”

The girl had grown into a gullible fool, Tarrik thought. Ever a fault of humans to give their loyalty where it benefited them and turn a blind eye to iniquity and corruption. But were demons any different? Anger surged through his veins. He had been different, and where had that gotten him? If he wasn’t executed by the demon lords for consorting with humans again, his end would probably come at Jawo-linger’s hand. But better to take a risk than endure overwhelming despair until he ended up dead like Dokiran-Kazoth.

“Send us back,” he growled to Linriel.

To his surprise, she shook her head. “We need to return to the place where we arrived. My sorcery is anchored there.”

Tarrik sighed and led the way back into the corridor. The air stank of narcotic smoke, and he immediately halted. Sekrie-Zurlaya leaned against the wall opposite, both of her daggers drawn and casually pointed toward him. Her long white hair was scandalously unbraided, and a lock had tumbled from behind her ear to brush her cheek.

Linriel cursed as she hit her head on the low opening. She straightened and instantly focused on Sekrie.

“Tarrik Nal-Valim,” Sekrie drawled. “And who is this? She reeks of human.”

She had to have guessed that Linriel was the sorcerer who had summoned Tarrik. Perhaps she didn’t care, or perhaps she had thrown caution to the arid winds. The wastes of Shimrax had a way of grinding you down until you cared little for anything.

Still, he gave Sekrie a quick warning shake of his head. “We’re just leaving. Good luck with your hunt.”

“Luck?” sneered Sekrie. “Luck is for fools and the inept.”

“Then I wish you extra luck.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Tarrik cursed his loose tongue. There was no gain in goading Sekrie now. If she was drug addled enough to attack him, Linriel might blast her with sorcery.

To his surprise, Sekrie ignored his barb and focused on Linriel. “Who is this human? Have you sunk to another low and bedded her?”

There was a sharp intake of breath from Linriel. “Out of our way, demon, before I bind you too,” she said.

Sekrie only laughed. Tarrik thought she was too nonchalant about the danger Linriel posed to her.

“You don’t know my name, human slaver. And you never will,” Sekrie said.

Linriel’s voice rose to a shout. “Begone, demon, or face the consequences!”

Tarrik winced at the cringeworthy imperiousness of Linriel’s tone. Threatening an unbound demon was like poking a sharp stick at a tatter-snake. You’d always provoke a reaction—usually a violent one.

“We’re leaving,” he said firmly to Sekrie. “Best if you forget you saw us.”

“I’m bored. Come hunt with me,” she said.

Her words were a concession—an offer of friendship, and perhaps more.

“I cannot,” he told her. “I am bound.”

“Why did you return to your little hovel then?”

Blood and fire . . .

“Your hovel?” said Linriel incredulously. “You had them all this time and didn’t say a word?”

“Had what?” Sekrie asked with a frown.

Tarrik held up his hands to Linriel. “It doesn’t matter who had what or when. You have them now.”

She glared at him, and her fingers trailed over her talisman. “So she gave them to you for safekeeping. Why?”

“What are you talking about?” demanded Sekrie.

“Shut your mouth, demon,” snapped Linriel.

“Go!” Tarrik yelled at Sekrie. Before it’s too late . . .

If Sekrie attacked Linriel, Tarrik would have to defend the sorcerer or risk his plan falling into tatters. And defending Linriel would also mean revealing his shadow-blade.

But Linriel’s command and attitude had Sekrie’s blood up. She stepped toward the sorcerer, both daggers aimed for her eyes.

“Tarrik,” said Linriel calmly, “tell me this demon’s name.”

Sekrie froze, an expression of horror on her face as she finally realized how much danger she was in. She looked at Tarrik.

Go, he mouthed, before turning to Linriel. “She is nothing. A lower-order demon of no appreciable talents.”

Sekrie’s eyes flashed fire, but she lowered her blades and backed away a few steps.

Linriel sniffed and removed her hand from her talisman. “We are wasting time. Begone, demon. We have somewhere to be.”

Tarrik turned back to Sekrie. “Tell my good friend Shax-Ronovel that I will be missing for a while. There is an adversary I must confront.”

The message was all he could manage under the circumstances, but he hoped it would be enough. Shax-Ronovel was the only demon lord that Tarrik trusted. He hoped she would understand his oblique reference to Samal and his warning that the demon lord’s human followers were planning another attempt to free him.

Sekrie cocked her head at him, then nodded and bolted down the corridor.

Linriel began a cant but stopped midway and rounded on Tarrik. “Next time I give you a command, I expect you to obey it instantly. Do you understand, slave?”

“Yes.” He lowered his head in false contrition.

Sekrie would hopefully deliver his warning, and that way if he was wrong and Linriel or Jawo-linger killed him, the demon lords would stop them from releasing Samal. But he knew the demon lords could argue for a long time before deciding upon a course of action. They might be too late if they did decide to act. Or they might decide not to do anything at all if they thought Samal could be limited to the human world of Wiraya.

“You knew where the sword and journal were this whole time?” Linriel said. No trace of emotion could be detected in her voice, no telltale quiver of fear of the confrontation that had almost escalated into violence. “Why didn’t you say so?”

“You did not ask.”

“So that’s how it is. I suppose I shouldn’t have expected better from a demon slave. From this moment forward, you are to divulge any information that may be relevant to any of our tasks. Furthermore, you are to tell me anything you think irrelevant. And be warned: if you abuse this command and seek to sidetrack me with useless information, there will be consequences. Dire consequences. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

“Very well. It irks me just to be bound to you, filthy demon. Thankfully, you will soon be Jawo-linger’s problem.”

“We should go now,” Tarrik said. Her feeble insults didn’t bother him. What did bother him was the risk that if she remained any longer in the abyssal realms, she might find out more about demons than any human had a right to know.

Linriel tilted her head and frowned. “There are things I can learn here. Especially if I’m to continue making use of your kind. I have seen this realm, and a number of questions have formed. But I suppose you’re right, if for the wrong reasons. Jawo will not be kind if we delay. And her punishments are to be avoided.”

“Already this place is stirring like a broken hive,” Tarrik warned. “Word of your presence here will have traveled far and wide quickly. Unless you have sufficient power to battle all of the demons that live here, we had best be gone.”

For a moment Linriel looked like she might disagree. But common sense prevailed, and she set her mouth in a thin line and gestured for Tarrik to lead the way.

He did so quickly, setting a hasty pace. The sooner they were gone, the better, though returning to the human world and Jawo’s machinations wasn’t a palatable thought. Of course, he didn’t really have much choice. His luck had always been bad. He consoled himself with the knowledge that Linriel’s luck had to be worse than his. She’d ended up apprenticed to Jawo-linger, which surely would lead to her downfall. As Linriel herself had said, she was tainted by her association with Ren and wasn’t trusted. Tarrik imagined that a sorcerer who wasn’t trusted would be done away with sooner or later.

As they hurried through the tunnels of Cravenrock, Tarrik sensed Sekrie trailing them a fair distance behind. The faint emanation of the dark-tide power she used to wrap herself in shadows was obvious if you knew she had the talent. Linriel seemed unaware of the other demon’s presence, or unconcerned if she caught the occasional scuff of Sekrie’s soles across the stone. Tarrik guessed that was Sekrie’s way of alerting him to the fact she followed them. If she had been hunting, he wouldn’t have heard a sound.

Go! he wanted to tell her. Do not follow. Except he felt reassured by her presence. At least someone in this realm would know the truth of what had occurred and why he was consorting with humans against the conditions of his exile.

For a brief moment Tarrik considered leading Linriel to one of the openings hundreds of yards above the surface of the plain. There, he could use his shadow-wings to glide down to the ground. But he doubted Linriel would trust him to hold on to her for the descent, despite his supposedly being bound to do her no harm. Sorcerers were a paranoid lot, and those under Samal’s thrall and their servants were insane. And he didn’t want to reveal another of his demonic talents.

Instead, he moved silently down the sloping tunnels that led to the very base of Cravenrock. Here and there, inside the occasional opening of side tunnels, light came from growths of jade bloatspore growing on gnarled roots. The odd shadow moved as they passed, but none of the minor demons stirred themselves to confront them. The reek of dawn-tide sorcery keeping them at bay, Tarrik supposed.

Tarrik’s stomach growled as they got closer to the mountain’s exit. The riven-grubs he’d eaten had done little to sate his hunger, and he didn’t think Linriel had brought any provisions with her. Given the scrawniness of her form, perhaps she didn’t require much nourishment.

He led her across a large chamber with a sandy floor and stopped at the massive void-stone doors that were still barred against the night. They opened onto a sandy harbor where skimmers were moored and were cunningly fitted, only opening at daybreak, closing at sunset, using massive mechanisms that he had never bothered to understand. But Tarrik and Linriel could use a smaller door situated on one side for those demons brave or foolhardy enough to hunt at night. The doorkeeper on duty eyed Tarrik from the shadows as he unbarred the door. The demon would resecure the opening once they left.

Linriel called a halt as soon as they’d exited the small door. “Can we use one of these contraptions?” she said, pointing to the skimmers tied up for the night. “They’ll be quicker for traveling across the sand.”

Tarrik shrugged. “They are faster than walking, but their sound will draw predators. That’s why they’re not used at night.”

“Ready one for us,” she ordered. “I’m tired of walking.”

Tarrik stopped himself from shaking his head. She was confident in her sorcery, or at least her ability to shield herself, but had no idea what creatures roamed Shimrax.

He glanced across the flat expanse of the plain. From the shape of the low sand dunes, he could tell the wind was blowing in the right direction. “All right,” he said, untying the closest skimmer and dragging it a hundred yards out of the shelter of the harbor and into the wind. Once he was sure there would be enough breeze to fill the sail, he hopped aboard.

Linriel eyed the craft like a noble’s daughter on her first sea voyage who had found the ship not to her liking. But she climbed in after him and settled onto one of the side benches.

Tarrik unfurled the sail and pulled on the rope to raise it up the mast. The thin leather flapped a few times and then filled. The skimmer jerked once, then again, before sliding across the sand. Tarrik settled at the back and took hold of the tiller. Soon they were skimming across terrain at a fair pace.

He cast a glance behind them, pretending to check on the tiller. In the distance a figure led another skimmer out onto the sand. Sekrie. Tarrik decided she was only curious, as otherwise she would have ambushed them from one of the side passages in Cravenrock. Well, she’d better not get ambushed herself and die out here. He wanted her to deliver his message to the demon lords.

He shook his head, not wanting to dwell on all that could go wrong. Either he would free himself, or he would die. After so long in exile, barely surviving in Shimrax’s desolate environment, he wasn’t sure there was a difference between the two.

Over the hiss of their skimmer’s rasping passage across the sand, Tarrik heard another hiss—this one formed by a predator’s throat. A tatter-snake, probably an adolescent, but it paid to be careful. He pushed the tiller to his right, and the skimmer changed course to glide down the slope of a dune. The bone skids clattered over stones as the sand gave way to rocky earth, and he dropped the sail, bringing them to a slow stop.

“What’s going on?” Linriel squinted into the darkness surrounding them. “What’s out there?”

“We can’t travel over this ground. The skimmer’s built for sand. It’s only a short distance to where we came through the veil, so you shouldn’t get too tired.”

He heard her begin a cant.

“No light,” he snapped, and to his surprise she stayed her sorcery.

They trudged across the rocky ground, Linriel stumbling often on its unevenness and loose stones. Tarrik cast frequent looks behind him to orient their course by Cravenrock’s towering form. There were also smaller rock formations around them, which he’d familiarized himself with when they’d arrived.

He walked another few dozen paces before coming to a halt. “Here.”

Linriel sniffed, then nodded. “I can sense the lingering emanations of my sorcery. Well done, slave.”

Lingering emanations? Maybe she was hoping to become a sorcerer in some fancy human court.

She produced a bag from her backpack, grasped something from within it, and turned a full circle with her arm held out. A stream of silvery powder created a sorcerous circle.

“Returning is easy,” she said. “A generous application of power to prize open the already weakened void, and we’ll be back in no time. Jawo will get what she wants, and I can pass your bindings to her again.”

Returning wouldn’t be easy for either of them. If she couldn’t see that, she was a fool.

Linriel slung her backpack over her shoulders and gestured for Tarrik to join her inside the circle. The area within seemed to gather the starlight and reflect it back ten times stronger.

“Stand close to me,” she commanded. “Do not disturb the circle.”

Tarrik did as he was told. Linriel’s breath became short and rapid, her hands clenched into fists. No doubt she recalled the pain of their first journey and wasn’t enthusiastic about repeating it. But as Tarrik watched, she calmed herself, and one hand moved to the talisman at her belt. She began a string of cants, her voice low and melodic. When frost crusted over the ground around them and a sulfurous stench reached his nostrils, he braced himself for the torture of penetrating the veil between worlds.

As arcane hooks jabbed into his flesh and mind, he heard a scuffing sound above and behind them. He twisted quickly, taking care not to disturb the circle. Linriel didn’t react, so absorbed was she by her sorcery.

Sekrie stood atop a boulder watching them. The mummified moranth bird claws hanging from her hips and collar swayed in the wind. She raised her eyebrows at Tarrik.

He half turned toward her, then grimaced as Linriel’s sorcery grew in strength and its hooks seized his essence. Ice cracked across ground that had never seen rain, and then his whole body shook as searing agony scoured his flesh and bones. Just as his essence began to unravel, Tarrik saw Sekrie throw something toward him—a long shape that shone in the pale light of the stars.

It was an accurate throw, and as the object sailed down to Tarrik’s side, he reached out and grasped the shaft. His spear of blackwood and steel. The one he’d used when bound to Ren. As his fingers closed around it, he was yanked back to the human world of Wiraya.





Chapter Six

Elisa grunted with effort as she struggled to move another rock to complete the circle around the scattered campfire outside her cave. A wilderness creature had stumbled upon her dwelling while she was doing her rounds and decided to make its home inside. An action it would have been regretting now if it weren’t dead. Her skills with the dusk-tide were fading, and her memory wasn’t what it used to be, but she’d remembered enough to blind the beast and send it reeling, then slam its hairy body with bolts of lightning. The stench of burned hair and flesh would dissipate eventually, but the carcass was too heavy for her to move. The fried creature would have to rot where it was. That meant she would be living under a makeshift canvas tent outside the cave for a while. But she’d endured worse.

After she reorganized and lit her fire, she left it to burn down to coals to cook on and stood just outside the cave’s entrance. From her vantage point in the hills, she could see the great pyramid of Samal’s tomb protruding from the flat plain and not much else. It was late at night, and the triangular shape blotted out the stars on the horizon. Both moons, white Chandra and red Jagonath, were full in the sky, and Elisa frowned as she saw clouds on the horizon. Strange clouds, swirling and racing in the night wind, forming fantastic patterns as they passed across the moons.

When she looked back down, a shadowed figure in a hooded cloak stood next to her. The stranger’s face was shrouded, but Elisa was certain it wasn’t her goddess. She was glad for the company, though the figure did not speak. In all her decades watching over the demon lord’s prison, the monotony was the hardest part of her task. She sometimes admitted she was lonely, but at the same time she couldn’t stand most people.

“The imprisoned one forever rails against the chains that bind him,” the stranger said in a rasping voice. “His servants continue their efforts to free him—what remains of them.”

Another attempt, so soon after the previous? Elisa sighed deeply, shaking her head. The folly of humans knew no bounds. She would remain here and observe, as she’d promised her goddess, but the key weighed heavily on her. She reached up to grasp the orichalcum and void-stone pendant hanging from her neck. As usual it was ice cold. Sometimes, when she grew particularly weary, she thought about handing her task over to another. But who else would be mad enough to live out here with only themselves for company?

“You’re not mad,” said the figure.

“Close to it,” Elisa replied.

“You are blessed. And you might get your well-earned rest, Elisa. There are many paths the future could take, some becoming more likely.”

Suddenly Elisa wasn’t sure what she wanted. After so many centuries her task had become part of her, defining who she was.

“Why do the clouds roil so wildly?” she ventured.

“The gods of both light and darkness are stirring, for the forces of evil are gathering in celebration of the coming days. They weave the tapestry of mankind’s fate from threads of cosmic creation. But they cannot see all. They are blind to forces from other realms.”

Elisa recognized obfuscation when she heard it. Telling me nothing, and hoping I’ll listen. Some beings had nothing better to do than try to confuse mortals and laugh at the results.

“And why are you telling me this?”

“Keep your watch, Elisa, beloved of your goddess. A dark wind comes.”

The words cracked and warped, as if uttered within an echoing room far away. Startled by the eldritch tones, Elisa glanced at the speaker.

There was no one beside her.





Chapter Seven

Tarrik’s room was cold and poorly lit by only a single window high in one of the stone walls. It looked out over a cliff that plummeted a few hundred yards at least, the bottom shrouded in mist.

He buckled on his battle gear. While the design was unfamiliar, the armor was so well made that it didn’t restrict his movements in the slightest. He had to admit it was of good quality. More than good—exceptional. The mail shirt was sleeveless and slightly too short for his large frame, but the rings were set in hexagonal patterns repeated to form the shirt, and the dull black metal was lighter than steel. Accompanying the mail were leather trousers and sturdy boots and a pair of vambraces of the same dull metal.

As he strapped the vambraces to his arms, he felt Linriel watching him with a strange intensity from her place by the door. She’d left him to languish in this spartan chamber overnight and then had appeared at daybreak with two servants lugging the armor. A present from Jawo, she’d told him, for their next task.

“You’ve done that before,” she remarked.

Tarrik only nodded. Many times had he equipped himself for battle as one of innumerable soldiers in the armies of the demon lords. After he had ascended to the higher order, his role had become one of command, but there had been no lack of combat for him still—both in the war against the Kasonna-Vulur and as a bound slave.

“I suppose that’s one reason she chose you, for your fighting ability.”

She. He knew she meant Serenity. Linriel had trouble even saying her name. She must really hate what had resulted from Ren’s act of kindness in sending her to be apprenticed with the Red Gate Covenant. But Linriel’s feelings were not his concern. He cared not for these slavers, and he must not become weak or break under their punishments. He had to be hard. Harder than void-stone.

“You’ve served as a soldier?” she probed.

“In human wars so ancient no one here remembers. And in conflicts between the abyssal realms, and against Kasonna-Vulur invaders.” He twisted his arms and wrists to settle the vambraces and turned to face her. “What is my next task to be, then? Does someone need killing?”

Anger at his enslavement still heated his blood, and he would enjoy doing away with a few humans, even if it aided Jawo’s cause.

“I don’t know yet.”

Tarrik laughed. “You don’t know? It seems Jawo keeps you in the dark, then tells you when to fetch as if you’re a dog.”

“She warned me you would try to drive a wedge between us. Your tricks won’t work on me, slave.”

“It’s not a trick to see what’s right in front of your face. But ignore me. I don’t care.”

He moved to the creaking bed he’d tried to sleep on during the night and grasped his spear from where it leaned against the wall. It had served him well so far, and the blackwood shaft’s sorcery-dampening properties might come in handy. In the unlikely event he made it back to Shimrax, he’d have to thank Sekrie. But he could do with another weapon, too, for narrow corridors and the press of bodies in close combat.

“I’ll need a short blade,” he told Linriel.

“Jawo-linger’s allowing you to keep the spear, against my wishes, but I can see how a shorter weapon would be advantageous in certain situations.” She nodded to one of the servants outside the door, and the man scurried away.

“If you’re finished, we should go,” she said.

Tarrik cast his eyes over the room a final time, a habit in case he’d forgotten something. But there was nothing in the cell other than what he wore or held. He followed Linriel along more corridors and staircases, back to Jawo-linger’s chambers. The guard, Nebash, was in his usual position.

Jawo stood by her workbench, mixing another of her concoctions, muttering cants. She gulped the mixture and immediately seemed to stand straighter, and her limbs ceased trembling. She turned to regard Linriel and Tarrik with her untouched eye. Tarrik noticed Linriel turn her gaze away, as if she couldn’t bear to look at the withered thing before her.

“My champion!” Jawo said to Tarrik. “You look ready for battle. And my guess is you’re eager to spill blood. You demons always are.”

Tarrik shrugged. The minor demons were known for their insatiable urges. If human sorcerers chose to associate those same desires with higher-order demons, that was their mistake, one he wouldn’t correct.

He heard a scuffling at the door; then footsteps hurried away. Nebash moved as quickly as a tatter-snake and yanked the door open. A short sword in a leather sheath lay on the floor outside.

“That’s for Tarrik,” said Linriel.

Nebash grunted, picked up the blade, and tossed it to Tarrik. He caught the sword and attached it to the leather belt that came with the mail shirt. He drew a handspan of blade to examine it and found the tip of Nebash’s saber at his throat. Tarrik ignored the threat and resumed his inspection. The sword was short and wide, good for chopping and stabbing, although the edges were duller than he liked. It would do. He sheathed the blade and turned away from Nebash. The man had moved with a surprising speed that belied his size. Tarrik would remember that when it came to killing him.

Jawo cackled at her bodyguard. “Tarrik cannot harm me! He is bound by tethers stronger than steel.”

Nebash resumed his place by the wall, but his saber remained bared.

“Now,” said Jawo, “my informants have brought me some information you’ll both find interesting. I was shocked at first, but I also knew this day would come. I suspected it from the very beginning—yes, I did! It took many years of searching to find even a hint of the reality, but now I have the evidence—though it required consorting with powers so alien they make demons look normal.”

Her ranting about other powers was both interesting and disconcerting. If she could call on more than just sorcery, she would be harder to defeat. It was worth risking her displeasure to find out more.

“Who are these mysterious beings?” he asked. “Wraithes?”

Jawo snorted in contempt. “Their time has long gone. Their power has been much reduced over the millennia, and now they wander this world deranged and deluded, seeking who knows what. Perhaps they long for death? I can sympathize . . . no, there are beings more powerful than wraithes living in dimensions that only brush our human realms. They are most secretive about their origins but watch our foolish wars with envy. Perhaps they were once an ancient race that dispensed with pleasures of the flesh? I can only speculate. But pleasures of the flesh have their advantages—don’t they, demon?”

Jawo cackled as her good eye roved over his body. For an instant, Tarrik thought she would command him to ravish her right there in front of Linriel and Nebash. But instead she continued.

“Hints have reached me of a power, a sorcery, that is unrelated to the dawn- or dusk-tides, or even the dark-tide you demons use. We saw it once—didn’t we, demon? Serenity’s trick. The sorcery she hoped would kill us all. But we survived. Her journal confirms what I’ve long suspected: there is another eldritch power that only a handful of sorcerers have been able to master. Serenity knew the secret, but she did not reveal it in her journal.”

The sun-tide sorcery, Tarrik thought. It couldn’t be anything else.

“You know!” cackled Jawo. “I see it in your eyes! Serenity was stronger than any of us that day when Jawo-linger died. I want that power. I need it. Samal needs it. So you two are going to find it. The secret comes from the wastes south of the Jargalan Desert, where the Orgols roam unchecked by human progress. They have their own civilization and must have stumbled upon this other power.”

So Jawo knew that Ren had discovered the secret to harnessing the sun’s tidal energy from the Orgols. Even if she hadn’t written directly about her discovery, perhaps Ren had left clues. Tarrik recalled her telling him she’d learned from a shaman, whom she’d then killed. That was a tidbit of information that Jawo didn’t have.

“We don’t have long,” the sorcerer continued. “Months only. My army will be readied while you’re away, and my fleet of ships is almost complete. Linriel will travel with you, Tarrik. Be a good dog, and serve her well. Not too well, mind! Parts of you are mine only!” She laughed at her own wit.

“Where are we to go?” asked Linriel.

Jawo hobbled over to her workbench, her orichalcum cane tapping on the stone floor. She leaned her cane on the bench, picked up a thick envelope, and held it out. Linriel scampered over, as if the package were a medal she’d earned.

“Your orders,” said Jawo. “There is information in there that only I know. Read it, memorize it, destroy the documents.”

Tarrik wondered why Jawo-linger wasn’t going to investigate this new sorcerous power herself.

On the bench were two bulging purses. Jawo handed one to Linriel and then, to Tarrik’s surprise, gave one to him.

“Coin, and a few gemstones in case they’re needed,” she said. “Go now, Linriel. Do not disappoint me. I hate to be disappointed, as you well know.”

“Your will, Master,” Linriel said, clutching the envelope to her chest.

Blood and fire. We are traveling by sea. Tarrik shuddered at the thought of days spent floating atop all that water and its murky depths. The last time he’d done so was centuries ago with Contian, and he’d hoped it would be his last.

He stood in the brilliant sun, gazing upon the sizeable wharf that housed a dozen ships—warships and transports. At another wharf to his left were moored merchant ships of all types, mostly wide bottomed and ponderous, while farther to his right the docks curved away toward what looked like repair yards.

Jaquel had suggested once that she could teach him to swim. She’d understood his mirthful reaction had concealed his fear and hadn’t pressed the issue. Tarrik’s chest tightened at the thought of his dead wife. In the last few years his grief had become less raw, perhaps because of the passage of time, or perhaps because his grief for Ren had overwhelmed it. The thought saddened him, that a lesser, more recent grief could subjugate a deeper, older one.

Linriel sheltered from the sun under a shopwindow’s awning. The tree-lined street in the city over which Jawo’s fortress loomed wasn’t what Tarrik had expected. It looked almost normal: cobbled roads and forecourts, warehouses and businesses and apartment buildings. Malnourished dogs stared, rats crawled over waste piled in alleys, and fifty yards down the harbor, men were pulling a corpse from the water using iron hooks on long poles. On the other side of the street, a party of sailors walked by, some wearing plain sailcloth, some striped shirts, all with some kind of head covering, from broad-brimmed straw hats to knotted handkerchiefs. They were tanned and scarred and had the swagger of men confident in both their work and violence.

A youth approached Linriel, and they exchanged pleasantries. The boy was plain and pale, apart from red pimples on his face, but his eyes were bright and his smile quick, and he had an eagerness about him. It turned out he was their ship’s clerk and answered to the captain. Tarrik decided he was someone’s youngest son who thought a life at sea would be exciting, and this was probably his first voyage. His eagerness would be doused when he was puking his guts up over the side and there was nothing between him and the endless depths of the ocean but a few planks of wood.

He turned to Tarrik and held out a hand. “Very pleased to have you both on board. The name’s Davard. Captain Monsell says the Rose of Fortitude will be ready to sail whenever you are.”

Tarrik looked at the outstretched appendage.

“Tarrik, shake the man’s hand,” Linriel said. She turned to the youth. “He’s my bodyguard. He’s from the south, I’m afraid, and still retains some of its savagery.”

She was clearly ignorant of the south and the Orgols’ complex civilization, as were many here in the north of Wiraya. The attitude didn’t bode well for their success in infiltrating the Jargalan Desert and the lands of the Orgols.

Tarrik squeezed the offered hand until the boy’s eyes bulged. Davard snatched his hand back and rubbed it, giving Tarrik a wounded look.

“I imagine he’d be worth his weight in a scrap,” he said to Linriel. “Maybe we’ll run into some pirates. Wouldn’t that be something! We have a score of prime sailors on board already. Of course, there are some untoward lads among the crew, but you’ll find that anywhere. Have to take the good with the bad.”

Tarrik didn’t see why that was the case, but humans were notorious for foolish actions and spent a lot of time making things complicated for themselves.

The breeze had freshened while they waited. As Davard led them along the rough-timbered wharf, Tarrik heard the wind rattling the thin leaves of the curious cylindrical-trunked trees along the harbor. What had Contian called them? Palms. And the leaves were fronds, or some such.

The human world’s empty blue sky was clear all the way to the horizon, and the sea was choppy. Tarrik felt a peculiar shortness of breath that wasn’t wholly caused by the too-thick air. His heart beat rapidly, and he had difficulty swallowing. He rolled his tongue around in his mouth, wondering if he’d been poisoned, but there wasn’t any numbness or metallic taste, and his stomach, though queasy, wasn’t churning like he was about to vomit.

I am afraid, he admitted to himself. The ocean was vast and full of terrors. And they were going to bob along on its surface like a leaf on a lake, at the mercy of the winds and whatever else assailed them.

He looked gravely at the blade of his spear, which had served him so well last time he was in this accursed world. He had survived many torments and battles so far in his life, and he would survive this too.

“Come, Tarrik; why do you hesitate?”

Linriel and Davard had paused at the base of the gangplank that led up to the ship. He guessed it irritated Linriel to call him by his name instead of “demon” or “slave,” but in company she had no choice.

“I can’t swim,” he said.

Davard laughed shrilly, and Tarrik wanted to gut him.

“Half the sailors are in the same boat, so to speak,” the youth explained. “You’ll be safe, unless the ship breaks up in a storm or founders upon rocks or a reef.”

“And how likely is that?” asked Tarrik.

“Extremely unlikely, although it does depend on the experience and skill of the captain and the navigator. Never fear. Captain Monsell is one of the best.”

As if Tarrik gave weight to anything this callow youth said. But Linriel’s remaining binding tightened around him, attempting to nudge his feet forward. He growled, none too pleased, but went along with it, striding toward her and up onto the deck.

A quick look around revealed the ship was tidy enough: the ropes and sails Tarrik had assumed would be everywhere were piled into neat coils or folded and tied to horizontal timbers attached to the masts—whatever they were called. Sailors dashing about their business cast curious glances at the newly arrived passengers, and he noticed a few making warding signs at Linriel behind her back. He knew sorcerers were either revered or reviled in this world. If there were some among the crew who hated them with a passion, that might be something he could exploit. If they were aboard long enough, and if he could make Linriel miserable without pushing her too far. Now that he could break free from her binding whenever he wished, he had to be careful in case she suspected something was wrong. He hoped they would have only a short trip and soon be back on firm land, but he knew he wasn’t being realistic. The journey south to Orgol lands would take weeks.

Davard beckoned Linriel to follow him. “I’ll take you to your cabin. It’s small for two, but—”

“We are not sharing a cabin,” snapped Linriel.

Davard frowned, then glanced to Tarrik and away. “The captain said—”

“I don’t care what the captain said. I sleep alone. Tarrik can bunk with the crew, or with the animals for all I care.”

“Crew can’t mix with passengers,” muttered Davard.

“Then the animals it is,” said Linriel.

The young man opened his mouth to protest. Tarrik cut him off.

“It’s not a problem, Davard.” He rolled his eyes. “You’ll learn what sorcerers are like. This is one of the easier lessons.”

“Shut your mouth, de—Tarrik,” hissed Linriel. “You’re hired help, and you’ll do what I say. If you want to get paid.”

He knew she’d added the last as an afterthought, an attempt to deceive Davard and anyone else listening.

Davard nodded slowly. “All right. The captain might have something to say about this, though. I’ll take you to your cabin first, Lady Linriel.” He hurried along the deck and disappeared through an open doorway.

“Behave yourself,” Linriel whispered to Tarrik. “Talk to no one unless they speak to you first. We don’t want you arousing suspicion.”

“There will be no arousal.”

Linriel sneered at him. “You may come up on deck for air at night. Other than that, stay wherever they put you—unless I require your presence or there’s an emergency.”

“Lady Linriel?” came Davard’s querulous voice.

“Coming,” she called, then turned back to Tarrik. “Be warned: I will not tolerate any foolishness. And foolishness it would be to disobey me and risk certain pain.”

“Your will, Master,” replied Tarrik, echoing the words Linriel had spoken to Jawo.

Only the weak threatened. The strong acted. Linriel was the weakest link in Jawo’s plans, and he would do his best to break her and extricate himself from this predicament.

He bent his head to follow her through the doorway, crouching low to clear it. Inside, he had to remain crouched, his spear at an angle, to traverse the narrow corridor. It was dingy and smelled of human sweat, urine, and other offensive odors.

Davard stopped at a door and bade Linriel to enter. Tarrik remained outside but saw the cabin was small, with lockers against one wall and under the porthole and a single bed on one side. Davard backed out with numerous bobs of his head, and Linriel closed the door.

Tarrik heard the door snick shut, then felt a shove from her binding. He allowed it to push him backward so his shoulders pressed into the wall. A reminder from Linriel that she was in charge.

Davard led him farther along the corridor, then down narrow steps. The stench of animals grew stronger, along with the acrid odor of dung.

“What are your duties aboard the vessel?” Tarrik asked. “I know little of seaworthy matters.”

Davard glanced over his shoulder and flashed a smile. “I do whatever the captain asks of me. She’s an exacting taskmaster, to be sure, but one of the best there is on the open sea. When berthed, though, she leaves the mundane tasks of merchanting to others more suited. Usually I run errands and messages, double-check her sums in the ledger, and fill in the ship’s log daily.”

So it wasn’t his first voyage. His paleness must have come from remaining below deck.

“Where can I get something to eat?” Tarrik asked. “The lady Linriel is a harsh mistress, as are all sorcerers. She won’t care to see I’m fed.”

“I’ll make sure someone brings you a plate at mealtimes. The cook is . . . interesting. He’s picked up some strange recipes on his travels, and to be honest not all of them agree with me. It’s hearty fare, though.”

“I’m sure I’ve eaten worse.”

Davard opened a door at the end of the hallway and screwed up his face at the stench that assailed them. Tarrik grimaced and breathed through his mouth, but now he could taste the beasts’ dung.

“This isn’t right,” muttered Davard as he led Tarrik to an empty pen, past cows and horses. An evil-looking brown goat in the pen next to Tarrik’s stared at him with slit eyes and defecated, seemingly with intent.

Sunlight streamed through a single iron-grilled opening in the ceiling, and he could hear the shouts of the sailors. If it rained, his stall was far enough away that he should remain dry.

“I’ll speak to the captain. We’ll find you somewhere better to—”

“No, you won’t. Never get on the wrong side of a sorcerer. A lesson for you to remember.”

The downtrodden servant was a good pretense to start with. Then, once he’d established himself with the crew, he would turn them against Linriel—if there was time. He couldn’t breach her bindings yet. If he made a break for it now, he’d likely lose everything, including his chance at redemption.

“I’ll bring you a blanket,” Davard said. “Maybe two.”

“And some food, if you please.”

“I’ll scratch something up. It’ll be cold, though.”

“That’s fine. Are there any spirits aboard? I’ll need a bottle.”

“The captain doesn’t like the crew drinking while we’re at sea.”

“That doesn’t answer my question. There must be something. I’ll pay well.”

Tarrik took two silvers from the purse Jawo had given him and held them out. Davard nodded, took the coins, and scurried away.

Coin was ever a weakness of humans. He had noticed a sizable diamond and two rubies in his purse among the coins. Perhaps Jawo’s generosity could be put to good use.

Davard returned bearing two blankets of scratchy wool and a tin plate and spoon. The plate was heaped with something gray and mushy with pale-yellow grains and not a shred of meat.

With a hasty “We’re departing soon,” the boy scurried off.

Tarrik wasn’t sure he’d eaten worse after all, but he spooned in a mouthful and chewed methodically. The grains were undercooked and hard. He swallowed another spoonful. His stomach would protest later, but at least it would be full. And he needed to keep his strength up if he was to eventually break free and kill Linriel.

Returning to the arid wastes of Shimrax wasn’t the most palatable option. Still, at least he had a greater chance of surviving there. And he realized that he did want to survive. Being summoned again, however awful, had given him something he hadn’t felt in a long, long time. Hope that one day his exile might end. That he might rejoin his fellow higher-order demons and once again become part of society. Linriel’s summons had given him a purpose, though she knew it not.

Tarrik looked at the last spoonful of gray mush and pushed the plate aside. He couldn’t handle any more. Blood and fire, he could do with a strong drink. He reached for the brown glass bottle Davard had brought him and pulled the cork. He took a swig and then spluttered and coughed.

Rum. Too sweet for his taste.

Could this day get any worse?





Chapter Eight

Tarrik gradually became aware of the ship moving: the floor swayed beneath him, and the animals shifted restlessly. He heard canvas snap as the wind filled the sails, and the shafts of light through the iron grille in the ceiling slowly moved as the ship changed course. Sailors hurried across the deck above his head, many barefoot, some wearing stout boots. Eventually the gulls squawking overhead diminished as the Rose of Fortitude left the harbor behind.

Linriel left Tarrik to his own devices the rest of the day, but occasionally he felt a faint pull on her bindings, as if she was testing they were still active. She didn’t realize the action showed her inexperience and lack of knowledge. He had no doubt she would learn quickly.

He ignored the probing, but she was persistent, and he found it hard to relax. He settled on top of his blankets, also trying to ignore the goat that constantly stared at him. Its stink reminded him of Jawo’s madness and the madness of the Nine he’d experienced ten years ago. Who else apart from Jawo had survived? he wondered. She’d let slip it was a “he,” though greatly diminished, and she’d dismissed him. Perhaps he was not a threat.

At least Tarrik had escaped their clutches back then, and Samal had remained entombed in his arcane prison. Ren had saved Tarrik, and he her, but he wouldn’t have been in danger in the first place if she hadn’t summoned him. Together they had prevented a crisis in this human world, and perhaps also in the abyssal realms, but Ren had lost her life.

Tarrik didn’t like the way reality worked sometimes, but on balance he thought sorcerers like his old master, Contian, and Ren were better kept alive. The trouble was their kind were few and far between. Most sorcerers were power-crazed fools.

Some time later, when the bottle of rum was half-empty, the animal hold darkened and the beasts quieted as they settled down for the night. Tarrik imagined the goat still staring at him balefully, but when he looked, the mangy thing was asleep. He busied himself raking the tangles from his hair with his fingers and took his time braiding it. He settled on the grash-bren style, as was usual for summoned demons, though he lacked a white cord to entwine with his braid.

Linriel had given him permission to roam the deck at night. He rose, then paused as he considered whether to take his spear. He shook his head; if he walked around armed, he might frighten the sailors. He needed them on his side, or at least sympathetic. Also a reason to leave his armor below.

The hallways and stairs were shrouded in darkness. Glimmers of light shone from under doors and from a single lantern hanging at the bottom of the stairs that led up to the deck. Tarrik navigated his way with ease, familiar with darkness. His eyesight was markedly better than humans’. The night was relatively clear, with a band of clouds on the horizon. Away from the land, the stars shone with a ferocity he hadn’t seen for a long time. Ahead of the Rose of Fortitude, the smaller white moon the humans called Chandra was half-full and lit a line across the water that the ship seemed to be following. To Chandra’s right was the second moon, Jagonath, glowering red and mottled.

There weren’t many crew around; perhaps most slept during the night. A huge crooked-faced helmsman stood at the wheel. Two lookouts swayed in the crow’s nests, and a sailor snoozed on his mop handle, probably dreaming of a woman’s touch. A perfect time for another ship to attack, Tarrik thought. Just in case, he scanned the sea all around but found it empty.

This world’s stars were unfamiliar to him, but he thought the ship was on an easterly course, which would make sense if Jawo’s fortress had been on the edge of the Jargalan Mountains, where they met the sea between the northern and southern continents.

Tarrik stretched his back and neck. Lying in that tiny stall had left him cramped and stiff. Exercise was what he needed, to iron out the kinks, sate his desire for action, and soothe his mind. He moved to the fore of the ship, where he was less likely to get in any of the crew’s way, and began with stretches, then moved to squats and press-ups. After warming up his muscles, he began unarmed combat forms learned an age ago: flowing movements, kicks, and strikes. Even when sweat streamed down his face and neck, he continued.

He saw belaying pins close by, took two, and changed to sword forms, the clubs hefty enough to provide a decent weight. Only when his limbs burned did Tarrik replace the belaying pins. He stood motionless for a long moment, letting the cold breeze dry his face and skin, then moved to lean on the gunwale. Tiredness flooded him, and he realized he hadn’t slept nearly enough since being summoned to this world. The exercise had gone a long way to settling his thoughts.

Water rushed by below, and he tore his gaze away before he could think about the endless crushing depths. Looking up, he focused on the stars. Their light prickled his skin, and on impulse he concentrated on trying to absorb the dark-tide. He felt a trickle of the dark-tide’s energy flowing into him—far greater than he’d previously been able to absorb—and the shock of it almost sent him stumbling backward.

Tarrik managed to control himself and focus on the sensation before it slipped away. Gradually, slowly, the trickle filled the void inside him to bursting. He marveled at the unfamiliar sensation of replenishing his power without relying on the crashing discordance of the full-dark of this world, when both moons stayed below the horizon.

Ren had told him that all the tides of power—dawn, dusk, and dark—came from the same source. She had grown her own sorcerous powers to include harnessing the sun. But this was the first time that Tarrik had deliberately grasped and absorbed enough dark-tide to replenish himself, when according to all demon knowledge, he shouldn’t have been able to.

“Are you feeling sick?”

Tarrik wrenched his thoughts back to the ship. A woman had spoken to him. She had the wide stance of a sailor and tanned, weathered skin, and he was pleased to note she’d had the decency to braid her sun-bleached hair. Her pants and shirt were rough spun, but one ear sported a ruby earring, and her boots were of good quality and silver buckled. Not a common sailor, then, and not a passenger.

Captain Monsell.

“No,” he told her.

“That’s a blessing. Have you traveled by sea often?”

“Only when forced to. When my . . . employer deems it necessary.”

She laughed throatily. “It’s not so bad when you get used to it. I quite like the life, although sailors can be a rough lot. I didn’t see you during the day.”

It wasn’t a question, but he knew she was probing for information. You didn’t make it to captain without a certain amount of intelligence.

“My employer requested I lie low and not bother the crew.” He shrugged as if he didn’t care either way. But Davard would have told the captain all he’d witnessed, and if Monsell was shrewd, she’d guess he was here against his will.

“You move very well, and for a big man your speed is astonishing,” she said. “Might be some Orgol blood in your veins . . . perhaps you’re a barbarian from the Jargalan Desert? Not that there’s anything wrong with that. I’d imagine you’re a good man to have on your side in a fight. If we encounter pirates, make yourself useful. Does being a bodyguard pay well?”

“Tolerably.” Tarrik patted the purse at his hip, and the coins clinked.

“Don’t let too many of the crew see that. And keep it on you at all times. Most of my sailors are decent folk and stay out of trouble, but sometimes temptation gets the better of them.”

“Thank you for the warning. I’ll be discreet.”

“You do that. My name is Urista Monsell, by the way.”

Tarrik offered a short bow. He was unsure why she would be so familiar given she barely knew him, but humans did this sometimes when they wanted to fornicate. “Urista. My name is Tarrik.”

“So I’d heard. You can call me Urista out here, if we’re alone. At other times it’s Captain Monsell. Understood?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

“If you don’t mind me saying so, you need a bath. Sleeping with the livestock is . . . well, it’s the first I’ve heard of someone doing so. The lady Linriel must have her reasons, I suppose.”

Tarrik remained silent.

The captain leaned on the railing beside him and gazed out to sea. “The Jargalan Desert is a harsh place, so it’s good we can bypass it by sea. The northern countries have a few strongholds along the coast, but they’re good for nothing except trading rare herbs and materials only found here in the south—spices, reptile leathers. It’s not an exciting life, but it’s interesting.”

“The Undying Ones would make life difficult, I suppose,” Tarrik said.

Created by Orgol shamans through sorcery, the Undying Ones required neither breath nor sustenance. They dwelled deep in the desert in once-glorious, now crumbling cities—their rich and intricate culture still surviving, though their bodies and minds had been subjugated. They were the perfect soldiers, able to overcome obstacles that would kill the living, and used by the Orgols as a buffer against the humans that tried to encroach on their lands. They killed ruthlessly and efficiently and couldn’t be harmed by physical weapons. The only defense against them was sorcery.

“That they do,” the captain said. “But where there’s coin to be made, people will find a way to survive.”

Humans and their coin again—a pointless obsession. Was it worth dying for money? Many of them thought so.

The first week at sea passed without incident. Tarrik’s nightly excursions bore little fruit. The crew mostly avoided him, perhaps because of his association with Linriel. He performed exercises and went through various fighting forms to prevent being overcome by boredom. Very occasionally crewmen approached him to talk; they were also attempting to stave off boredom and make their time at night go quicker. Tarrik found they didn’t have too much to say to each other.

Linriel’s probes of his bindings continued regularly, even at night, when he’d expected her to be asleep. The crawling sensation unsettled him, as if at any time she could take control of his limbs and do him harm. He knew she couldn’t, not with just the one binding remaining, but it still made him uneasy. And would she discover her error?

It was late morning on the seventeenth day when the first shout of alarm rang out. Boots clumped to and fro overhead, and Tarrik heard the word pirates bandied about. The livestock around him didn’t seem concerned, and Tarrik wondered if he should worry either. Didn’t the crew know they had a sorcerer on board? Like all commoners who’d never been unfortunate enough to experience a sorcerer firsthand, they probably had no idea what Linriel could do.

He met the goat’s beady eyes. He wasn’t supposed to go up on deck during daylight hours, but this was an exception. If he thought it was an emergency, it would still look like he was obeying Linriel’s commands.

He groaned as he rose to his feet, cursing the armor he continued to sleep in. Despite the regular exercising, he probably needed a good fight to work out his stiff muscles. He grabbed his spear and joined the sailors rushing upstairs to the deck.

The day was overcast and dreary, with a light drizzle falling. Tarrik hunched his shoulders and situated himself by the gunwale, peering in the same direction as everyone else. The sailors around him clutched assorted weapons in white-knuckled hands: clubs and short swords, hatchets and daggers. Above, the sails flapped in the faint breeze.

Toward the horizon, the black outline of another ship was visible. Tarrik narrowed his eyes, but despite his demon advantage, he couldn’t make out any defining features at this distance, not even what flag the vessel was flying.

He glanced at the captain, who was standing by the ship’s wheel, engaged in a heated conversation with two older sailors. She didn’t look happy. Tarrik imagined her ship would be easy pickings for a pirate crew.

She drew a brass cylinder from her belt and pulled on both ends. It extended into a spyglass, and she looked through it at the ship for a good while, resting her elbows on the wheel for stability. A scowl came across her face, and she slapped one end of the spyglass to collapse it, then spun the wheel and issued a set of orders.

As the Rose of Fortitude lurched to the right, the crew scurried up the rigging and unfurled more sail. The unknown ship was now dead behind them, though to Tarrik’s eye it already looked to have closed the gap.

“Run up our colors, if you please, Larssan,” commanded Urista. Then to the two sailors beside her: “If they continue to chase us, they are fools. The Southern Ocean Trading Company will ensure they’re unable to trade anywhere. But if they have turned to piracy, they are clearly not the brightest bunch.”

A young sailor drew out a pennant from a storage locker on deck. Soon the flag was run up the mast and unfurled to reveal a scarlet star on a white background.

All was quiet for a while as they watched to see the reaction from the pursuing ship. It did not turn course.

The captain and her two sailors resumed their vigorous debate until Urista indicated that one of them should go belowdecks. He didn’t look happy at all, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out he’d been sent to fetch Linriel.

Tarrik climbed the steps to the raised deck and found an out-of-the-way position toward the back from where he could watch the action unfolding. If Linriel used sorcery against the pirates, he could further gauge her strength and ability.

The sailor returned with Linriel trailing behind him. She was dressed in a deep-purple dress with a laced bodice. Someone ought to have a word with her about what colors matched her hair, Tarrik thought.

She stepped nimbly up to where the captain stood, and Tarrik sidled a few steps to his left to better see them both. The movement drew Linriel’s attention.

“I told you not to disturb the crew during the day,” she said, glaring at him.

“I thought the situation warranted my attention,” he replied. “It seems to be an emergency.”

Captain Monsell’s mouth drew into a thin line. “The ship approaching bears the flag of the pirate Calico Black, who is rumored to have a hidden lair along the west coast as well as a dozen ships under his command. It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if some of those other ships appeared to aid in the chase. We’re a heavily laden merchant ship, not suited to outrunning or outfighting a hardened pirate crew. And our Southern Ocean Trading Company colors haven’t deterred them.”

Linriel sighed. Overly dramatically, Tarrik thought, but she was young. “And you want me to do something, I suppose?” she said.

The captain’s jaw clenched. “If you would be so kind and it isn’t too much trouble. Scare them off, and I’ll alert the authorities once we make the next port. They’ll send out patrols and hopefully get lucky. I wasn’t expecting any trouble this far north, nor for our colors to be ineffective. They’ll be concerned that Calico Black has changed his raiding patterns.”

Linriel’s hand strayed to the talisman at her belt. “The ship will need to be closer.”

Urista spoke to one of the older sailors. “If we don’t put on full sail, they’ll become suspicious. Not that it will matter in the end, I suppose: their ship’s built for speed. Half sail, then, and they’ll think we’re making it easy and hoping for mercy.”

The sailor ran off, shouting orders.

Linriel moved to the rear of the quarterdeck and kept her eyes on the approaching ship. Urista left the younger woman alone, but the tapping of her fingers against her thigh betrayed her nervousness. Tarrik kept his eyes on Linriel, too, with the occasional glance at the pirate ship as it drew closer.

The mutterings of the crew grew louder, and Urista walked among them, reassuring them that the sorcerer would chase their pursuers away.

When Linriel raised her hands and began Skanuric cants, Urista hurried back to her side. “Just scare them off, remember. The authorities will chase them down,” she said.

“I’ll do more than that.”

“Nothing more is necessary. Don’t use fire on them. Even if they’re pirates, they deserve a quick death, not lingering agony.”

“Only an idiot would use fire when there’s so much water around. Now, cease talking,” said Linriel firmly.

Urista shot her an angry look and stalked away to stand by Tarrik’s side.

Linriel resumed her cants, her voice becoming louder. Tarrik sensed both the dawn- and dusk-tides swirling around her as she marshaled her power. This was no small sorcery.

“Never trust a sorcerer,” he said to Urista as Linriel’s hand came down and she pointed at the ship behind them.

For a long moment nothing happened. Then the crew exclaimed in wonderment and fear as the pirates’ ship rose from the ocean’s surface supported by a pillar of water. Up and up the vessel ascended, until it looked like a model ship displayed upon a curious narrow pedestal. A few sailors made superstitious signs to ward off evil.

Linriel stopped chanting, and the watery column collapsed. The ship fell: slowly at first, tilting to one side, and then plummeting with increasing velocity toward the roiling water below. Urista gasped as it hit the waves and broke apart as if made of twigs. Tiny human shapes flew in all directions from the impact.

The sound reached the Rose of Fortitude: an awful cracking and snapping, then a low groaning and gurgling. White foam frothed around the wreckage. It took less than twenty heartbeats for the bulk of the ship to sink. Only broken, jagged timbers were left floating on the water.

A few of the Rose of Fortitude’s crew cheered, but it was a muted celebration. Most stared in horror at what they’d witnessed, while others looked away, unable to comprehend the atrocity.

Tarrik could imagine their thoughts. If the pirates had had a sorcerer of their own, that might have been them and their ship, or worse. What justice was there in one person wielding so much power if they killed without compunction?

Urista gave Tarrik a penetrating stare, then approached Linriel. The sorcerer was gazing out to sea, admiring her handiwork. When she saw the captain, she dusted her hands as if she’d just finished a household chore.

“The pirates are taken care of. I’ll return to my cabin. Bring me wine—the good stuff, mind. I can perform sorcery like this with my eyes closed, but the cants do take it out of you. And you, Tarrik, return to your berth, and stop bothering the crew.”

Tarrik inclined his head, but Linriel had already turned away. She was powerful, he had to admit that, though she lacked the elegance that separated the experts from the plodders. He didn’t think she’d detect the weakness in her bindings of him.

“Hardly a berth,” muttered Urista. “You’re sleeping with the animals.”

Tarrik gave her a friendly smile and shrugged. “I’ve slept with worse.”

“Why don’t you find other employment?” she asked. “An experienced warrior like you would be in high demand. If you like, I’ll take you on as crew, and you can make inquiries in port.”

“The hold Lady Linriel has on me will only be broken by her death, or mine. That’s all I can say.” Urista’s eyes narrowed, and Tarrik stopped himself from adding more. She was no fool, this captain. “Anyhow, we all have our own burdens to bear, and it doesn’t lessen them to dwell on the fact. I’d love to remain and talk; however, I’ve been ordered below. So I’ll bid you good day, Captain.”

He felt Urista’s gaze on his back as he descended the stairs. Just before ducking through the doorway belowdecks, he looked up. Her eyes were fixed on the horizon ahead.





Chapter Nine

Tarrik cracked one eye open a sliver when the goat bleated. Pale-red light streamed through the overhead grille from the moon Jagonath, which verged on full. He scanned the darkness and couldn’t discern anything untoward, but something had clearly unsettled the evil goat.

A vertical line barely lighter than black showed the door to the hold was slightly ajar. It hadn’t been when Tarrik had lain down to rest. He let out a low mutter, as if still asleep, and rolled onto his side, bringing his right hand closer to his spear. He was glad he’d slept in his armor. There wasn’t much room to maneuver the spear, but with any luck he’d be able to throw it and skewer whoever was creeping around.

He thought there was a faint chance one of the crew meant him no good. Perhaps they intended to steal his coin. If Captain Urista or any of her sailors fancied an amorous adventure, they would have been more brazen.

Surreptitiously, Tarrik braced himself against the floor, mentally adjusting to the roll of the ship on the swell. He didn’t want to accidentally slaughter a cow—or the goat. Although at least then it wouldn’t be able to give him the evil eye.

He heard the rustle of straw, and a shadow moved in the empty pen across from him. The shadow itself had moved, not the something casting a shadow. Sorcery, then, or an arcane artifact.

If Linriel wanted to see him, she wouldn’t bother concealing herself. He sniffed the air but couldn’t smell anything familiar, other than the stench of the animals and their manure. There was a feeling about this sorcery, though . . . it reminded him of the strange dead-eye that had materialized in front of him shortly after Ren had summoned him. That creature had mottled gray skin instead of the usual milk pale and had been immune to sorcery.

Was this demon-lord sorcery, as it had been then?

If so, Tarrik had no choice about how to react. Reluctantly he prepared a cant. When faced with an arcane attack, it was foolish to hold resources in reserve. Since he had ascended to the Thirty-Ninth Order, his shadow-blade had also developed in power: it had become keener, able to cut through stone or steel.

He heard a faint scuff as soft-soled shoes brushed against the uneven timbers. But the sound was muted, as if the air itself had grown thick to muffle it. More sorcery.

Tarrik kept his breathing steady and deep. He turned his right hand and arm slowly, angling them so he wouldn’t impale himself when his shadow-blade manifested. Through thinly slitted eyes, he watched and waited. A hundred heartbeats passed. Then another hundred.

Finally, the shadow stirred, moving slowly out of the pen opposite Tarrik and oozing like slime across the intervening space.

Tarrik drew on his dark-tide power and prepared another cant—one normally used to light fires. Usually the darkness was his ally, but not when facing this strange enemy. When the shadow came within four paces, Tarrik spit the cant and extended his left hand. A shower of embers cascaded outward, sizzling and spitting through the air, bouncing off the walls and floor and outlining the shadow in orange sparks.

Tarrik spit another cant, and his shadow-blade sprang into being. He lunged and sliced into the shadow and felt the iridescent blade hit resistance. A grunt of pain, and then part of the shadow flicked out and seared a burning line across Tarrik’s bicep. He twisted away and sent another cascade of sparks onto the shadow, which looked grayer than it had a heartbeat ago.

A hiss came from it, and the darkness dissipated to reveal a short man dressed in rough-spun sailor’s garb. He had a sunburned nose and cheeks and an unruly mop of blond hair that was stiff from sun and salt spray.

“Who are you?” Tarrik said.

No ordinary sailor would be able to use the shadows in this way. He had always assumed it to be a demon talent, not one that human sorcerers were capable of.

The man didn’t answer. He brought up both hands, each holding a wickedly sharp knife. The blade of one dripped purple blood: Tarrik’s.

“Who are you?” repeated Tarrik. “What do you want?” His voice sounded muffled even to his own ears, affected by sorcery.

“I want your death.” The words were spoken softly, without emotion.

“Why?”

“The House of the Black Sun has decreed it.”

The secret demon organization again. First they’d sent the demons in Shimrax to kill him, and now they had reached into the human world.

Tarrik crouched low, shadow-blade extended. The sailor struck out fast, knives flashing with reflected moonlight. Tarrik swung his blade in a wide arc, forcing the knives back.

The man glided backward, and Tarrik sent another sheet of embers at him. He turned his head and raised a forearm to shield his eyes—and in the same moment Tarrik shadow-stepped behind him, twisted, and struck. But his blade sliced empty air. The sailor wasn’t where he should have been.

Throwing himself to the side, Tarrik rolled and leaped to his feet. Where was his opponent? Something struck his unarmored thigh, driving deep into his flesh—a throwing dagger. Tarrik sprayed more orange sparks and hoped he wasn’t dead.

A patch of embers bounced from a shadow to his left. He skipped to the side and lashed out, grimacing as the movement sent a wave of pain through him. Steel met his shadow-blade in a parry. A mistake. Metal spun through the air and clanged away—the sailor’s dagger, sliced in two.

The second dagger struck at Tarrik. The sailor forced him back, evading the shadow-blade’s swings and darting forward with swift, concise attacks. Tarrik’s arm and thigh burned with pain. He knew he couldn’t keep moving. The blade embedded in his leg both hampered him and continued to cut surrounding flesh whenever he moved.

He shadow-stepped behind the man again, then immediately back to his original position. The sailor had turned, his back now to Tarrik. The glowing shadow-blade parted his flesh, and the man dropped, howling. Purple blood sprayed from his side. A demon, then.

The demon extended a hand. Metal flashed, and Tarrik jerked his head back—too late. A dagger scored a line across his cheek and ear.

Tarrik threw himself forward and impaled his opponent in the stomach, then yanked his shadow-blade clear and plunged it into the demon’s chest. Hands clutched at the blade, careless of the self-inflicted cuts, but fell away as Tarrik twisted the blade. The demon breathed his last, and his head lolled to the side.

Tarrik sank to the floor, blinking sweat from his eyes. He became aware of the livestock making a commotion and stamping their hooves—muted at first, but slowly growing in volume as the demon’s sorcery dissipated. A jikin-nakar—a shape-shifter. Likely the sailor had been replaced during a lengthy stay in port, as the demon would have required a few days to effect its transformation and absorb what memories it could. Why send a valuable shape-shifter to kill Tarrik? He was nothing, an exile who would probably be killed soon anyway, one way or another. It made no sense. But someone had: either a sorcerer or a demon lord.

Tarrik hissed with pain as he yanked the knife from his thigh. He cut strips of cloth from the jikin-nakar’s shirt and bound his wounds as best he could in the flickering orange light. They’d heal quickly, but the cut to his face, which still trickled blood, would be hard to explain. So would the missing sailor.

Orange light . . . he looked around and saw flames rising from the burning straw, licking at the timber hull. Blood and fire! He’d set the straw alight! He hadn’t realized because of the demon’s dark-tide sorcery, which had muffled his attack and their fight.

The fire had already spread through the pens, up the walls, and onto the ceiling—the deck above. It was out of control, and Tarrik couldn’t do anything on his own to quell it. He staggered to his feet, rushed for the door, and pulled it open.

“Fire!” he shouted. “Fire in the hold!”

What could the crew do to fight the flames? He doubted it was much. Did they have pumps on board?

The animals strained against their ropes, their cacophony rising to greater heights. At least the demon’s corpse would be burned to ash, and there would be no trace of the purple blood that had spilled from both of them.

Hearing sailors shouting above deck, Tarrik was about to leave when something nagged at his consciousness. Dark-tide power. He whispered a brief scrying, and his senses were drawn to a ring on one of the jikin-nakar’s fingers. He rushed back to the corpse, tore the ring off, and slipped it onto his own finger to examine later.

Boots thumped in the hallway outside. Two sailors pushed their way in and swore when they saw the fire. By now the entire ceiling was an inferno.

Tarrik grabbed his spear and left them to it. He quickly made his way up to the deck, passing more sailors rushing toward the fire. In the starlight he paused to wipe blood from his cheek. Hopefully in the chaos nobody would notice its color.

Smoke poured from the iron grille in the middle of the deck. Tarrik heard the screams of the livestock amid the cracking of flames.

More sailors emerged on deck and formed two lines, while others pulled on ropes strung over the side of the ship. They hauled up buckets of seawater and passed them along the lines to splash into the grille. Despite the water, the flames were now leaping out of the hold, and the cries of the animals had ceased. Tarrik’s mouth watered at the scent of roasted flesh, and he spared a thought for the loss of good meat.

Linriel emerged on deck. She wore her backpack and an angry expression. The captain followed her, shouting and waving her arms.

“I can’t do anything,” said Linriel.

“I saw you!”

“I don’t have that much control. I’d break your ship too.”

Urista swore and slapped a barrel roped to the railing.

Ah, she wanted Linriel to douse the flames with seawater, but Linriel couldn’t. All power and no finesse.

The captain leaped up the ladder to the ship’s wheel and cupped her hands around her mouth to amplify her voice. “Grab whatever you can! We can’t fight this one, and when it reaches the alchemical trade goods, we don’t want to be on board. All hands to the boats! First Mate Cavic, collect our maps and navigation instruments. It’s time to leave the Rose of Fortitude to her doom.”

Tarrik saw tears trailing down her cheeks and felt a pang of guilt, even though the attempted assassination by the jikin-nakar and the resulting fire weren’t really his fault.

Sailors scrambled to lower a series of small rowboats over the side, shouting and cursing and getting in each other’s way. There didn’t seem to be enough boats to hold them all. Tarrik peered across the swell to the east. He could see land far in the distance, but would the rowboats get them there? His stomach clenched at the thought of being immersed in all that water.

Linriel approached, and Tarrik resisted an urge to take advantage of the confusion and skewer her. If he did, her bindings would dissolve, and he would have to return immediately to Shimrax without doing any more to prevent Samal’s release. He needed her alive for a while longer at least.

“It seems we’ll have to row for it,” she said. “Alchemical powders and liquids are volatile, and if even just a few of them ignite, all of them will go up. We don’t want to be here when that happens. Let’s make sure we’re in the first boat.” She looked at him. “What’s with the frown? You’re strong enough.”

“As long as it’s rowing and not swimming,” Tarrik said.

She didn’t ask any more, just gestured to where a rope ladder had been lowered over the side to a rowboat below. Tarrik didn’t need to be told twice, though he let Linriel climb down the ladder first.

There were two sailors already in the small boat, slipping oars into locks. As Tarrik reached the bottom of the ladder, there was a muffled thump, and the ship lurched violently. His foot slipped, and he grabbed at the rope ladder, which twisted, leaving him dangling above the boat and the swell.

Green- and violet-tinged flames surged halfway up the mast and leaped into the night sky. Fragments of burning wood rained down onto the ship’s deck and splashed into the sea. Two crewmen plummeted over the side, screaming, their clothes and hair alight.

Tarrik managed to find his feet and fell to his knees inside the rowboat, feeling it pitch beneath him.

Another explosion rocked the ship. Rowboats that were being lowered dropped like stones into the water. Sailors leaped over the side after them and splashed into the swell, now painted with orange, green, and violet light from the flames.

“Row,” snapped Linriel at the two sailors in their boat. “Now.”

“The others—”

“If the ship goes up, we’re all dead. Better to be a distance away so we can pick up survivors.”

The crewmen exchanged glances, then obeyed. Tarrik found a seat as they pulled away. Soon they were a few dozen yards from the ship.

“A little farther,” said Linriel.

When they’d rowed another forty yards, the sailors ceased, and they all stared at the now fully alight ship. Plumes of smoke and fire spiraled into the sky. Wooden splinters cascaded upward as more explosions rocked the vessel. He heard a massive tearing and groaning sound as the hull fractured.

“I never seen nothing like it,” muttered one sailor.

“It was probably the alchemicals,” said Tarrik. “I heard they’re tricky to store and don’t travel well.”

“Couldn’t be aught else,” said the second sailor, and his crewmate grunted agreement.

There were three other rowboats in the water, though not many sailors inside them. A substantial portion of the crew hadn’t reached safety.

“Let’s search for survivors,” said Tarrik.

Linriel gave him a considering look.

“The more we are, the better our chance of survival,” Tarrik continued. “The southern continent is a harsh and forbidding place, and the Orgols don’t treat intruders kindly. Not to mention the Undying Ones that inhabit the Jargalan Desert.”

The sailors began to row back toward the other boats.

“We have my sorcery,” Linriel said. “That’s enough.”

“It wasn’t enough just now,” said Tarrik.

One of the sailors gasped, but Linriel only smiled. “Quiet, Tarrik. We’ll pick up as many crewmen as we can and head for shore. We were only days away from the port of Almeria. We can travel there on foot.”

Tarrik racked his brain for what he recalled of the southern continent. Centuries ago, when he’d been there with Contian, Almeria had been a thick-walled and heavily defended enclave of the Pristart Combine, and the Undying Ones and the Orgols had generally left it alone, except for the occasional skirmish with patrols. They’d given up on destroying the outpost when the Combine just rebuilt and repopulated each time, and they’d seen the value of trading with the humans. But getting to Almeria meant days of traveling through the desert inhabited by the Undying Ones. Their chances of making it were slim, especially with the sailors to protect. Linriel had only book learning of the Undying Ones, and she’d soon learn that was worth little. And the desert itself was a dry, barren, fly-infested place.

They rowed through the wreckage of the Rose of Fortitude. Sailors in the water shouted for help, most of them injured by flying splinters, the explosions, or fire. Tarrik pulled as many as he could aboard their small boat, and soon it was crammed with dripping, cursing, and moaning crew.

Screams came from their left, rising in pitch and volume, before being cut off abruptly.

“Sharp-tooths,” said a sailor. “Poor buggers.”

“Better them than us,” said another, but she was glared at and hushed sternly.

She was right, though, Tarrik thought. If someone had to die, it was better them than you.

Eventually their boat couldn’t hold any more survivors, and they set to rowing to shore. Two other boats joined them, only half-full. When they all beached and took a count in the moonlight, there were twenty-seven bedraggled crew members alive, many injured and all affected by shock to some degree. A few lay on the sand, groaning. Others sat with heads in hands, shaking.

Captain Monsell and First Mate Cavic were among them, both with burns to their arms and hands, and much of Cavic’s hair was singed off. There was no sign of the pale and bookish Davard, who had taken them aboard.

“Get some crewmen back out there,” Linriel told the captain.

The sailors stared at her as if she were crazed.

“She’s right,” said Urista. “We need to search the wreckage for more survivors and pick up what supplies we can before the current sweeps them away. I don’t like the idea of going back out there in the dark any more than you do, but it’s necessary if we want to survive.”

Tarrik decided not to add that their best chance of survival was to take some of the dead bodies with them to eat later. He knew from past experience that such pragmatism wasn’t appreciated by humans. If Linriel was correct and they were only a few days from Almeria, they could make do without food. But that would mean constant grumbling from the sailors.

Linriel turned to him and said, “Go.”

Blood and fire, he didn’t want to go back out there. And she couldn’t force him—but now wasn’t the time to assert his dominance. Tarrik handed her his spear, padded across the fine sand, and shoved one of the boats back into the water. He considered ditching his armor in case he fell in, but chances were he’d need it soon enough.

The waves weren’t high, and he managed to place the oars into their locks without too much trouble. Two sailors pushed another boat into the surf alongside him, but Tarrik’s strong, swift strokes quickly left them far behind. He tried to ignore his sweat-chilled skin and the crawling sensation in his stomach. It was only water.

But what if he fell in? He was close to shore, but he could still drown. Or the sharp-tooths might devour him. He shuddered and hoped they’d eaten their fill already.





Chapter Ten

Tarrik spent a good deal of time rowing among the wreckage. He kept an ear out for the cries of survivors, but there wasn’t much chance any had remained unnoticed once the sharp-tooths had fallen into a feeding frenzy. He heard nothing except wind and water.

His demon sight enabled him to see well in the starlight, and he managed to find a floating cooking pot; some barrels of root vegetables and cured meat, judging by the markings on the tops; a crate of hard bread; and a smaller barrel of salted fish. He tried to tie the barrels and crate to the side of his boat, but it was an awkward task. He gave up and with much struggling and cursing lifted the supplies into his boat instead without falling overboard.

He came across a sail and bundled it up along with a few clay jugs. To his annoyance, the jugs were labeled as rum. He tested one to be sure. It was cheap and rough, but it would do. He swallowed a few mouthfuls before returning to the beach. His hair was soaked with sweat, and he’d drained half a jug of rum for courage, though the spirits didn’t help much.

The other boat had already made it back with a few barrels, and someone had managed to light a fire using driftwood. A mistake.

Crewmen waded into the surf to steady Tarrik’s boat, unload his haul, and roll the barrels above the tide line. He splashed through the water and onto dry sand, cradling one of the jugs.

Urista approached and touched his arm. “Thank you. From me and the crew.”

“You’re welcome.”

“How did the fire start in the livestock hold?”

“As far as I know, it didn’t,” he said quickly. “When I woke, there were flames and smoke everywhere. The fore of the hold was worse, so I assumed it came from there. Was that where the alchemicals were stored?”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t the captain supposed to go down with the sinking ship or something?”

She eyed the jug, ignoring him. “I believe what you’re drinking is the property of the ship. My ship.”

“Not any more. It’s salvage. There are other jugs in the boat. And by the way, no fires, not at night or during the day. The Undying Ones will see the smoke.”

From what Tarrik recalled, the Undying Ones rarely visited the coastline without cause—the humid air wasn’t comfortable on their desiccated skin. But if they found cause, they would ignore the irritation. Especially if it meant humans to excise from their lands.

“Shit,” snarled Urista. She shouted at some sailors, who hastily shoveled sand over the fire with their bare hands. When it was smothered, she walked among her crew issuing instructions.

Linriel handed Tarrik his spear, then strolled down to the water’s edge and gazed out across the ocean. Maybe she hoped another ship would appear to rescue them.

The captain turned to Tarrik, concern on her face. “We’re going to need fresh water. You’re from the south—you must know the wilderness here. What do we need to do?”

Many of the sailors looked at Tarrik expectantly. He suppressed a sigh at their ineptitude. “We travel as fast and as quietly as we can and only stop for brief periods, even at night. The less time we’re in the wilderness, the better. And we hope we come across a watering hole or some cacti.”

Urista swore. “We won’t be in good shape if we don’t find any water.”

“Captain,” a young sailor wailed, “are we going to die out here in these heathen lands?”

“Probably,” replied Tarrik under his breath. A man close by looked at him, aghast.

Linriel gave him an exasperated glare, then stalked over and grasped his forearm. Tarrik allowed her to drag him away from the survivors.

“Behave yourself, demon,” she hissed.

“If they want to live, they need to be aware of the dangers,” Tarrik reasoned.

“That is for myself and Captain Monsell to decide. Obey me, or you’ll feel my anger.”

“The Wracking Nerves? If you use that on me, the others will surely wonder. None of them should know that I’m a demon, or that we even still exist, but maybe one will. What will you do then, kill them all?”

“If I have to,” replied Linriel, though she didn’t sound convincing.

Perhaps she had some compassion after all. Or maybe she hoped the crew would be fodder for the Undying Ones, a distraction to keep herself safe.

“As you wish, Master,” he said, relenting, and asked her permission to stand guard over the camp. If the Undying Ones had noticed the fire, they’d already be on their way.

Tarrik found a dune close by that was covered with dry yellowed grass. From the summit he was able to keep a watch on the group and also observe the sandy, rocky inland.

Two dozen sailors and one sorcerer wouldn’t be much of a challenge for the Undying Ones. And he was uncertain of Linriel’s competency. Every indicator so far pointed toward immense power with no subtlety, brute force without control over intricacies. And if she were truly skilled, she would have detected the weakness in her summoning and bindings. But did that mean she would be overcome by the Undying Ones if it came to a fight? Possibly. And that was something Tarrik had to avoid at all costs.

If she died, he would have to find another sorcerer to bind him or face the demon lords’ wrath if he remained in Wiraya unbound. The Augurs would confirm when he’d been freed, and although Tarrik was confident he could come up with an excuse for not returning to the abyssal realms for a day or so, any longer and they would assume he’d stayed of his own free will. Death would be the verdict. Even Shax-Ronovel would have no choice but to condemn him. Still, to allow an unknown sorcerer to chain him was . . . unpalatable, even if he could find and somehow convince one to do so in such a short time.

He pushed his concerns to the back of his mind and examined the ring he’d taken from the shape-shifter demon. It was cast from void-steel, a close relative of void-stone, shaped and strengthened by the dark-tide and similar to orichalcum here in the human world. Void-steel artifacts were coveted and jealously guarded; and if rumors were true, the ensorcelled objects took a demon lord of immense power to create. They could give even a minor demon access to superior talents. How had a lowly jikin-nakar come by such an object? He ran a finger over its surface: a wood grain effect created by etching the void-steel with acid.

More than likely the House of the Black Sun had given the attacker the artifact. But most relics of this power were held by the demon lords and used to reward higher-order followers. Never were they given to lower-order demons, as such demons weren’t powerful enough to prevent them from being stolen. The House of the Black Sun had sent an assassin to kill Tarrik. Again. And they had given that assassin a priceless artifact to aid him. Why?

Tarrik didn’t have any answers. But the House of the Black Sun’s underestimation of him would be his gain.

He drew on a tendril of dark-tide power and in moments had fashioned a scrying of delving and revealing. It dug into the object, probing and testing, gathering information. When his scrying returned, Tarrik sat quietly, absorbing the information.

The ring used the dark-tide to mimic a demon talent of warping shadows to conceal and muffle sound. An innate talent Tarrik did not possess—but one he could now use because of the ring. And best of all the power came from the ring itself; it didn’t draw on his own repository. Which meant that Linriel couldn’t sense him using the power through her remaining binding. But there was another function the ring had that his scrying hadn’t been able to figure out, and the dark-tide sorcery around the second, unknown ability was strong. He would have to try to delve deeper when he had the chance.

Tarrik drew a breath of dark-tide and for the first time sensed an echoing energy all around him. Although it wasn’t full-dark, he could feel the dark-tide prickling his skin ever so faintly. Now that he knew the energy came from the stars and not the dark itself, he realized he must have been developing an increasing sensitivity. The power surrounded and trickled into him, and he could even sense the ring absorbing a small quantity. He knew what no other demon did: that the dark-tide was really star-tide. But apart from his being able to absorb the force when others couldn’t, what use was that knowledge?

Linriel was approaching the base of his dune. She paused at the bottom to glance up at him before ascending. What does she want this time?

He considered taking a swig from his jug of rum just to annoy her but wanted to preserve his supply. It would be a long few days until they reached Almeria. A long few violent days.

Linriel reached the top, puffing and panting. She scowled down at him, though not by much. Even when Tarrik was sitting, his head was at her chest level. She took a waxed paper package from a pocket, unwrapped it, and nibbled on a pastry.

“Well, this is quite exciting,” Tarrik said.

“Stop joking; it doesn’t suit you.”

“I wasn’t joking.”

She glowered at him. “Did you set fire to the ship?”

“No.”

It was so easy to lie. With just one of her faulty bindings remaining, he could say anything, and she had to believe him. Tarrik felt her stare like a weight. It lasted ten or so heartbeats before she sat down beside him.

“It’s cold tonight, but tomorrow it’ll be hot,” she said. “Are you sure you want to keep that armor on?”

“I can handle the heat. This is nothing compared to some regions of Shimrax.”

He could hear the sailors in the distance as they talked and argued. It sounded like some of them had gotten into the rum and were already drunk. Captain Monsell’s authority over her crew had deteriorated quickly.

“The crew aren’t coping with this well,” said Linriel, echoing his thoughts.

“At least they won’t have to worry about survival for much longer. Most will be dead soon.”

“As long as we make it to Almeria alive, that’s all that matters. We’ll get moving at first light.”

“And from Almeria?”

“We go south.”

Very informative. That could mean any number of places, all of them hazardous. He would have preferred to start traveling now, to get some distance from the site of the wreck and where the fire had been lit. But Linriel wasn’t interested in his opinion, and she’d already banned him from expressing it without her consent.

“South it is, then.”

The Undying Ones arrived just after dawn.

Tarrik saw sand move in the distance, as if something burrowed underneath it, traveling fast. A few hundred yards away, a mound rose from the ground and coalesced into a humanoid form: two arms and legs, an emaciated body, smooth skin the color of the pinkish-yellow sand of the desert. An outrider.

The figure collapsed back into the ground and reappeared atop a nearby dune a moment later. It faced the beach and the survivors, a rose-quartz dagger in one hand. Tarrik knew the Undying Ones’ crystal weapons had been hardened with sorcery, and they were ruthless killers in service to their masters, the Orgols.

He rose to his feet and brushed sand from his trousers. He had to warn Linriel, or she would suspect her bindings weren’t complete. He jogged down the dune but had to stop to pour sand from his boots, all the time feeling the Undying Ones’ eyes crawling across his skin.

By the time he reached the crew, three of them were pointing toward the east and shouting the alarm. From the look of the broken barrels and empty jugs lying around, they’d enjoyed themselves last night.

He passed Linriel on his way to the captain and whispered, “The Undying Ones are here.” That should keep her believing in her bindings.

Captain Monsell was scanning the dunes, one hand shading her eyes against the glare of the rising sun. Four figures were visible now, eerily still, their skin the same pinkish yellow as the sand, their loins clad with tattered rags. All four bore rose-quartz daggers.

Two crewmen rushed toward the Undying Ones, brandishing clubs and shouting inanities. Fools! One stopped for a moment to drink deeply of a jug of rum before tossing the vessel aside and resuming his charge.

Maybe I shouldn’t have salvaged the rum.

Captain Monsell yelled at the men, her hands cupped around her mouth, imploring them to return. Either they didn’t hear, or they were too far gone with drunkenness and bloodlust.

Three sailors edged forward, wanting to go to their comrades’ aid, but the captain stopped them with a sharp word.

The two men struggled up the steep face of the dune but stopped before they reached the Undying Ones at the summit. They twisted and writhed, feet stuck fast in the sand. Both dropped their weapons and tried to pull themselves free. The sand erupted around them. One instant they were standing; the next they were obscured by a grainy cloud.

The haze fell to reveal the men flopped on the sand. Blood sprayed from severed arteries, and their legs were bent awkwardly from their still-stuck feet. They twitched feebly, scarlet-soaked hands clutching their wounds, and then were still.

The survivors on the beach gasped in horror and shouted curses and insults at the Undying Ones, who were still standing motionless atop the dune.

Tarrik loosened his shoulders. The drunken fools had gotten what they deserved.

“Form up!” shouted First Mate Cavic, clapping his hands. “Get those boats up here, and flip them over. Some protection is better than none.”

The frightened crew rushed to obey him, and soon all three rowboats were between the survivors and the Undying Ones. Hands gripped weapons tightly—daggers and clubs and pieces of broken timber from the wreck. A burly man brandished an oar, though how he would fight with such an unwieldy weapon baffled Tarrik.

The sailors muttered among themselves, casting fearful looks between the Undying Ones and Captain Monsell and Linriel. They made superstitious warding gestures against evil and chanted prayers to gods and goddesses who likely ignored them.

“What are they?”

“Gods-damned savages!”

“They’re not moving. We’re safe here.”

Tarrik leaned on his spear and snorted at their ignorance. If the Undying Ones wanted them dead, there wasn’t anything these humans could do to prevent it. The question for Tarrik was, Did he want these sailors dead? It would certainly be an easier trip to Almeria without them. But he did feel slightly guilty that they were only in this predicament because of the attack on him by the House of the Black Sun’s assassin.

Urista strode to Linriel, who stood at the edge of the murmuring group. The sorcerer shook her head at whatever the captain said. Urista continued heatedly, hands waving wildly, clearly agitated. Linriel’s hand touched the talisman at her belt as she replied, and the captain calmed slightly. She placed both hands on her hips, snarled something, and then stalked back to her agitated crew.

Tarrik could read the exchange as if he’d heard it. Linriel was confident in her power. Overconfident. Captain Monsell wanted her to blast the Undying Ones now, but Linriel erroneously thought there was a chance they wouldn’t attack.

There would be slaughter before too long: a clash of ensorcelled rose quartz against steel and wood, the Undying Ones’ esoteric abilities against human mundaneness. The shifting sands of the Jargalan Desert would drink deep of human blood. He almost wished it to happen, to see the dismay on Linriel’s face, to revel in her shock and outrage. Almost.

Tarrik lifted his spear and strode toward the four Undying Ones. There were cries of alarm from behind him.

“Tarrik! What are you doing?” shouted Urista.

He thought Linriel might try to restrain him, but he didn’t feel anything from her remaining binding.

He walked slowly and deliberately, choosing the longest path up the shallowest incline in order to present an unthreatening demeanor. Scavenger birds circled high above, their cries plaintive. They tracked the Undying Ones, knowing there was likely to be a feast for them.

Tarrik dredged up what he remembered of his time in this desert with Contian. This group was likely a patrol, which usually meant nine of them, possibly with a shaman too. The others would stay concealed in the sand until they were required.

The four Undying Ones remained unmoving, waiting for him to approach. When he was within a dozen paces of them, Tarrik halted and jammed his spear into the sand, standing it upright to show he meant no harm. He wiped sand from his hands. Two of the group were men, and two women, although there wasn’t much difference between them save the desiccated flaps of flesh that marked the women’s breasts. Their skin was smooth from frequent abrasion beneath the sand, and their hair was the same pinky yellow as their skin.

Four pairs of ocher eyes regarded Tarrik, unblinking. This exchange would require cunning and shrewdness. The smallest mistake would prove deadly, and he didn’t want the sand to drink his blood.

He switched to the Orgol tongue. “Praise be the Makers and the Sun.” Then he halted, disconcerted.

What he’d thought a ritual greeting exploded with new meaning. The Orgols were the Makers; and the sun . . . he’d assumed the Undying Ones worshipped a primitive sun deity, but Ren had learned to harness the sun’s energy from a shaman in the south . . . an Orgol shaman? Or, even more strangely, an Undying Ones’ shaman?

And now Linriel sought the secret of the sun power for herself and for Jawo-linger. Was the fulfillment of her goal so close?

Tarrik was gripped by a sudden certainty: he couldn’t allow that to happen. He couldn’t allow Ren’s power to pass into the hands of the insane Jawo-linger, and from her to Samal Rak-shazza.

He knelt before the Undying Ones and scooped up a handful of sand. Allowing half to trickle from his upraised fist back to the dune, he dusted the remainder over his head.

“The humans are a long way from home and seek leave to cross the ever-shifting sands,” he said. “They will keep to the edge of the ocean and not venture inland.”

The four remained silent for a few heartbeats, apparently untroubled by his long pause. Then the woman on the left spoke. Her voice was dry and raspy, and grains of sand fell from the corners of her mouth.

“Praise be the Makers and the Sun. Do you follow the edicts?”

He knew she referred to the laws that bound the Undying Ones to the desert, decreed by their creators, the Orgols.

“No, obviously, but—”

“Then leave is not granted.” Her eyes flicked toward the survivors, then returned to Tarrik. “Why do you speak for the humans, demon? Your presence here is unexpected and troubling. Word has been sent of it.”

Did she mean she’d already known he was here, or that she’d sent a message back and awaited instructions? Blood and fire, this wasn’t going well.

He rose to his feet and took a step forward. He wanted to show the Undying Ones that he wasn’t cowed but also not appear too aggressive. He guessed two or three of them were beneath his feet, ready to strike. And here, under the baking sun, he couldn’t see any shadows to step into if he needed to escape.

“Their predicament is entirely my fault,” he said. “Their ship burned, and its cargo was highly flammable. I seek leave for them to pass through your lands. The price is mine to pay.”

All four shifted slightly, and a peculiar scratchy sound came from their throats. It took Tarrik a moment to realize they were laughing.

“You are a creature of night, and we are of the sun,” the woman said. “I see no value in bartering with you. What do you offer in exchange?”

“Knowledge. For your shamans to use as they see fit. As repayment, I require safe passage for myself and the humans. And a morsel of information.”

“Tell me what you know, and I will see if the shamans find it sufficient.”

“No.”

The four Undying Ones tilted their heads, and their rose-quartz daggers angled slightly.

“I will speak of it only to one who knows its value,” Tarrik said.

“Speak, then,” said the woman. “My name is Darasyll Sandcaster. I am seconded to the holy desert and sun.”

She was a shaman.

Tarrik spoke slowly, trying to organize his thoughts. “I am Tarrik Nal-Valim, demon of the Thirty-Seventh Order.” Darasyll frowned, and he quickly added, “The Thirty-Ninth Order, unrecognized as yet. The demon lords haven’t yet proclaimed my ascendance.”

“I care not,” rasped the shaman.

Right. “It seems my trail has brought me to where I need to be,” he continued.

“Explain.”

Tarrik took a chance. “Some years ago, a human sorcerer stole the secrets of your sun-tide sorcery. I bring word that she is dead.”

More laughter and sand tumbled from Darasyll’s cracked lips. “You lie.”

Ren must have taken the power from the Orgols, then. But the Undying should still know of it. They probably wanted their sun power to remain a secret and would deny all knowledge that such a thing was possible. Tarrik glanced toward Linriel and the survivors, but they remained where they were, their attention focused on him and the Undying. He decided to press on.

“Serenity Branwen was the sorcerer’s name. She learned of your power from the Orgols and killed the shaman who taught her.”

Darasyll appeared not to hear his words. She turned and gazed to the west.

Tarrik took a step forward to catch her attention, but the other three Undying Ones barred his way, quartz daggers raised. He backed away, hands before him to show he meant no violence.

The shaman whirled, her eyes wide. “They come.”

“Who?” blurted Tarrik. As usual, there was never an easy way for these encounters to play out.

They didn’t answer. Instead, another five Undying Ones emerged from the ground and stood with the other four, with only slight differences in appearance: hair length, mottled patches on smooth skin. Except now Tarrik saw the shaman wore an orichalcum chain around her neck, so fine he’d missed it before.

“Who comes?” he repeated.

“The Ascended,” said Darasyll.

“The Savior,” said another.

Tarrik had no idea who they meant, or why this being might be interested in the survivors of a shipwreck. “And just who—”

“Be silent, demon,” hissed Darasyll. “You are to be blessed with their presence. Do not speak unless given express permission.”

Tarrik nodded. If the Undying Ones’ shaman leader was coming, at least he had more knowledge to offer as payment to escape this mess.

One of the Undying Ones spoke in alarm and pointed toward the survivors. Tarrik twisted his neck and saw Linriel had begun an approach. He cursed her for her impatient stupidity.

“Do not attack her,” he said quickly. “She is a sorcerer of great skill. If she meant violence, she would have struck from afar.”

The five recent arrivals dissolved back into the sand, leaving the original three and Darasyll. The shaman stared at Linriel trudging across the sand, then abruptly turned to the west.

“The Ascended is here.”

Tarrik squinted into the bright sunlight. A faint haze had emerged in the distance. It grew quickly in size, revealing itself to be a swirling cloud of dust and sand. A rustling sound reached his ears, as if the grains rubbed against each other.

The cloud tracked over the dunes, traveling faster than anything he’d ever seen before. A hundred paces away it stopped dead, roiling at the summit of a dune. He felt something wash over him then—an eldritch force that tickled his nose and almost made him sneeze. Readying for the worst, he prepared a cant, wishing there were shadows nearby he could use.

A quick glance revealed Linriel had reached the bottom of the dune they stood on and had begun her ascent.

The seething sand moved again, slowly this time, and halted a dozen paces from Tarrik. It swirled into a man-height funnel before dispersing to reveal a woman clad in black.

“Hello, Tarrik,” said Ren.





Chapter Eleven

Tarrik’s pulse pounded in his ears, his chest constricted so tightly he couldn’t breathe. Everything around him shrank to insignificance until Ren was all he could see. He wanted to caper like a madman. Her long black hair was braided and tied with leather cords; her reddish-brown skin and sharp cheekbones were speckled with grains of sand. She didn’t look a day older, but she did look much thinner, drawn. Deep cavities circled her eyes, and her cheeks were hollowed out.

As he regained his senses, the blood rushing in his ears faded to a low murmur. Gradually, as if time had slowed with the impact of Ren’s presence, his awareness expanded. Darasyll and the other Undying Ones were down on one knee, their heads bowed. Behind Tarrik, someone screamed cants. Blood and fire. Linriel.

Ren glanced over his shoulder, frowned, and spoke a cant. Tarrik threw himself to the side and rolled, his arms protecting his head, expecting arcane forces to scourge the area. When nothing happened, he looked up.

A sphere of golden light surrounded the vague dark shape of Linriel. He could see another, smaller sphere inside the golden one: her protective wards. She was still shouting cants, and violet lines of sorcery spit from her only to be absorbed harmlessly by Ren’s shield. After a while Linriel ceased her assault and simply stood there, arms by her side. She had been rendered ineffective, as if she were a child.

Tarrik staggered to his feet. Ren, here. It wasn’t possible. He stared at her again, realizing he looked like a lackwit. How was it that she was alive? Her scent was clean and fresh, like cloth baked under the sun.

Ren placed a gentle hand atop Darasyll’s head, and the Undying One rose. The others followed, and the five Undying who had merged into the sand reappeared. All of them faced Ren, their heads bowed.

“Thank you,” she said to them. “Praise be the Makers and the Sun. You were right to summon me. This is no ordinary trespass.”

Her words broke Tarrik’s daze, and he felt the air around him expand, as if he had been restrained before now. Before he knew it, he was in front of Ren, wanting to throw his arms around her. But he stopped himself as all ten Undying Ones snarled and brandished their weapons. He eyed them warily. His spear couldn’t harm them, but his shadow-blade was another matter entirely. Still, he didn’t want to start a fight.

Ren raised a hand to hold them back. “It is good to see you, Tarrik.”

“You have a lot of explaining to do,” he said in reply. “And I have much to tell you also.”

“I see Linriel has grown,” she said, “as is expected of all children. Though her actions were not as I expected.”

“She isn’t enamored of you anymore.”

Ren smiled sadly. “Ah, well, she was young then. She has you bound? That speaks to great power.”

“Yes and no. It’s complicated.”

She tilted her head, and Tarrik felt a waft of power caress him. She chuckled softly. “The binding is faulty.”

Darasyll stepped forward to catch Ren’s attention. “These humans must be dealt with,” she said, pointing a skeletal finger toward the survivors on the beach.

“Is there no way to prevent this?” Ren asked.

Darasyll hesitated, then said reluctantly, “Trespassers must be slain, the desert cleansed. The edicts must be adhered to. We are the barrier, the storm that protects the Makers.”

A pained expression came over Ren’s face. “I know.”

Though they were only humans, the sailors’ peril was Tarrik’s fault. He felt obligated to say a few words in their defense and pushed aside the thought that Ren’s presence had softened him. “They’re here because of my actions. Spare them.”

“We will not,” said Darasyll.

“The captain, then. She wears a ruby earring. She will take word to the human enclaves of what happened here. It will act as a deterrent.”

The shaman regarded him with her ocher eyes. “They never learn.”

“I know. But this is better than nothing.”

Darasyll nodded, grains of sand tumbling from her skin. “One shall live.”

She crumbled like a tower of sand, only scuff marks showing anyone had stood on the dune. All of the Undying followed her, leaving Tarrik and Ren alone. Linriel resumed her shouting, but the words were muffled through the double layer of wards.

Tarrik made himself watch what he had wrought. You had to witness the results of your actions, or you would have no concept of consequences. He knew better than to lay the blame on Linriel or Jawo-linger, or the House of the Black Sun, which had sent the assassin to kill him. His actions alone had caused the fire that had destroyed the Rose of Fortitude, though they had been in self-defense. And he had murdered the survivors of the wreck as surely as if he’d plunged a dagger into their hearts.

Plumes of sand puffed up around the sailors. Rose quartz flashed in the sunlight, appearing and disappearing in the blink of an eye. The sand drank deeply, and then the screaming started. It was over quickly, in four of Tarrik’s breaths. One moment the sailors were focused on the exchange atop the dune; the next, all except one lay prone, lifeblood gushing from severed arteries.

Urista watched in disbelief, then ducked behind one of the overturned boats. Tarrik could see the top of her head, her hands clamped tightly over her sun-bleached hair. He couldn’t blame her for not fighting back. The Undying Ones were a nightmare made flesh.

“I’ll be back,” Tarrik said to Ren.

She raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything.

He descended the dune as quickly as he could without falling, then jogged through the carnage until he stood in front of Urista. Of the Undying Ones there was no sign.

“Why didn’t they kill me? Why leave me alive?” Urista asked him. Tears streamed down her blood-spattered face.

“They want someone to take word of what happened back to the humans. To warn them against entering the Jargalan Desert.”

Urista sniffed and wiped at her eyes, then levered herself to her feet. “And you? Why did the monsters spare you?”

He knew she thought he’d sold out her crew in exchange for his own life. She wasn’t far wrong. In time, she’d realize she was lucky to have survived. But not today.

He handed her the purse Jawo had given him. “There’s plenty of coin there and a few gems. You can buy a new ship. Almeria is a few days south. The Undying Ones will not bother you now.”

Urista weighed the purse in her hand. “It can’t bring my crew back.”

“No.”

“Why are you giving me this?”

“It’s only coin. There are more valuable things in life.”

He turned and headed back to the dune. He hoped Urista survived the next few days in the desert alone. The Undying Ones would leave her be, but other creatures lusted after flesh and blood. This was a harsh land, almost as dangerous as Shimrax.

When he returned to Ren, she had dragged Linriel closer, still encased in the golden sphere. He could see the groove of its passage all the way up the side of the dune.

“What should I do with this one?” Ren asked him.

Tarrik could see Linriel’s expression now. She looked angry. Very angry. Was there a chance she would realize the foolishness of her ways? Or was her character warped because of her mistreatment since her brief association with Ren? He still couldn’t reconcile the Linriel he had known ten years ago with the sorcerer of today. Surely there must have been a fragment of the girl remaining?

“She is powerful, but unskilled,” he said slowly. “She believes you abandoned her, and ever since she’s been treated unkindly. She doesn’t know true hardship or cruelty, of course, nor what it feels like to be enslaved, your flesh tormented. She is weak, and Jawo-linger is her master.”

“And she will kill you!” screamed Linriel, her face twisted in fury.

Ren ignored the outburst. “Jawo?” she asked Tarrik. “She survived?”

“Barely. She was severely injured in your blast. Some parts of her are irretrievably damaged, including her mind. She also said another of the Nine survived, a man, though he was now greatly diminished.”

“She lost her mind centuries ago. I wonder who else survived . . . perhaps Ekthras? He always was the strongest of us.” Ren nodded toward Linriel. “And what is she doing here?”

“From what I gather, Linriel is now apprenticed to Jawo-linger. She’s been sent to discover the secrets of the immense power you displayed at Samal’s prison ten years ago.”

“And what do they know of it?”

“Nothing.”

“Good. And how do you come to be here? It seems . . . fortuitous. Almost as if another’s hand were involved.”

Tarrik knew she spoke of the human deities. He had never seen one himself and doubted their existence. “I may have set fire to the ship. Accidentally.”

Linriel scowled at him. “You lied to me!”

Tarrik shrugged. “It was an accident.”

“How did you lie to me?” she pressed.

Tarrik gathered dark-tide power and slashed through the remaining binding. “You made a mistake,” he said dryly.

Linriel’s eyes bulged, and she spluttered as the final lingering emanation of her chains dissipated. Tarrik straightened, as if a heavy burden had been lifted from him.

He was free!

Ren chuckled, and Tarrik was warmed by the familiar sound.

“You’re lucky to be alive,” she told Linriel, then regarded Tarrik. “Were you stuck in this world? I did not mean for that to happen.”

“Perhaps it’s better if I tell you everything alone,” he said, glancing at Linriel.

Ren nodded. He noted the tension around her hollow eyes, as if she was under great strain.

Linriel sent Tarrik a look that could melt void-steel. “You’re dead, demon! When Jawo realizes you’re free, she’ll kill you. And you, Serenity Branwen!” She spit the name. “You will also die. Samal will rise again, and there’s nothing you can do to stop him.”

“You’ve changed,” said Ren.

“And not for the better,” added Tarrik.

Ren laughed again, then squinted at the sun. “We’ll find somewhere out of the heat and talk.”

“I’m fine.”

“Linriel won’t be. She’s not dressed for this heat.”

“Probably not. She is a fool for not garbing herself appropriately.”

“It’s decided, then.” Ren turned to the side and spoke to the Undying Ones, who had presumably returned to the dune, beneath the sand. “Resume your patrol. I’ll deal with these two.”

Darasyll appeared beside her. “Your will,” the shaman said, then vanished again.

Tarrik glanced at Linriel. He didn’t want to reveal too much to her, but there was no helping it. He didn’t have much time.

“Before we leave,” he told Ren, “you have to bind me, as demon to master.”

Her lips drew into a thin line. “No.”

“You must.”

“You are free, Tarrik. I will not chain you again.”

“You must. It doesn’t have to be a full binding. Just a tether to indicate I am not here of my own will. A technicality.”

“To indicate to whom?”

“The Augurs and the demon lords.” He was aware of Linriel bending an ear to everything he said. “I can explain better later. The weakest binding you can manage. Please.”

He staggered as invisible white-hot hooks pierced his limbs, his torso, and his consciousness. Ren wasn’t holding back. His alarm grew as pain scorched his nerves and his mind swam in disorientation. Then, as he clawed his way back to a semblance of himself, he sensed the bindings relenting, leaving his essence. Only a single thread remained.

Tarrik tested the sorcery, read its workings, and found the link sufficient. The binding was tied to him, but he could do whatever he wanted. Hopefully it was enough to fool the Augurs.

He shook himself and stretched his shoulders to loosen them. He had many questions for Ren, but they would have to wait.

“Where to now, Master?”

“Don’t,” she warned. “Not even in jest. First, let me give Linriel a short lesson. Then I’ll take you somewhere more hospitable.”

“I’ll not learn anything from you,” snapped Linriel. “You are tainted. A traitor.”

Ren’s eyes flashed, and Tarrik wasn’t sure it was just with anger. She also looked guilty. “You’ll learn, whether you want to or not.” She spoke a twisting, garbled incantation with strange-sounding syllables, as if the words were overlaid on others.

The golden sphere around Linriel winked out of existence, leaving the fledgling sorcerer inside her own ward. Linriel smiled, her hand moving to the talisman at her belt. More Skanuric words tumbled from Ren’s mouth.

Linriel frowned. There was a sharp crack, like stones clacking together, and her ward broke into segments, then, with a sound like fabric ripping, peeled from top to bottom, exactly as if it were an orange. Linriel stood in the center, mouth agape. Her hands gripped her dress, twisting the fabric.

Tarrik could see in her eyes that she was weighing up her chances of winning if she attacked Ren. He thought she might do it—she was callow enough—but she lowered her eyes and stared at her feet in surrender. Maybe she was wiser than Tarrik believed. Or a coward.

Ren nodded once in approval. “What are we going to do with you?”

“Kill her,” Tarrik said. Nothing good would come from letting Linriel live. She was blind to her own inadequacies.

Linriel gasped and stared daggers at him. She sputtered before managing to say, “Shut your mouth, demon.”

Tarrik smiled, which only seemed to make her angrier. Her face went as red as an apple.

“Well, it seems I have some decisions to make,” Ren said. “I’ll take both of you with me. My research will suffer, but it cannot be helped. I have many questions, and this isn’t a hospitable place to ask them.”

She spoke a cant, and an icy darkness swallowed Tarrik, in sharp contrast to the heat of the desert. Her enchantment felt somewhat like the demon lords’ scrying that had taken him to the Chamber of Inquiry, but it rasped against his skin like sand, and there was a transparency to the shroud. Outside the pall he sensed movement, perceiving the changes in his gut and head. There was a sensation of floating upward, then passing through clouds and suddenly breaching clear sky.

Tarrik blinked a residual tackiness from his eyes and found himself standing beside Linriel in front of a grove of thorny trees bearing spiny olive-colored fruit. To one side grew three palm trees laden with dates. He looked around and saw they were in a narrow canyon, the sandstone walls on either side rising a good fifty yards above them, allowing only a strip of sunlight to penetrate to the ground. Just beyond the fruit trees was a small pool of water, probably fed by a natural spring, with a knee-high wall of stone encrusted with brown and white mineral salts surrounding it. To the left a dark opening spoke of a cave or a tunnel through the rock.

“Eat what you like,” said Ren from behind them. “And the water is safe to drink.”

Fruit and water. I’d prefer to starve. “I’ll hunt once the sun sets,” Tarrik said.

Linriel picked one of the green fruits, sniffed the skin, squeezed, then took a bite. It must have tasted acceptable, because she snatched another three and retreated to sit by the pool. She eyed Ren and Tarrik as she tore at the flesh of the fruit. He supposed she hadn’t eaten much since before the shipwreck.

Ren moved to stand in front of Linriel, who glared at her as if the power of her anger could scorch her into oblivion.

“Do you serve Jawo-linger willingly?” she asked.

“She’s better than someone like you!” Linriel spit. “You slaughtered the sailors. They did nothing wrong.”

“I didn’t kill them. The Undying Ones did, because they trespassed on their land.”

“Not willingly.”

“There is no distinction for the Undying. Their rules are rigid. I cannot change what they are.”

“Nothing is ever your fault—the deaths of the sailors, abandoning me. Do you know what it was like growing up with the Red Gate Covenant? When all the other apprentices looked at me, they saw someone contaminated by the Tainted Cabal and the Nine. Their torments were merciless and unceasing. I was shunned, bullied without cease, my belongings stolen and defiled, and worse. So I jumped at the chance to serve Jawo-linger and the Cabalists, but they were almost as bad. I was polluted by you, no matter which side I served.”

“Many things are my fault,” Ren said. “I’m working on fixing what I can. For what it’s worth, I am sorry.”

“You’re sorry? Is that all?”

“Yes. Sorry that you’re weak and unable to forge your own path. I thought better of you when you were young.”

Linriel’s mouth hung open, and her eyes bulged, a reaction that caused Tarrik to chuckle. “Kill her and be done with it,” he said. “She’s a stone around our necks.”

“Our necks?” said Ren with amusement. “As soon as I figure out what’s going on, you can return to your realm.”

“Don’t kill me, please,” squeaked Linriel. She swayed on the spot, her face pale and drained of blood.

Tarrik almost felt sorry for her, but Linriel’s excuses were weak. You had to seize any opportunity you could to change your future, or die trying.

Ren tilted her head and gazed at Linriel as if she were an insect she was about to step on. Then, she began a series of cants.

Linriel uttered a piercing scream and collapsed, writhing, to the sandy ground, her limbs flailing, the tendons in her neck bulging. A silvery light traced a web over her body, leaving smoking, charred skin in its wake. Abruptly, her cries ceased, and a golden light surrounded her. The air smelled of sunbaked stone.

When Ren stopped her incantations, the light faded to reveal Linriel on her side, knees curled to her stomach and chest, her arms around them. Her eyes were squeezed shut, but her skin was unmarked and whole.

“That should do it,” said Ren.

“Do what?” Tarrik had expected Ren to slay the fledgling sorcerer, as Linriel was a complication they didn’t need.

One of Linriel’s eyes cracked open. She groaned and levered herself to her knees. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand.

“What have you done?” she said, her voice rising to a shout. “What have you done to me?”

She flew at Ren in a rage, her hands hooked into claws, but instantly dropped to the ground, screaming as if a thousand red-hot needles pricked her skin. The tendons in her throat corded, and eventually her voice fractured to a harsh croaking. She gibbered and blubbered, tears falling to the thirsty sand. Tarrik guessed she was experiencing something like the Wracking Nerves, only worse.

He waited with Ren, not speaking, until Linriel stopped weeping and lay still. She pushed herself up to a kneeling position and brushed sand from her face and arms with trembling hands.

Ren squatted down in front of her so their eyes were level. “You are bound now, as you tried to bind Tarrik. Consider yourself lucky I am not Samal. I have not violated your will as he did to the Nine. All I have done is make sure you cannot attack me or flee back to Jawo-linger.”

“You . . . you have enslaved me,” whispered Linriel, her voice weak and disbelieving.

Tarrik barked a laugh. “You think you are a slave? You don’t know the first thing about it. I have served many masters, humans all, some much worse than others. Serenity had her mind taken over by a demon lord, and for centuries she was forced to do his bidding. We have both been coerced into acts so vile we bear permanent stains. There is no coming back from such a thing. It stays with you forever. What you are experiencing pales in comparison.”

Linriel sneered at him, then shifted her gaze to Ren. “And to think I once looked up to you.”

Ren stood. “What you think doesn’t bother me. You’re interrupting my research. I need you both to leave.”

“No,” said Tarrik.

“I could force you,” she told him.

“You won’t.”

“So sure of yourself, are you?”

“I am sure of you. Your goal remains the same, and I can help.” Ren had been obsessed before with destroying Samal, and that wouldn’t have changed. She would also need to stop Jawo from attempting to release the demon lord again. “What is your plan?”

“Enough questions,” Ren said. She rubbed her eyes. “I’m tired, and I need to sleep and think. Follow me, Tarrik. Linriel, you can remain outside until Tarrik and I have talked privately. You can explore a little, but not too far.”

She turned and disappeared into the opening in the cliff face. Tarrik saw light flare inside as an arcane globe appeared above her head.

He glanced at Linriel, who hadn’t moved. So Ren’s bindings left the girl some free will. Linriel spoke a cant, and an incandescent globe appeared over her shoulder to provide light. So she could also still use her sorcery as she wanted, without Ren’s permission. Tarrik wondered what would happen if Linriel attacked him. Would Ren’s bindings stop her?

He rolled his shoulders to ease the tension and entered the opening.





Chapter Twelve

Tarrik trailed after Ren’s light. The floor of the tunnel was sandy, with the occasional rocky patch, and opened up into a round chamber. The floor here was paved with carved gray stones set in a circular pattern.

Tarrik knelt to examine the carvings. They were Skanuric script and continued from the edge of one paver to the next, swirling in a complex pattern that made his mind and eyes swim. He looked away and blinked until his balance returned.

The walls, he noticed, were covered with sheets of orichalcum and engraved with the same Skanuric script. Against one wall was a mound of woolen blankets, fired clay jugs, and a low writing table covered with paper and an inkwell, glass jars filled with herbs, and a flat blackwood case with an orichalcum lock.

Ren lived here, but that wasn’t Tarrik’s main concern. “You’re alive,” he said.

“Apparently.”

How had she survived the arcane blast that had destroyed most of the Nine and devastated the surrounding land? Ren had been weak, her powers spent. She had lost the battle and had chosen to detonate the artifact he’d implanted under her skin rather than be taken alive by the Nine. Or so he’d thought.

“You once told me you always have an out,” he said. “What was it?”

“Aeshma,” Ren said. “I’m sorry, Tarrik, but it was the only way. It was too valuable an opportunity to pass up, despite the heavy cost.”

Aeshma, the shape-shifting demon who Tarrik had managed to free from the bindings tying her to Indriol, one of the Nine. He had killed her lover, the demon Paliax, along with the apprentice sorcerers Indriol had wanted dead. And then Ren had spirited Aeshma away with Linriel after killing Indriol.

“What did you do to her? She was free. We liberated her.” Tarrik had a sickening feeling that rescuing Aeshma from Indriol had at the same time sealed her fate.

“I’m sorry. I forced her to mimic my form and gave her a few memories—enough so she could pass as me from a distance. I needed her to deflect the Nine’s rage away from me and also to allow me to get my artifact as close to them as possible before overloading it. You saw my shield go completely black. While I was obscured from the battlefield, I translocated away and was replaced by Aeshma. She didn’t need to do much. She was only required for a few moments.”

Tarrik remembered the sphere surrounding Ren becoming engulfed by shadow. When it had become transparent again, he’d noticed Ren’s hair had no longer been contained by the braids he’d so reluctantly woven. He thought they’d come loose, unraveled in the tumult. But it had been Aeshma replicating Ren. The chest that had been sent to Ren’s tent by Sheelahn the Ethereal Sorcerer—Aeshma must have been inside. Ren had sacrificed the demon so she could live. A numbness flowed through Tarrik as he realized he’d as good as killed Aeshma himself. He remembered Aeshma shouting to him—“Run, you foolish demon!”—warning him because she had known she was doomed.

And there was a price to be paid for using a jikin-nakar in such a way—the “heavy cost” that Ren had alluded to. Usually demons absorbed their victim’s memories to better emulate them. They stole pieces of the mind, then disposed of the body in order to avoid detection. For Aeshma to mimic Ren, even for such a short time, Ren had to have allowed her to absorb some of her memories. The realization appalled and horrified Tarrik. Ren had voluntarily given up pieces of her mind—her thoughts, her skills, her past. Such an act would leave holes in the self. Too many, and you would never be the same.

That reminded him of Ren’s possible betrayal of him too. “You left a copy of your journal behind, here in Wiraya,” he said.

She met his gaze evenly. “A heavily redacted version. Rest assured, I didn’t include your true name or anything of value. I had to leave it. I had to plan for every eventuality, even of my failure to kill the Nine.”

Tarrik breathed a little easier at the knowledge that Ren hadn’t betrayed him.

“Why didn’t Jawo come herself?” asked Ren.

Straight to the heart of the matter. “She is fairly incapacitated. It took years for her to heal after you destroyed the Nine, and she often drinks an alchemical and herbal potion which I assume is for the pain.” Tarrik didn’t mention that Jawo had abused him in matters of the flesh. “She has your journal and your sword. The journal led her to believe your unexpected powers came from the south.”

“Jawo’s survival is . . . unexpected. If the Tainted Cabal had my journal, they’d be none the wiser. It would be left to gather dust somewhere, along with the rest of their worthless tomes. I need neither the journal nor sword anymore.”

“But . . . your sword was powerful. Two of the Nine fell to the blade when it was unsheathed.”

“I have another weapon—but we’ll get to that later. For now, I need to decide what to do with Linriel. She’s a complication I don’t need.”

“Jawo-linger said she is close to releasing Samal herself,” Tarrik said. “She will need to be dealt with as well.”

“We’ll think of something. Perhaps she only needs to be delayed while we take care of Samal.” Ren spoke so casually of the demon lord who had grown powerful beyond all others through treachery and cunning. “I can’t . . . there are some gaps in my memories where I know Linriel should be. Will she work with us, do you think?” she added.

Gaps caused by the transfer of memories to Aeshma, Tarrik thought. “I don’t know. Probably not.”

“Let us find out.”

She strode out of the cave, and Tarrik followed. It was both amusing and slightly disturbing that they’d fallen back into their old pattern so quickly: Ren leading and Tarrik following. But he didn’t really care, as long as they got the job done—Samal remaining imprisoned and Tarrik granted liberation from his exile. Then Ren would be safe and perhaps be better able to come to terms with her past—something he realized he very much wanted. She deserved an end to her torments.

Linriel was standing next to the pool where Ren had left her. She lifted her chin defiantly, and Tarrik saw that her hands were clenched into fists. Apparently the time she’d had to stew on her predicament hadn’t eased her mood.

“You bound me as if I’m a filthy demon,” she spit. “I’m not an animal! You’re no better than they are.”

“No,” replied Ren, “I bound you as Samal bound the Nine, which is much worse than summoning and controlling a demon. I could make you kill, and you couldn’t stop yourself. I could make you enjoy it. I could even command you to kill yourself, and you wouldn’t hesitate. You’d do it because you wanted to please me. I tell you this so you know the power I have over you and the agency I am letting you keep.”

The sneer on Linriel’s face changed to bewilderment as her fists unclenched and her body danced a little jig, as if she were in a tavern and musicians were playing. She stopped after a few moments, her bottom lip trembling.

“Do you understand?” said Ren. “You are mine to do with as I will.”

“You’re a monster.” A tear trickled down Linriel’s cheek, and she wiped it away angrily.

“I do what I must. But it doesn’t have to be like this. I abandoned you, that’s true, and I’m sorry. I wish the Red Gate Covenant had been kinder to you. That you couldn’t handle their schooling isn’t a weakness, though they would phrase it as such. But once you left them, you and you alone were responsible for your decisions and actions. Jawo-linger is insane. You must know this. Why choose to follow her?”

“She promised to teach me,” said Linriel defiantly. “Everyone else saw me only as someone corrupted by you, even though we barely had any contact. Once I saw how powerful Jawo had become, I had no choice. What do you think my fate would have been if I’d defied Jawo and changed my mind?”

“And what have you learned?”

“That sorcerers lie. They always lie.”

“Most do; that’s true. But this is not a lie: Jawo will kill you one way or another. Either in a blind rage or as a sacrifice to Samal. And believe me—you don’t want him to make a slave of you. No one survives that with their sanity intact.”

“You did,” said Linriel.

“No, I did not. My mind was only cleansed when—” She broke off.

Tarrik stepped in. “Serenity managed to break the chains Samal had placed upon her, but it was a mixed blessing. She had to live with what she’d done at Samal’s command as one of the Nine. She chose to fight him and his sorcerers, even if it meant sacrificing her own life. And she almost died in that quest, many times. But you, Linriel, you chose willingly to join Jawo-linger. What does that say about you? Are you proud of your choices?”

“I did what I had to!” she said shrilly. “Don’t you dare judge me. I chose to learn rather than being kept in shadow. The Red Gate masters were controlling, repressive, jealous of my talents—”

“Jealous?” said Ren. “Is that what Jawo told you? I can see it now, her sweet whispers in your ear, urging you to betray the covenant. And like the shallow girl you are, you fell for her blandishments.”

“I was on my own. You abandoned me,” whispered Linriel, though her words lacked conviction.

Ren shook her head. “I barely knew you. And even though I had other concerns, I made sure you were apprenticed to the preeminent school of all the covenants. You were handed a gold-plated chance that you wouldn’t otherwise have had, and you squandered it. For what? For the vague promises of a twisted and depraved sorcerer. You should have known better.”

Linriel swallowed. Her head dropped, and she stared at the ground underfoot. “I believed Jawo, yes. But she treats me just as the Red Gate school did—she doesn’t trust me. I couldn’t return to the Red Gate once I’d betrayed them, and I couldn’t bear to go to a minor covenant. I have such gifts, Serenity! You tested me—you saw. But Jawo . . . there is no leaving her. Just as demons are bound, so am I. But not with sorcery.”

“What is binding you, then?” asked Tarrik.

“Fear. For my life, my sanity.”

Tarrik didn’t believe her for a heartbeat.

Ren sniffed. “Let’s go inside. It’s dangerous out here at night, and I don’t want to use sorcery, which would give away our location.”

“Kill her,” Tarrik whispered to Ren as soon as they were inside the cave again. Linriel was an unknown, making questionable decisions. “You know it’s the only option.”

“She is young, and we all make mistakes. I don’t wish to end her life.”

Had Ren gone soft? Before, when Tarrik had had to kill a stable hand, an innocent young girl, Ren hadn’t blinked.

“I’ll do it,” he said.

“No. That will make us just like the Nine. Like the Tainted Cabal. Their way is an abomination. Life has to mean something.”

For humans perhaps—or some of them. In the demon world, you struggled and suffered, and if you were strong enough, you evolved to a higher order. Still, sorcerers’ lives were prolonged, and they possessed an unnatural vitality—some even moved beyond life. But it was a rare human who could overcome their base desires. Linriel was a problem they didn’t need.

“How many have already died to further your cause, Ren? Hundreds? More? Do you think Linriel’s life is worth more than theirs?”

“Some lives are worth more than others,” Ren said. “Don’t pretend you don’t think so. I know your history, remember.”

An image of Jaquel came to Tarrik: she was baking bread, laughing as she did so, telling him that this time he’d enjoy eating it. He remembered their daughter, who had died in her youth. Tarrik had buried them both.

He breathed shallowly until the tightness in his chest loosened and the lump in his throat subsided. “Linriel will be your responsibility, then.”

“Agreed,” Ren said. “Now, explain to me everything that has happened from when she summoned you.”

Tarrik did so, telling her of Linriel’s incomplete bindings, Jawo-linger and her ghastly appearance, the mission he and Linriel had undertaken, and the attack aboard the Rose of Fortitude that had caused the shipwreck.

“Someone’s trying to kill me,” he finished.

“Do you know who? It makes no sense for Jawo to send you on this journey and then dispose of you before it’s completed.”

“The House of the Black Sun—a group of demons. No one really knows their purpose. When I was still in Shimrax, they sent a group of lower-order demons to kill me. Luckily they weren’t aware I’d ascended to the Thirty-Ninth Order. And then there was the jikin-nakar aboard the ship. Both parties admitted they’d been sent by the group.”

“They sent a demon across the veil into Wiraya to kill you,” Ren said. “That speaks of great power and focused intent.”

Tarrik shifted his weight and shrugged his shoulders to loosen them. “A demon lord probably leads the House. Or more than one. Most likely there will be more attacks—until I’m dead or they give up.”

Ren sighed. “Random attacks by demon forces could prove fatal if they occur at the wrong time. And it sounds as if the strength of those sent against you is escalating. This is a complication I don’t need.”

“I’ll figure out what’s going on,” Tarrik said, although he had no idea how.

“Come to me with a plan. I cannot afford to be distracted. The world cannot afford it. Now, tell me about the demon lords and why I had to bind you. Are you still exiled?”

“Yes.” He told her of the demon lords’ judgment in the Chamber of Inquiry and of his desire to end his exile. He couldn’t stop talking, the words spilling from him like wine. “Shimrax isn’t named the Guttering Wastes without reason. There are other demons there, but they are all exiles, too—criminals and worse. Exile wears you down. You fight it for a while, but eventually you give in. Some demons don’t even fight; the moment they’re exiled they give up and die early. The end result is always the same: death, one way or another. Many demons disappear and are never found. There are many ways to die on Shimrax. Redemption is rarely achieved, and there is no set path to it. But when I helped you prevent Samal’s release, the demon lords knew, even though the act occurred here in Wiraya. Some approved of my actions. If I can impress the lords again, I might just persuade them I’ve earned a reprieve. I desire that more than anything.”

“What if your lords think you set it all up? They know we’ve worked together before. They might suspect a deception.”

Tarrik opened his mouth to protest, then closed it. Would the Augurs know the difference between deception and truth? Surely they would. But he wasn’t convinced the Augurs were infallible. Then again, did it really matter? He couldn’t see any other way out of his predicament. Opposing Jawo-linger and preventing Samal’s release again was the only path to redemption available to him.

His eyes flicked to Ren. She was staring at him intently. There was no point in dissembling to her. “I’m willing to gamble with what the demon lords think.”

She pursed her lips, thinking for a moment. “The demon lords told you not to consort with humans again, didn’t they? That’s why you insisted I bind you.”

“Correct.”

“Then if our goals align, as you say, you know you will most likely die. Going after Samal isn’t for the fainthearted. It took the combined power of the Nine to free him. For a solitary sorcerer to ensure he will never trouble Wiraya again is impossible. Almost impossible.”

“Then you believe there’s a way?”

“I think so.” Ren spread her arms and turned a full circle. “There are ancient secrets buried all over the world, protected with traps for the unwary. After I shook off Samal’s chains and ensured his continued imprisonment, my path led me here, to this ruin, to discover a new power and knowledge. Before, when I summoned you, I thought I was knowledgeable. I was naive.”

“It was only ten years ago.”

A faraway look came into Ren’s eyes. “I feel as if centuries have passed.”

“What knowledge?” he asked, glancing around. There were no tomes or parchments he could see in the chamber.

“From the time of Nysrog, when the demon lord’s forces were defeated and he himself was banished.”

Nysrog had been summoned by a human sorcerer too confident in their abilities. The summoning had gone wrong, and the demon lord’s mind had been damaged. Driven insane, he had gone on a rampage, goaded on by Samal—death, torture, and horrible depravities drew demons and humans into a decades-long war. Eventually, the humans had emerged victorious, though they had paid a heavy price. Whole countries had been ravaged, innocents slaughtered, armies and sorcerous schools devastated. That terrible war was the source of most humans’ hatred for demons, though only a few knew the truth of the conflict. To ordinary humans nowadays, it was just a folktale, if remembered at all.

“No one in the demon realms has seen or heard of Nysrog since then,” Tarrik said. “What happened to him?”

“I didn’t hang around to find out,” Ren said. “Once Samal was defeated and chained, the Nine dispersed to the winds on his command. Nysrog seemed to just disappear, but I’ve come across fragments of manuscripts hidden by the Red Gate Covenant that state he was sent to another plane of existence. One there is no coming back from. Your demon lords would know; you should ask them.”

“I tend to have other things on my mind whenever they request my presence,” Tarrik said.

Ren gestured to him to follow her over to the table by the wall. She drew the flat blackwood case toward her and snapped open two latches to lift the lid. Inside lay a collection of different-colored crystals—thirteen in total. Tarrik knew what they were. Memories—taken from adherents of the god Menselas, also called the Five because of his five aspects. The crystals were holy relics, coveted by high priests and used to gain wisdom and insight, sometimes given as rewards to their favorites. Contian had possessed one once, for a short time.

Ren had told him she’d spent much of her time sleeping, which meant she’d likely been accessing the memories, thoughts, and sensations of Menselas’s priests in her dreams. If she was searching for a way to defeat Samal, these particular memory crystals had to be from the time of Nysrog, when Samal had been the mad demon lord’s shadowy puppet master. Had Ren really found a way to imprison Samal forever?

“Maybe,” she said, reading his thoughts.

Tarrik snorted. “Maybe doesn’t inspire a lot of confidence in me. But it’s not the first time we’ve achieved the impossible together.”

“To be fair, that was mostly me,” she said. “You helped a little.”

He heard the humor in her voice and smiled. “A little. When it counted.” Tarrik nodded at the blackwood case. “Aren’t you worried about Linriel knowing of these crystals?”

“No. She is a beginner. I am as far above her as a soaring eagle is to an ant, if you’ll forgive the analogy. And there’s a trick to accessing the memories stored in the crystals. Besides, she either works with us, or she dies. There’s no other path for her.” Ren’s mouth set into a grim line. “There’s something else, Tarrik. I’m afraid I don’t want to keep Samal imprisoned.”

A chill swept through Tarrik. “What? You can’t mean to free him?”

“I do. And then I mean to kill him.”

He stared at her. “That’s insane. It took all the might of the Nine along with the Tainted Cabal to attempt to free him last time. You cannot know what he is capable of, the strength of his power. I doubt even several demon lords working in concert would be able to overpower him. And it will be a far harder task to kill him. It is surely beyond one sorcerer acting alone.”

“I am not under Samal’s sway anymore. If there’s a way, I’ll find it. And I may have done just that.”

“What is it?” he demanded.

Ren looked at him sideways. “Something that might kill me. I didn’t want to involve anyone else. I’m weary of all the deaths on my hands, the blood I’ll never be clean of. I see their faces when I drift off to sleep. But now that you’re here, I think there could be a better way. One that has a greater chance of succeeding.” She offered him a lopsided grin. “I have designed a strategy. It is . . . dangerous.”

Tarrik reeled in his swirling thoughts. Such an achievement must surely earn him what he desired. What he needed. An end to exile. An end to hopelessness and the weakening of his spirit. If he died trying, what did it matter? No one would miss him. What was impossible to contemplate were more years living on Shimrax. Scavenging and hunting for enough to eat. Merely subsisting. Not living, not really.

“As long as it’s not complicated,” he said. “Simple is best.”

Instead of outlining a strategy, she told him a story.

“Millennia ago, the Orgols were led by a shaman who was without peer, a master who had developed a skill beyond all others in shaping the sun-tide. He came up with a plan to kill the Orgols’ god after deciding he was no longer worthy or beneficial to them. The Orgols dismembered their deity and drained its essence. They used its flesh to alter their species to become what they are today, and its essence they channeled into seven different artifacts. One was used to create the Undying Ones and bind them to their service. Another, the shaman used on himself. He became undead and still leads the Orgols as the Sanguine King. That artifact is kept in a secure and heavily guarded vault within the Lorestone Citadel. I’ve managed to gather enough information to confirm its exact location.”

“Blood and fire,” muttered Tarrik. Contian had told him of the Orgols’ Sanguine King, whose skin was stained red by the blood of their murdered god. “And your plan is to infiltrate the Orgol king’s palace, steal a valuable artifact, evade our pursuers long enough to kill Jawo and Samal, and then . . . what?”

Ren raised her eyebrows slightly. “Give it back?”

“If we don’t die in the attempt, the Orgols will never stop hunting us,” Tarrik pointed out. “Not just because of the theft of the artifact, but for the loss of face and honor.”

“I know.”

“And how is this artifact supposed to kill Samal?” asked Tarrik.

Ren pursed her lips but did not reply.

Tarrik suppressed an urge to laugh. Ren was mad. He thought of the Orgols and their powerful sorcery and superior physical abilities, not to mention their civilization, which was so far advanced compared to the humans’. But even the Orgols wouldn’t survive if Jawo succeeded in releasing Samal. They would just be more cattle for the slaughter.

Perhaps there was something Ren wasn’t telling him, a trick or a card up her sleeve. He had to hope so, or he was following her to his death. Again.





Chapter Thirteen

When Tarrik returned from his hunt, Ren was asleep, one hand clutching a crystal from the wooden case. She turned often on her blankets, muttering constantly as she dreamed someone else’s memories, as she lived their life. No wonder she looked haggard and thin if this was how she’d spent years of her time. Even night wouldn’t bring recuperation.

A single alchemical globe lit the cave. The container looked like an old bottle, fragments of a label still visible. Tarrik had to shake it to reinvigorate the algae suspended in the solution, and the soft greenish light it cast wasn’t pleasant to his eyes. But he had worse things to worry about.

While he’d been out hunting, Tarrik had realized he hadn’t had a chance to ask Ren why the Undying Ones had called her Savior, and the Ascended. He wasn’t sure Ren would provide answers.

There was a small fireplace made from rough stones against one wall. He saw it was unused, though there were dried date palm fronds to one side, as well as a blackened pot. The scene made sense: Ren’s sorcery would make short work of heating water. He knelt by the fireplace and butchered the lizard he’d caught, having already gutted it in the desert. After setting a slab of meat on a hot rock to sear, he laid out thin strips of flesh to dry.

On the other side of the cavern, Linriel lay atop one of Ren’s blankets. She looked to be asleep, but occasionally her eyes caught the light when she opened them. Tarrik couldn’t blame her—she probably thought he would knife her as soon as she slept. But if he was going to kill her, he could do so anytime. The Jargalan Desert wasn’t kind to humans, and an accident wouldn’t be hard to stage. A venomous lizard in her clothes or boots—or maybe she’d eat a poisonous plant by mistake when hunger overrode common sense.

Tarrik wolfed down his slab of lizard meat, then rose from his cross-legged position and stretched. Linriel’s eyes shone as they opened to slits. He rummaged through Ren’s provisions and found a packet that smelled of tea and a pot of honey. Tarrik recalled that Ren liked the yellowish bee vomit as a sweetener in her tea, as had her father, Contian. He didn’t know how they could consume something so disgusting.

He filled the cooking pot from the pool outside, then piled broken palm fronds inside the fireplace. Drawing on his dark-tide repository, he sprayed sparks into the fuel. The fronds caught immediately.

An immense pressure constricted around him, holding him tight. He couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe. His heart hammered in his chest, and the room swam. Then the pressure relented. Tarrik coughed and gasped a lungful of air.

He turned to find Ren awake and sitting up, her face twisting in anger for a brief moment before the expression faded. “Using your talents without warning wasn’t a smart move,” she said. “I almost killed you.”

He nodded. Her rage had come and gone so quickly; had he seen it at all, or was it a trick of the light? “I stand chastised. My hunt was successful. Would you like some meat?”

“No, thank you.” She replaced the crystal in the blackwood case and snapped it shut.

“Tea, then?”

She rubbed her eyes and nodded.

Tarrik busied himself with the task. The only sounds were the crackling of the fire and the water steaming. Ren sat so still she might have been a statue, and Linriel remained prone, pretending to be asleep. Years ago, when he and Ren had traveled together, there had been an awkwardness between them. The atmosphere now had a similar feel, but he wasn’t sure if it was caused by Linriel’s presence or by the flash of strangeness, madness, or something else.

When the water boiled, Tarrik took the pot off the heat and threw in a measure of tea to steep. He found two cups without handles, their matching black glaze with red flowers chipped and cracked. After counting a hundred heartbeats, he filled the cups and stirred a spoonful of honey into each.

He approached Linriel and placed a cup a pace away from her. If Ren refused to kill the girl, it would be to his advantage to keep her on his side as much as possible.

“I know you’re awake,” he said. “Here’s some tea.”

She didn’t move.

He sniffed, and gave the other cup to Ren. She took it with a nod of thanks, blew on the surface of the steaming liquid, and then slurped noisily.

“Black with honey,” she remarked. “Just the way I like it.”

“There is no milk, and Contian liked it this way,” he said.

Ren met his gaze, then looked away. “As long as you don’t try your hand at cooking. I still remember that horse-feed stew you made the first time we met.” She gave a mock shudder.

When you enslaved me, Tarrik corrected, then castigated himself for the thought. Although Ren had summoned and bound him, she’d had little choice in the matter. And in the end, his summoning had worked out as well as it could for him. At least he hadn’t died.

“You still move economically,” Ren told him. “Alert and dangerous, as if you’re about to explode into violence.”

“Shimrax isn’t a place that lends itself to mercy. When we’re among humans, I’ll try to blend in.”

She nodded and stood, letting her blanket tumble to the ground. “Come.”

He followed her outside into the narrow canyon, which was as black as pitch. A steady wind blew from one end, creating a rushing noise like a river; and above, a thin ribbon of stars twinkled. They stood in silence for some time, listening to the night. Somewhere far away, a beast howled and was answered in kind.

“They won’t enter this canyon. They know better after previous attempts,” said Ren.

“Shame. I was hoping for something other than lizard meat.”

Tarrik could feel the glittering stars on his skin, especially his face. He drew on a sliver of dark-tide and opened himself to the stars’ energy, concentrating on gathering as much into himself as he could hold and funneling it into his repository. He found the process easier and easier—to absorb the dark-tide from the stars—and this time their power felt stronger, more insistent. Almost as if it were full-dark and there was a tide for him to replenish himself from.

“I see you listened,” remarked Ren wryly. “You’ve made progress. I’ll make a sorcerer of you yet.”

Tarrik snorted. “No, thank you.”

“I expect you have quite a few questions. But you were never much for conversation. Jawo’s survival and subsequent design to free Samal means I have to accelerate my own plans. Right now, I need to give you a lesson in the dark-tide.”

Tarrik raised his eyebrows. “In the dark-tide? You?”

“All power is one to those with the knowledge and skill.”

He had to laugh. “Well, you haven’t been wrong yet, so I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. I’m ready.”

Even in the darkness, he saw her teeth flash as she smiled. “You are a shadow-blade, correct?”

“Yes.”

“A rare talent among demons. How many would you say are able to form the blade? A few hundred?”

“Less. I know of maybe thirty, but it’s hard to gauge. Anyone with the talent is usually compelled into a demon lord’s service, and their ability is kept hidden. In the war with the Kasonna-Vulur, many shadow-blades died. There’s also a restriction on how far we can ascend to higher orders. No demon lord would be happy with the advancement of one whose weapon is greater than anything they possess, and which only increases in power as they progress. I don’t believe there’s ever been a shadow-blade demon lord.”

When Ren replied, her words were clipped and measured. “Tarrik, you are limited by your belief in what you can achieve with your talents, rather than what’s possible. You thought you were able to draw on the dark-tide power alone, but you have seen that the stars can give you power as well. When you strip away the superficialities, all of the tides provide a similar energy.”

He shook his head. “That can’t be true. There are innate demon talents that are only possible through drawing on the dark-tide.”

“You know this for a fact?” When he nodded, she said, “Really? Then watch.”

She straightened her arms beside her body, then lifted them slightly to each side. A cant broke from her lips, and Tarrik uttered a shocked gasp as dark-tide energy swirled around her.

Impossible. A human could not use such power.

Another cant, and a blade of shimmering force sprang from Ren’s right hand. A shadow-blade.

Tarrik gaped.

“All power is one,” Ren repeated.

She sliced the air, creating a curtain of light, then raised her arm overhead. Another cant and the blade doubled in length, then tripled, becoming a lance of sparkling power. It seemed to solidify into a bar of white, heat rolling from it in waves. Tarrik had felt such power before—from Ren’s sword. No wonder she didn’t need the blade anymore. As long as she could use sorcery, she always had access to a weapon.

The shadow-blade winked out, leaving a ghostly bar of light echoing in Tarrik’s vision. He squeezed his eyes shut, and the light faded slowly. When he looked at Ren again, she was standing in the same place, staring at him. Clearly what he’d seen was impossible. And yet there was no denying the truth: Ren could use the dark-tide and could fashion a shadow-blade, which she had then modified in a way Tarrik had never seen or heard of.

He swallowed, forced himself to speak. “How?”

“A demon needs both the shadow-blade talent and a catalyst, correct?”

Tarrik nodded.

“Anything can be mimicked if you know how,” she said. “I used a variant of sun-tide power, fashioned to resemble the dark-tide. Any catalyst will do, and the calculations are the same. The only difference is that I used Skanuric for my cants, and you speak Nazgrese . . . do you not?”

Tarrik’s thoughts roiled. He couldn’t focus.

How powerful was Ren really? Greater than a demon lord? Was that why she thought she could kill Samal? And why had she shown him this? A lesson, she’d said.

He extended his arm and uttered a cant. His shadow-blade sprang into existence. His cant was based on marshaling the dark-tide, forging it into a solid bar of energy a yard long. But Ren had been able to extend her blade . . . could it be that simple? He went over the cant and calculations in his mind. Unlike the innate demonic talents, this part was a close cousin to human sorcery. Formulas inscribed channels for the dark-tide to follow, shaping and enclosing it. His master had made him learn the calculations by rote.

This is all you’ll need, he’d said. A weapon that can never be taken from you. A blade that is impossible to detect. All we need to do now is hone your fighting skill.

And Tarrik hadn’t ever questioned him or thought to explore further. He’d been content with the knowledge that he had a rare talent, one that would ensure he was valued.

He ran over the formulas again and modified one section to enable him to draw twice as much of the dark-tide. That would limit the time he’d be able to use the blade, but . . . he uttered the altered cant. His shadow-blade grew another yard instantly.

He spoke a cant and cut the dark-tide channel. The night enfolded him and Ren again. Tarrik’s mind was reeling, and not just because he’d managed to modify the blade. Demon lore deliberately stunted the power of those who had innate talents, a haunting realization. What else could his shadow-blade be made to do? Presumably, anything he could formulate a stable calculation for. A pity he’d only ever been taught one.

This is the only way to use your talent, they were told. Do not question. This is the way. Had Tarrik’s master known? Or had he also been restricted by tradition?

A cold rage replaced his wonder and amazement. His innate talent, the thing that made him more valuable than most other demons, had deliberately been curtailed. Perhaps unknowingly by his master, but no doubt the demon lords knew exactly what they were doing.

Tarrik was already of the Thirty-Ninth Order. Now, with what Ren had taught him, he was more dangerous than ever before. If they did succeed in killing Samal, would he be welcomed back into the society of demons, or killed for what he was?

He heard cloth rustle as Ren moved closer. “A longer blade is sometimes advantageous, even though it uses more of the dark-tide. But we will work on that. I can show you more efficient calculations and ways to expand your repository. Already you are able to absorb starlight, which is something no other demon can do. Now, I expect you have a few questions, but we need to get moving. The Undying Ones will have informed the Orgol ancients of your presence and Linriel’s. You will have to make an appearance at one of their cities, and it suits my purpose that we travel to Lorestone.”

Lorestone Citadel was the seat of the Orgols’ king, called Adened Nimrir in their tongue. Tarrik had been there once before, with Contian, who had called the citadel “the mightiest construction in all of Wiraya.” It had been rived out of the rock of the mountain that reared behind it, and the castle-city within had been fashioned thousands of years ago when the Orgol civilization was in its infancy, fresh from murdering its god and full of stolen power. The old sorcerer had tried to gain access to the artifact for examination. He’d left unsuccessful and in a very foul mood.

“Our purpose,” Tarrik reminded her. “If that’s where this artifact you want to steal is hidden. You do know that the outer defenses of Lorestone are formidable, though? And I hate to think what means they use to guard its innermost secret sanctums.”

Ren merely walked away without answering.

Tarrik had always been drawn to challenges but was annoyed that Ren still refused to tell him any more of her plan. Though she had good reason to keep her secrets to herself, didn’t their past together, what they’d achieved, mean anything to her?





Chapter Fourteen

Ren swept them up in the icy darkness again, which seemed to now be a newer mode of transport she’d developed. When the sorcery dissipated and Tarrik could see again, she’d brought them within a few miles of Lorestone Citadel, on the fringe of the Jargalan Desert. When her sorcery disappeared, sand crusted Tarrik’s face and armor. He brushed it away and used a finger to clean out his ears. All things considered, he preferred Ren’s previous method of transportation, the flying disc.

“We’ll walk from here,” said Ren.

“Why?” asked Linriel, voicing Tarrik’s own question.

“I don’t want the Orgols to sense my sorcery. They might think they’re under assault and launch a reprisal. I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot with them—they can be prickly.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” said Tarrik. The Orgols believed they were superior to every other species. They had enslaved an entire race, the Jinnal, for use as servants; and if there had ever been other races inhabiting this section of the continent, the Orgols must have exterminated them.

Ren set off without another word. Tarrik followed, with Linriel trailing at the rear. Tarrik leaned the shaft of his spear on his shoulder and kept his eyes narrowed against the harsh sunlight, scanning all around for anything out of the ordinary. Underfoot, the sand was hard and cracked, like the bed of a dried lake. Rocky outcrops spotted the landscape, with foothills to the south. The air wasn’t as dry, and patches of grass and some plants grew here and there.

They skirted a dune and a foothill on the west side and found themselves on a road that ran as straight as an arrow toward the ocean. Made of massive flagstones a few yards square and half a yard thick, it sat above the ground, mounted on pinkish gravel. Tarrik had seen this highway before and marveled anew at the effort that construction had to have taken. Both gravel and flagstones were made from Jargalan Desert sand, bound by heat and pressure by arcane Orgol engineers. The sorcerous process produced the rock they named lorestone.

Linriel squatted and placed a hand atop the gravel. For long moments she was still, then rose and turned to Ren. “It’s not suffused with dawn- or dusk-tide. How did they make it?”

“I don’t know,” replied Ren.

She was probably lying to avoid further questions, Tarrik thought. Contian hadn’t known how lorestone was made either, but he hadn’t stumbled across the secrets of the sun-tide like his daughter had.

To the east, the road made its way up a ridge. Ren bade them rest awhile, and they passed around a waterskin. She drank sparingly, but Linriel gulped the liquid as if it were the elixir of life. She still wore her long, thick dress, though as a slight concession she’d cut slits up the sides of the skirt to allow more movement and circulation. Her stubbornness was a problem, but she was Ren’s responsibility now.

They started up the steep incline. Soon Tarrik’s thighs were burning with the exertion. He glanced behind and saw Linriel in a worse state. Sweat streamed down her face, and her breathing was labored. The damp patches under her arms had grown to the size of dinner plates. Ren looked no worse for wear, barely sweating.

The ridge continued to rise, the air growing cooler as they ascended. Twice Linriel called for a halt to recuperate. Finally Ren reached the top of the ridge and stopped. Tarrik stood beside her as they waited for Linriel. She labored up the last of the steep slope and stood with her back bent and hands on her knees, gulping in air. Then she looked up, and Tarrik heard her breath catch in her throat. She straightened and took a few steps forward, as if to make the sight before them clearer.

Tarrik understood her amazement. On the other side of the ridge stood Lorestone Citadel. The first time he’d seen it, with Contian, he had stood stock still, staring at the structure until the sorcerer had prodded him onward, not unkindly.

“Lorestone Citadel,” announced Ren. “Raised from the desert by the Sanguine King soon after he and his followers killed the deity that had watched over them for millennia.”

Linriel turned to stare at Ren, her mouth open in shock. “They . . . they murdered their god?”

“Utilized would be a more appropriate term,” said Ren.

The citadel was a masterpiece of engineering and sculpture, created by the Orgols with tools and sorcery. Made from the same compacted sand as the road, it stood highlighted against the granite permanence of the mountain behind. The base of the mountain had been skinned and sculpted, its every surface incised into terraces and pitted openings. An immense task that took no notice of the vast quantities of labor or power used by a species that cared little for efficiency and more about method and purpose. Rather than being dwarfed by its location, the citadel looked like a jeweled ring upon a finger, a timeless structure that was also a statement of majesty and power. See what we can create from mere sand, it said. A structure that will last eons and still be standing when the age of humans ends. Function had almost come second to form. Almost. For the fortress-city was impregnable.

Three towers stood above the walls: one at each end of the citadel, a few hundred yards high, and another in the center, broader and rising another hundred yards above its siblings. The middle tower guarded the main entrance to the citadel. All three were circled with many windows that rose up the sides to terminate in crenellated crowns. The base of the structure was sheer polished rock for around two hundred yards, and the rest was covered with graved patterns wrought in a seemingly random fashion that occasionally swirled into images that seemed to make sense only from a distance—eldritch wards to protect the city. As Tarrik knew, up close the whole was lost in the minutiae. The configurations swamped Tarrik’s senses until he tore his eyes from them.

As he did, he noticed a massive white stepped pyramid a few miles from the citadel’s walls and another still only half-built. Light flashed and sparkled off the polished stone, overwhelming his sight, and he had to look away. The Orgols’ royal city was stranger and more alien than Tarrik had remembered. It was a mighty work, and he understood why Contian had made such an effort to come here.

Ren was tying a thin strip of gauze over Linriel’s eyes, presumably to protect them from the glare. Tarrik frowned, wondering if this was part of Ren’s plan: awe-inspiring sights to make Linriel wonder combined with touches of solicitude. Would such tricks steer the young sorcerer from her path?

Ren pressed another strip into Tarrik’s hand, and he thanked her. Once he’d tied the material over his eyes, knotting it behind his head, he found he could see almost as well through the gauze as without it. Tiny figures filed along the road toward the main gate and toiled on the green terraces. He wondered where the water came from to irrigate the crops that ensured the Orgol city’s inhabitants survived.

He was not surprised to hear Linriel reel off a string of questions for Ren, who answered as best she could. Some involved sorcerous terms and Skanuric words he didn’t understand. He didn’t need to. As much as Linriel and Ren tried to unravel the might of the stonework and its arcane wards, he knew the most important fact: all three of them were bugs compared to the might of the Orgol ancients and the ruler of this land, the Sanguine King.

The road ran ruler straight up an escarpment to the citadel’s giant doors in the central tower. By the time they reached them, long shadows painted the sand on either side of the road, and the western horizon was colored orange and crimson. The sun hung low, a ruby orb, and the glare of the citadel’s walls had diminished enough that they were able to remove their gauze eye coverings. Lorestone Citadel reared far above them, and Tarrik felt like a speck crawling toward something too immense to register his existence.

They joined a trail of Jinnal moving toward the gates, many bent under the weight of baskets filled with sand, and passed others heading in the opposite direction into the desert. Some rode varan lizards, with bulging sacks hanging from the saddles. Oxen wouldn’t last long in the desert, Tarrik knew, and wagon wheels would get bogged in the sand. The reptilian mounts were fine during the heat of the day, but come nightfall they were sluggish and preferred to sleep.

“The sand must be used to create this stone,” said Linriel. “Do you think we could find out how to make it?”

She seemed to have forgotten for the moment that she’d vowed to kill Ren and release an insane demon lord upon her own world, Tarrik thought. There would be little use for lorestone once Samal had destroyed Wiraya and all its people.

“These Jinnal won’t know,” replied Ren. “And I mean to spend as little time as possible conversing with Orgols.”

Tarrik gave her a fleeting glance. Ren didn’t return the look, perhaps deliberately. As with all sorcerers, she was keeping secrets.

He turned his gaze on the Jinnal instead. Gaunt faced and bug eyed, they were underdeveloped in size; the tallest he’d seen so far barely reached his chest. They wore clothes made of rough, drab-colored material, and some had cloth badges stitched to their breast—a sign of their purpose, perhaps.

Lorestone Citadel more than survived: it bustled with thick communal life, which in any other city would have put Tarrik in mind of a vibrant culture. But not here. The mites toiling away were not Orgols; they were a subjugated human race, the Jinnal—slaves. He recalled them from before, the sickening sight of the men and women. Whether they had started out as they were now or the Orgols had warped them, they were a pale imitation of humans.

As the trio approached the gates, Tarrik saw a flag flying atop a pole on the crown of the main central tower: a scarlet banner edged in burnt orange. In its center was a winged bird with a lionlike head also in burnt orange. Along the tops of the walls, alien figures patrolled, sunlight glinting off their multicolored armor. Even at this great distance, he could see their peculiar locomotion. They appeared to be insectoids with chitinous shells. Their resemblance to the Kasonna-Vulur was hard to miss, and painful memories assailed Tarrik: of battle and blood, demon lives lost.

Seeing the direction of Tarrik’s gaze, Linriel said, “Gryll-ensis. They used to live on the edges of the desert until the Orgols conquered them and put them to use as slaves as well. I read about them in a book written by a scholar a century ago.”

He snorted. “A book. You trust information from someone you don’t know?”

She glared at him. “I don’t suppose demons read. It also told of the flag: red and orange signify the desert, while the bird was a native creature, now hunted to extinction.”

Ren raised her eyebrows. “Wrong on all counts, but that’s no surprise. Historians are notorious for making up what they don’t know.”

Linriel scowled at her. “What does it mean, then?”

“Not here. Later.” She glanced at the Jinnal slaves around them, who cast constant curious looks in their direction.

The citadel’s gates were mighty slabs of lorestone, cunningly crafted and balanced, Tarrik knew, so they could be closed quickly and locked with both arcane and mechanical catches. The opening they guarded was wide enough for twenty wagons to pass abreast. Beyond its tunnel, Tarrik could see a massive open space.

A dozen Jinnal sentries stood atop a span across the entrance, which also held five ballistae. There were four similar spans farther down the tunnel, which was lit only by reflected light. In the ceiling, a good seventy paces above, were dark openings that probably served as part of the citadel’s defenses. Some were large enough to drop a wagon through.

The guards looked unconcerned at the approach of Ren, Tarrik, and Linriel, but something about them caught Tarrik’s attention. They didn’t resemble the Jinnal slaves around them. They were stockier and possibly taller, too, though it was difficult to tell from this angle and distance, and their skin was lighter, as if the sun had bleached rather than browned it. They wore long leather shirts sewn with steel rings and held staves adorned with a bulging orichalcum ferrule. Contian had explained they were some type of sorcerous weapon. A few of the swarthy Jinnal stalked along the spans with a feline grace that belied their bulk. Despite their casualness, Tarrik had the sense they could spring into action in an instant.

“Are there no guards at ground level?” asked Linriel. “No one to inspect us and ask our business?”

Ren silenced her with a glare. “Our business is our own, and the Orgol ancients already know we’re here.” She led them through the gate’s jaws and into the gullet of the citadel. “Come; there’s only one inn for foreigners. They like to keep us all in the one place.”

They passed down wide streets lined with stone buildings, numerous bridges connecting them at various levels. As the streets darkened, glass balls sitting atop metal poles began to glow to provide illumination. When Tarrik peered down a side street, a mechanical contrivance made of what looked like bronze wheeled along without an animal to pull it. A Jinnal stood on the back among bulging sacks and handed them out to other Jinnal emerging from doorways.

Linriel was quiet. The vast citadel seemed to be having a significant impact on her.

The inn appeared unchanged since Tarrik had been here last: a great rectangular building that stood in the center of an immense courtyard. At one side of the yard, several apricot trees laden with fruit grew around a fountain that bubbled merrily. The water collected in a pool at its base, and birds fluttered their wings in it to cool down. In the center of the courtyard, a large timepiece sat atop a stone pillar. Behind a pane of clear glass, the device’s single hand pointed toward one of twenty different Orgol symbols.

Inside the inn it was cool and gloomy. The dimensions of everything—the ceiling height, the doorways, the furniture—were slightly larger than normal, as if the building had been intended for taller beings. To the right was a common room with a dozen tables, though only two were occupied by men with sun-darkened, leathery skin, hard expressions, and uncaring eyes. The guests all turned to inspect the newly arrived trio, then returned to their business, which seemed to be drinking a greenish-yellow liquor from thimble-size glasses and competing in a game with an octagonal board and playing pieces carved from obsidian and jade. A Jinnal woman with long sandy hair sat in a corner, picking notes on a seven-stringed instrument in a discordant jangle.

Ahead, a polished foyer led to a white stone counter with no one behind it. As they approached, a Jinnal woman hurried out of a side doorway and bustled up to them. There was little to differentiate her from the males—only a slightly fuller chest, longer hair, and the swaddled babe secured to her back with cloth wrappings. She tugged on Ren’s sleeve, then scurried to a doorway on their left and waited beside it expectantly.

They passed through and found themselves in a low-ceilinged room with white stone cubes for chairs and nothing else. The door closed behind them, and a lock clicked shut.

Linriel gasped and stepped toward the door. A word from Ren stopped her.

“It’s all right. The Orgols will interview us, and then we’ll be allocated rooms. Be patient. The last time I was here the wait was quite lengthy.”

The lock clicked again, and the door swung open. An Orgol strode inside, his head almost brushing the ceiling. He was midnight skinned and bald, with a flat, unlined face that was unreadable. Despite his bulging muscles, he moved economically and fluidly, yet the air hummed around him, as if violence were a hair’s breadth away. He wore thick leather trousers, likely made from varan lizard skin, and a sleeveless mail hauberk with gold-sheened, glimmering links fashioned from a metal Tarrik didn’t recognize. One arm was sleeved with a silvery tattoo of patterns similar to those on the walls of the citadel. His skin shone with oils, which Tarrik thought might be an affectation of the city dwellers. Oiled skin in the desert would soon turn into sandpaper. At his hip hung a heavy, wide-bladed sword the same size as a regular human’s greatsword. Its scabbard was patterned with silver thread around the opening and the tip.

Tarrik was surprised the man was alone. Usually Orgols moved in groups of five called an ashi, or “hand,” a tradition from the days when they were hunters roaming the desert and the surrounding lands.

“I am Maulagat,” he said in the common tongue of the south.

His voice was deep, and he spoke slowly and thoughtfully, but Tarrik heard distrust in his tone. It made him uneasy. Maulagat was no youth sent on a menial task. They were already in danger. Orgols and the Undying Ones were fundamentally different from humans, both physically and mentally. Their thought processes were alien, their minds structured differently, stronger.

Tarrik touched his forehead, throat, and chest in the traditional Orgol salute. “Hail, Maulagat. I am Tarrik Nal-Valim, and it is my second time journeying to the great Lorestone Citadel. Many years ago, I came here with Contian, a grandmaster of the Red Gate Covenant. We counted the Orgol as comrades then, and I come again in friendship.”

Maulagat pointed at Linriel with a finger as thick as a sausage. “You are a sorcerer.” The digit moved to Ren. “You are a shaman.” Then to Tarrik: “And you are a demon.” He lowered his arm. “The demon is welcome, as are any who have shaken the yoke of their gods. You other two are not. State your business.”

He didn’t have to give voice to the unspoken threat. Tarrik’s grip tightened on his spear, unobtrusively, he hoped. He thought he might be able to take down one Orgol, but as sure as marfesh venom burned, there would be four others who would swear a blood feud against him and chase him to the edges of the world. That was if he made it out of Lorestone Citadel alive in the first place.

Linriel’s hand clutched her talisman, and her tongue darted out to moisten her lips. She craned her neck to look up into Maulagat’s face, her eyes wide. Tarrik didn’t think she’d be stupid enough to do anything rash.

Ren took a step forward, drawing Maulagat’s gaze. “I am both a shaman and a sorcerer. The Undying Ones have named me the Ascended, the Savior.”

“We know of you. For a human to be a shaman is thought to be impossible.”

“Yet here I am.” As Ren spoke, the air around her swirled and crackled, exuding a palpable heat. Tarrik felt her power prickle his skin and clench his heart. His bones vibrated. Linriel gasped and staggered back a step. Then, in an instant, the sensations vanished. “Being a shaman is not so much forbidden as discouraged,” finished Ren.

Maulagat nodded, though it was a deep nod, almost a bow. An acknowledgment of Ren’s power. But he added, “The Undying Ones will not be corrupted.”

“I do not seek to change them. They form their own views and hold firm to the pact with the Sanguine King.”

“Yet you have not come to make obeisance to the King.”

“I am here now to do that,” Ren said. “After I recover from my long journey. The king will be busy, I assume. Please inform him of my arrival, and let me know of a suitable time to present myself.”

Maulagat stood deathly still for a while, scarcely breathing.

Linriel glanced at Tarrik, then at Ren. Her mouth opened as if to speak but snapped shut as the Orgol returned his attention to them.

“The ancients will attend as well,” he told Ren. “In two days’ time, at dawn. The guards will let you enter the hallowed area, where you will bow your head before the ancients and the Sanguine King and swear fealty, as a shaman and one the Undying Ones venerate.”

Maulagat exited the room, leaving the door open. They heard his heavy footsteps fading as he left the building.

“He got here quickly,” remarked Tarrik.

“He was already waiting,” said Ren. “Likely he sensed us approaching, and he communicated with someone using sorcery. This audience might complicate things. But I needed to keep them off our backs for a while.”

“You lied to them?” Tarrik said. “Didn’t you feel the power within this Maulagat? And it looked as though he’s just a messenger.”

“Yes, I lied to them. And looks can be deceiving. Maulagat is one step away from promotion to the council of ancients. He’s a chieftain.”

Tarrik knew the Orgols still kept to their traditional tribes, each with its own chieftain, though the designations became more of a formality in the cities. And the chieftains swore fealty to the ancients, the Sanguine King’s followers who were as long lived as human sorcerers. The half breeds and lesser bloods in the north of the Jargalan Desert did their best to mimic the Orgol customs, though they would still be slaughtered by the Undying Ones despite their blood connection if they traveled too far south.

He wondered how Ren knew Maulagat was a chieftain if she’d never been to Lorestone before. But that explained why the Orgol was on his own: to assume a chieftainship he would have left his ashi. Which meant he would be easier to kill if their situation turned against them.

“Why did he call you a shaman?” Linriel asked Ren.

“Because I am one.”

“What’s the difference between a shaman and a sorcerer?”

“If we’re not all dead at the end of this, I’ll tell you. Now let’s settle into our rooms and rest for a few hours.”

Ren led them back to the foyer, where the Jinnal woman was waiting for them. She drew out three keys from underneath the counter, smiled and bobbed her head, and then hurried away.

Ren examined all three keys, then handed them out. “Different floors, different sections. We’ve been split up. It can’t be helped. Let’s wash up and get some rest, then meet down here in the common room.” She marched away to a staircase in a corner.

“If you try your key on any other door, you’ll get a shock,” Tarrik warned Linriel. “It’ll take a few buckets of water to wake you.” He’d made that up, but he didn’t want her wandering around and making a nuisance of herself.

“Gods, I could use a drink,” she exclaimed.

“There’s a bar in the common room. The help-yourself type.”

“Of water,” she said with a sneer. “Filthy demon. And why are you welcome here and I’m not? What did he mean by those who have ‘shaken the yoke of their gods’?”

“Demons have no gods. And neither do the Orgols. Not anymore.” Tarrik met Linriel’s gaze and raised his eyebrows. “I thought you were going to ask how lorestone is made?”

Her eyes blazed with anger. “Shut your mouth, demon.”

There was a knock at Tarrik’s door. He opened his eyes, sure that he’d only just closed them. He glanced out the window and saw the buildings were painted by the cool glow of Chandra and the soft red of Jagonath. There was an emptiness to the streets, and not a single Orgol or Jinnal passed by. A strange city, where the inhabitants huddled inside at night and seldom reveled. He pondered the Jinnals’ lot, their slavery, their ceaseless toil during daylight, and decided they were probably too beaten down and tired to get up to much at night. Maybe that was how the Orgols liked it.

Preparing a cant, he padded over to answer the knock. “Rest time is over,” said Ren’s voice before he got there. “Get ready and meet me downstairs.”

He rested his forehead against the rough surface of the door as he listened to her footsteps fade. He had no idea what material it was made from, but it was the same that had been used for the bed, chair, and desk in the room: light and strong and a shade similar to the desert sand. Made using arcane or alchemical means, he guessed.

He massaged the back of his neck and stretched, then grimaced as his stomach rumbled. He’d need meat soon, and lots of it. If he didn’t miss his guess, there wouldn’t be any more rest time for a while. Using the pitcher of water, bowl, and washcloth provided, he wiped his skin clean as best he could. Sand under armor was an unpleasantness to be avoided.

He laid his armor out on the bed, then set to girding himself for the violence that was to come. For come it would. One of the only certainties of life. He made sure the dark-tide ring he’d taken from the jikin-nakar assassin was within easy reach in his pocket.





Chapter Fifteen

Linriel and Ren were already sitting at a corner table in the common room when Tarrik descended. The only other occupant this late was a Jinnal woman wiping tables and chairs with a cloth. She probably wanted to sleep, but their presence prevented her.

A glass filled with an orange liquor sat at Linriel’s right hand, with a plate of half-eaten fried green and yellow vegetables in front of her. Ren’s glass held a blue liquid, and the honeyed grubs on her plate were gray and unappetizing. They reminded Tarrik of Shimrax. Ren’s fork lay unused beside the plate, along with three apricots.

Tarrik leaned his spear against the wall near Ren and made his way to the long buffet table. Along with food, it held a substantial selection of wines and spirits, all in crystal decanters, many of which were distilled using cactus mash. After smelling a few, he poured a glassful of the least sweet liquor, drained it, then gave himself a refill. The tangy, harsh liquid burned his tongue and throat, and he coughed, but the drink was familiar from when he was last here. The rest of the table was filled with silver domes covering various plates of food. He helped himself to meat of some type, possibly varan lizard, covered with a brown sauce.

Ren and Linriel hadn’t spoken a word since Tarrik had appeared. When he set his plate and fork onto the table and drank down half the liquor, Linriel sneered. Ren just gave him a fleeting glance, keeping her gaze on the entrance to the common room. Tarrik forked as much meat into his mouth as he could fit. The lizard was a little overcooked and stringy, but the sauce was spicy and had a pleasant heat.

The Jinnal servant scurried over and deposited three glasses of water on the table. She nodded repeatedly, a smile plastered on her face, then rushed back to her cleaning.

“This all seems very . . . human,” remarked Linriel. “The furniture, the utensils, the food.”

“This building is solely for our use,” said Ren. “The Orgols’ inner sanctums are vastly different, as is the food they consume. Jinnal slaves are trained for years to master the culinary arts the Orgols prefer. Given their longevity, they have had many years to develop and refine their tastes, aesthetically as well. The citadel is built of stone, but the Orgols are obsessed with finding creative and pleasing uses for wood, crystals, and gems. Even the simplest cups they use are triumphs of artistry. It’s a shame that the only way to see their inner sanctums is as a prisoner, and then your death is assured. Unless you’re a sorcerer skilled enough to scry without being detected, of course.”

The Orgols could drink from hardened lizard-skin tankards for all Tarrik cared. “Are you expecting someone?” he asked Ren.

“Possibly. If not tonight, then tomorrow.”

“That’s cutting it close to your presentation to the Sanguine King. Which you said you wanted to avoid.”

Linriel’s eyes darted around the room, as if she expected Orgols to appear out of thin air.

“They won’t eavesdrop on us,” said Ren. “We are beneath them. However, it pays to be careful.” She gave Tarrik a warning glance.

Under the table, he slipped the ring from his pocket and slid it onto his finger. He whispered a cant. The air tightened around them, and the shuffling and dusting of the Jinnal woman faded to silence. Ren’s lips moved, but Tarrik didn’t hear a sound. He adjusted the cant, sensing how the ring responded, then settled for a lower flow of power.

“Is that better?” he asked.

Linriel stared at him with narrowed eyes.

Ren nodded. “Dark-tide. Very useful in certain situations.”

“I’ve picked up a few things here and there,” he told her. “Now, what’s going on?”

“I’m waiting for a map to be delivered.”

“Of what?”

“The coast to the west of here.”

“And who’s supplying it?”

“There’s a group in Lorestone to whom I am sympathetic. They desire certain things, which I’m not able to give them, of course, but I can help somewhat. They wish to show their gratitude.”

It wouldn’t be a faction among the Orgols. The Jinnal, then. Were the slaves fomenting a revolt? The last thing the three needed was fighting in the streets while they tried to steal one of the Orgols’ sacred artifacts. If the Jinnal rebelled, the Orgols would give them a harsh lesson in obedience, and the streets would run red. It had happened once before, Tarrik knew—Contian had told him. Tens of thousands of Jinnal had been executed, two-thirds of the population. Not even children and babies had been spared.

“I hope we don’t get caught up in an armed insurrection,” he said.

“We won’t.”

“So how do we get into the king’s chambers? Shadow-step?”

“My sources tell me the artifacts are kept in a vault warded by Orgol sorcery and orichalcum. I know where it’s located but haven’t yet received confirmation of the information, which makes me wary. We’ll only have one chance at this. If the artifact isn’t there . . .” She spread her hands.

“We’ll think of another plan if this fails,” said Tarrik.

“Maybe. It would be better if we had another person to help us.” Ren avoided looking at Linriel. “Someone we could trust. But our resources are rather limited.”

Linriel pushed her greens around on her plate, pretending disinterest. Tarrik knew she must be contemplating various schemes to free herself, but unless she died or Ren let her go, she was stuck. He ate another mouthful of lizard. The spices in the sauce burned his mouth and numbed his lips. He might need that water after all.

“This vault,” he said. “I assume our presence there won’t go unnoticed.”

“If we can get in without detection, we can get out,” Ren said. “It’s never wise to underestimate the Orgols, but these artifacts have remained untouched by humans since they were created. After all this time, their security must have slackened somewhat.”

Tarrik didn’t like the level of danger Ren was outlining, but jabbing a thorn in the Orgols’ side appealed to him. Those who enslaved others deserved whatever came to them. He stopped chewing. Ren had enslaved him initially, and she had just done something similar to Linriel. Did that make her as bad as the Orgols? But she had freed him and given him the choice to help her willingly, and Linriel was only bound until they had killed Samal or were killed themselves. Still, an uneasiness stole over him.

Ren lifted her glass of water up to the light. “Have you ever wondered where the citadel’s water comes from?”

Tarrik had when he saw the green terraces being tended by the Jinnal. “Sorcery or contrivance,” he suggested. “Maybe there’s an underground aquifer.”

“An underground aquifer wouldn’t last long for a city this size,” Linriel said, surprising him. “Not with all the Orgols and Jinnal drinking and bathing and cooking. And water doesn’t seem to be rationed—look at the fountain in the courtyard. They must bring it in from somewhere. A freshwater lake, or a river. The power that would take is enormous.”

Ren inclined her head. “Close. Does it taste like fresh water to you?”

Linriel reached for her cup and drank. “No,” she said slowly.

With a sigh, Tarrik drank from his glass too. He needed to cool his mouth anyway. It was definitely water, but it tasted stale, lifeless, and very faintly of brine. That could be from where it was stored, but he suspected they were about to find out.

“It comes from the sea,” Ren said. “The Orgols extract most of the salt using massive, complex contraptions that are powered by sorcery and a piece of their god.”

The process sounded like a waste of energy to Tarrik. Why not live somewhere water was plentiful? Still, he could sympathize with the Orgols not wanting to leave the homeland that had shaped them and their culture. “And the salt? Where does it go?”

“They mix it with sand, then fuse it under heat and pressure, with a little sorcery thrown in, to make stone. That’s what the pyramids are built from.”

Ren stopped speaking and turned her attention to the common room’s entrance. Tarrik looked, too, and saw a Jinnal man, shorter than average, with spectacles perched on his nose. A sheen of sweat glistened on his brow, and he carried a roll of parchment in one hand.

The woman wiping tables halted when she saw him, then resumed her task. Ren rose from her chair and gave the man a shallow bow. He appeared confused, then tentatively made his way toward their table.

Tarrik dragged another chair over, and the Jinnal stared up at his much greater height. His face was pale, and he trembled so much his head shook. Tarrik wondered if he might have a heart attack. When he sat back down, his head was still higher than the man’s.

“You must be Unger’s son,” said Ren, indicating the man should sit. “What’s your name?”

“Unger.”

“Unger the Younger? Unger Junior?”

“Just Unger.”

“How do people differentiate between you and your father?”

He frowned. “Who else would I be?”

Blood and fire, cursed Tarrik. The Jinnal insurrection wouldn’t go well if this was the best they could do. Contian had believed the Jinnal had once been very similar to the Orgols, but whatever the Orgols had done to them had worn the beings down to a tiny fraction of their original selves.

He pushed the remainder of his cactus spirit across the table. “Here—relax and have a drink.”

Unger sniffed at the spirit and wrinkled his nose but took a sip. He spluttered and coughed, which turned into a wheeze. Tarrik took back the glass and polished off the liquor.

Ren waited for Unger to recover before saying, “I take it that’s the map I ordered.”

Unger looked down at the parchment now scrunched in both hands. “My father shouldn’t be mixed up in this,” he said in a voice that trembled as much as his body.

“It’s just a map,” said Ren. “We’re interested in exploring the coast.”

She removed a flat case from under the table. Tarrik hadn’t seen it before and wondered where she’d obtained it. She hadn’t carried it into the citadel with them.

She slid the case across the table toward Unger. It was crafted from polished blackwood and shone under the illumination of the alchemical globes positioned around the room. Unger stared at the case as if it held a warrant for his execution. Perhaps it did.

He glanced over his shoulder, then down at the map in his hands. His eyes widened as he realized it was twisted and sweat stained. He dropped the map on the table with a mumbled apology but didn’t move to take the case.

“This isn’t right,” he muttered.

“We made a deal,” Ren said firmly.

“Not with me.”

“Take the case and go. And use them carefully.”

Unger stood abruptly, snatched the blackwood case, and fled. The Jinnal woman watched him leave, then turned to look at their table before lifting the silver domes covering the food. What she was searching for, Tarrik couldn’t guess.

“What was in the case?” Linriel asked Ren.

“Catalysts.”

“The Jinnals are going to get themselves slaughtered,” said Linriel. “How can they hope to match the Orgols’ might and immense power? The catalysts will allow them to use sorcery, if they have repositories and are skilled enough, but they’ll be as children compared to the Orgols.”

“It is better to fight for freedom and die than live as a slave,” replied Tarrik, even though he agreed that the Jinnals’ cause was hopeless.

Ren unfolded the map and smoothed it with her palms. It looked like any other map Tarrik had seen: squiggly lines, some named marks, stains, notes written in a language he didn’t recognize with lots of circles and dots. There was a tiny ink spot over the ocean, directly west of where he guessed Lorestone Citadel was located. It could have been an errant spatter. He knew it wasn’t.

“This is going to involve swimming, isn’t it?” he said with dread.

Ren smiled at him. “I’m afraid so.”

Ren took them outside into the courtyard and again enfolded them in her sorcerous shroud. Tarrik felt freezing sand rasp against his skin, abrading and stinging, even though there had been none in the courtyard. When they emerged into clear sky, he rubbed his eyes to remove the stickiness that clouded his vision and found himself perched atop a cliff above crashing waves. The air was thick and salty and reminded him of the Rose of Fortitude and Captain Monsell. He hoped she hadn’t perished before reaching Almeria.

“We should be close to where they gather their seawater,” said Ren. She’d brought one of the apricots with her and took a bite.

Linriel moved toward the edge of the cliff and peered at the raging sea a hundred yards below. Tarrik felt a sudden urge to push her off. He clenched his fists and turned away.

“There’s a power out there,” she said. “It’s faint, though. It must be the Orgol gate, but why is it so indistinct?”

Ren regarded her. “It isn’t. It feels that way to you because you’re attuned to the dawn- and dusk-tides.”

“Where does the power come from, then? It feels . . . bright.” Linriel frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. It can’t be bright and indistinct, but that’s how it feels to me.”

Linriel was close to the truth. All the clues were in front of her; she just had to piece them together. And then she would know the secret of the sun-tide power that Ren had wielded against the Nine and Samal. But Tarrik was sure that Linriel would try to run before she could walk, and therefore join all the previous human sorcerers who had tried to harness the sun-tide—burned to a crisp. All except one.

That Ren was able to withstand the searing sun-tide was a testament to her mental toughness. Perhaps without the torments inflicted upon her by Samal and her resulting madness, she would have gone the way of every other sorcerer lured to the sun-tide.





Chapter Sixteen

A cold wind from the starlit ocean gusted up the cliff face and swirled sand around their feet. Tarrik couldn’t believe that the land was so arid when there was such a vast source of water close by. Truly the climate of Wiraya was incomprehensible. He found a depression alongside a massive boulder and huddled in it, out of the abrasive wind.

In the darkness off to one side, Ren and Linriel stood with their heads close together as they discussed sorcerous matters. From what he could tell, Ren had not stinted in sharing her knowledge with the younger sorcerer, though only in relation to the dawn- and dusk-tides. Still, Linriel knew there was another power that Ren had control of; it was the reason Jawo-linger had sent her south.

Far in the distance, a predator howled, and above Tarrik heard the flap of leathery wings. As he watched, a bat descended to latch on to a cactus and gnawed on an orange fruit as big as Tarrik’s fist. The bat snapped at a moth that ventured too close and added the bug to its meal. A rodent with large ears hopped past on two legs, and Tarrik lunged, his hand closing around fur. The creature writhed in his grip, and he broke its neck and then quickly skinned and gutted it using the blade of his spear, clamped between his knees. The spear was no substitute for a decent knife, but it would do. He wolfed down morsels of flesh as they yielded to his butchering. The meat was intense and flavorful, as if the desert had dried and concentrated the taste. When he was done, he discarded the carcass and scoured his hands and spear blade clean with sand.

Raised voices reached his ears: Ren and Linriel arguing. He sensed a swirl of dawn-tide, then a short, sharp burst of dusk-tide before both surges disappeared. Linriel screamed in frustration.

Tarrik grinned. It seemed her lesson wasn’t going well. He could sympathize, having experienced plenty of failures when learning to master his shadow-blade. Though compared to what he now knew, he hadn’t understood anything back then, not really. There was another aspect to dark-tide sorcery, one unknown by most if not all demons. His master had taught him calculations and cants to materialize armor that could turn the hardest void-steel—or so he’d said. Tarrik had tried to manifest the armor many a time without success. He just hadn’t been strong enough; the cants had drained his dark-tide repository in moments, with only the faintest shadowy wisps to show for it. A waste of power.

He worried at the void-steel ring on his finger. The artifact’s concealing and muffling ability was a useful tool that he had no concern about mastering. The other function was what concerned him. He wasn’t a skilled dark-tide user, though he was rapidly developing, and for all he knew, his every movement was being tracked and relayed to another demon. A demon who definitely didn’t wish Tarrik well.

Tarrik busied himself inspecting his spear blade for imperfections, wishing he’d thought to pick up a grindstone and some oil. After a while he laid the weapon down and half closed his eyes. Eventually, darkness faded to the gray of dawn, and the sun broke the horizon to cast its brilliant light across the cliff top. Tarrik’s skin prickled as the dawn-tide rushed over the two sorcerers. Linriel raised her arms, and her body trembled, while Ren remained motionless. When he sensed they had finished replenishing themselves, Tarrik grabbed his spear and stood.

Ren strode away from him and Linriel along the cliff top. She glanced back, as if to make sure the distance between them was sufficient, then faced the rising sun and began to cant. The wind whipped at her clothes and braided hair. Tarrik sensed the dawn- and dusk-tides weaving to the will of a master sorcerer. The hairs on the nape of his neck prickled in response to the unseen forces.

Linriel focused on Ren’s words and gestures as if trying to memorize them, though Ren spoke her cants softly with her head turned away so that she couldn’t be heard. Linriel shuffled a step toward her, and Tarrik quickly moved to the girl’s side and leaned on his spear. Linriel didn’t appear to notice, but she didn’t edge any closer to Ren.

Linriel’s attitude toward Ren had mellowed after their experience at Lorestone Citadel. Often her gaze was drawn to the other sorcerer, and so far Tarrik hadn’t detected any sign of the hatred she had previously displayed. Perhaps she dissembled, but he thought there was a slight chance she realized she had a better future with Ren.

Linriel suddenly turned to him with wide eyes and an earnest expression. “I can learn so much more from Ren. Jawo’s methods were not kind. I do not miss them.”

If she was angling for sympathy, she wouldn’t get it from him. He still wasn’t sure he believed her sudden change of heart. Not for the first time, he wished she wasn’t here.

The wind had picked up and stung them with larger grains of sand. An immense wall of dust clouded the east, slowly growing even as Tarrik watched. He had experienced similar sandstorms in Shimrax, though this one wasn’t shot through with jagged lightning. Perhaps it was a small disturbance.

“I don’t know what she’s doing, or how,” Linriel added.

“Neither do I,” Tarrik said.

“Why should you? You’re not a sorcerer.”

Tarrik wasn’t going to inform Linriel that although demon talents were innate and they used the dark-tide, he did have an implanted catalyst and knew a few cants himself. And if Ren was correct, then all the tides were just different facets of the same phenomenon. No demon in recorded history had been able to use the dawn- or dusk-tides as humans could. Would he be the first?

He shook his head and snorted, drawing a glance from Linriel.

“Are you?” she probed.

“No,” replied Tarrik. Though what was he, really? He was certainly different from other demons after his exposure to Contian and to Jaquel, and more recently to Ren. And the knowledge Ren seemed keen to impart to him would further transform him. The thought made him uneasy—the more power a being had, the more troubles came with it. But when you were a demon, change was inevitable. You progressed and evolved, or you died and perhaps aided another’s transformation.

“You have blood on your lip,” said Linriel. “What did you eat?”

Tarrik licked away the smear. “A rodent of some kind.”

Linriel shuddered.

Ren’s enchantments ceased, and she returned to her companions, face drawn and footsteps dragging. Whatever she’d done had taken an enormous effort.

She removed an apricot from a pocket and wolfed it down in seconds, discarding the seed. After wiping her hand on her pants, she pointed out over the ocean. “The way has been prepared. We will leave soon, once I recover.”

Linriel frowned. “The dawn-tide has passed. You’ll need to rest until tomorrow to replenish your repository.”

“No, I won’t,” said Ren, earning a look of astonishment from the young sorcerer.

“But how—”

“Enough for now, Linriel. This is something you may never be able to learn. Only know that I am not depleted, and I have more power than you or Jawo can comprehend.”

Linriel bobbed her head. “Sorry, Master. I’m just eager to learn.”

“That is to your credit, but now is not the time for that lesson. You have fully replenished your repository?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Then wait here, and keep your eyes sharp and your senses alert. If you feel it’s necessary, you may create a ward to alert you of danger, but do not use too much power. We will require all we have for the next part of our mission. Tarrik, a word.”

She strode away, leading him a good distance inland, almost as if she knew he was uncomfortable standing so close to the ocean. When she reached a clump of boulders, she sat with her back to one, out of the wind, and motioned for Tarrik to join her.

He laid his spear on the ground and sat cross-legged a pace away, leaning against the same rock. To his surprise, Ren shuffled closer until their legs touched. Tarrik flinched at the initial contact but didn’t pull away.

She looked away, hands clasped in her lap. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to say to you.” Her tone was reluctant. “What we’re doing is dangerous—”

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t understand what’s at stake,” he cut in. And what his reward would be if they succeeded.

“Please, Tarrik, let me finish.” She lowered her gaze to stare at her twisting hands. Tarrik noticed her knuckle was raw and crusted with dried blood. She was worrying it in her sleep again. Not a good sign.

“If anything happens to me, you must continue with our mission. Take control. Do what you need to, even if it means revealing more secrets that the demon lords might execute you for. Nothing else matters but Samal’s death.”

Tarrik couldn’t comprehend a situation where he would be the last one standing. Or in a position to continue without her. With her sorcery she had a much better chance of surviving.

“You must promise me,” she said softly.

To humor her, he nodded. “I promise.”

She smiled at him then, and his heart clenched when he saw her eyes water. He didn’t trust himself to move, unsure how to respond.

“Thank you,” she said. “Now, how do demons seal a promise?”

“They taste one another’s blood.” The words tumbled out before he could stop them. “But you don’t need to . . . I mean . . .” Surely she wouldn’t want that?

Ren produced a small knife and placed the blade against her palm.

“Not there,” he said quickly. “It’s an awkward cut and will take too long to heal. A forearm is easiest.”

“Of course.” Ren shifted the blade and drew it lightly across her skin. As blood appeared, she handed the knife to Tarrik.

He took it wordlessly and cut his own arm, not quite believing what he was doing. This was a deep oath sealing, not to be taken lightly. Then again, what they were planning to do was significant.

Ren held up her bloody arm. “So . . . do we just . . . ?”

Tarrik leaned over and placed his lips upon the cut skin. He tasted salt and metal, and her scent, her sweat. Pressure grew in his groin, and he jerked back, startled.

Ren didn’t seem to notice anything amiss. She placed her hand on his wrist and tasted his purple blood. Her lips were soft against his skin but also burned with heat. She exuded an earthy scent tinged with mossy woodiness . . . resignation, maybe? Or sadness?

Ren leaned back, eyes half-closed, then wiped her mouth with the back of her sleeve. “That wasn’t so bad.” She smiled wryly. “Although a little morbid. Forgive me. Now, your ring—give it to me.”

Tarrik obeyed without question. So easily did he bend to her command that he didn’t feel anything wrong until he had placed the ring in her hand. Even then it was only a niggling concern that there were many reasons he shouldn’t trust a human sorcerer. But his foreboding was drowned out by the overwhelming conviction that Ren was different. He knew what she desired, and agreed with her goal. And he had seen some of the sacrifices she had made to achieve it. Suddenly he realized that Ren’s plan wasn’t so much about killing Samal as it was about regaining her freedom. The torments she’d gone through as one of the Nine still restrained her as if they were chains. She would never be truly free until the demon lord was dead.

Ren sniffed and handed the ring back to Tarrik. “As well as the masking ability, the ring has another function. But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

“I sensed something, but I’m not skilled enough to determine exactly what it is.” His cants were rote learned, though he did have an understanding of demonic calculations and formulas. But Ren revealing she could mirror his shadow-blade had awakened possibilities to him, as had his experiment extending his shadow-blade. Tarrik had been taught the end result without learning the fundamentals and been told there was no other way. A lie.

“It’s a one-way communication with a little extra,” she explained. “Trigger it, and someone—my guess is a higher-order demon, possibly a demon lord—will receive a message. A dark-tide nudge, if you will, saying ‘Come here.’ The ring will then pierce the veil between worlds and give the demon a helping hand. Someone wanted the assassin to kill you, or almost kill you, and then summon assistance. Do you have something valuable that would warrant going to all this effort?”

It didn’t make sense. “No, I—” Tarrik stopped. He had no physical object anyone would want. But what he did have—what all demons had—was his essence.

Fragments of the demon lords’ conversation at his recent appearance before them flared in his mind. Such talents are not to be squandered lightly, they had said of Tarrik himself. And Mazral’s admonishment of Barnath: This demon was not force-fed and gifted a position as you were. Do not deny it! We are not blind. Tarrik had been too involved in his own fraught situation, focused only on his own problems. Mazral’s words. That explained why a demon of such low intelligence and ability as Barnath was now a lord. He had to be a member of the House of the Black Sun.

Now Tarrik could see that Mazral had all but admitted there was a lord—or even a group of them—who fed their followers higher-order demons to increase their strength and abilities. Someone was stacking the deck, subverting the natural order upon which their whole society was based. Such an act was a perversion—an abomination formed by demons with no honor, no respect for anything other than themselves.

Tarrik’s breath caught in his throat, and his chest tightened. He was an exile, a disgraced nobody. If the five demons on Shimrax or the jikin-nakar aboard the Rose of Fortitude had killed him, he wouldn’t have been missed. No one cared about the exiles. Many demons who’d been sentenced to Shimrax simply disappeared, presumably lost to crushing despair or the realm’s harsh conditions. But what if . . . perhaps he could somehow take advantage of the ring’s power to contact another demon and create a tear in the veil between worlds.

“Is something wrong, Tarrik?” Ren said, shaking him from his thoughts.

“Are you still able to create a flying disc?” he asked.

She pursed her lips. “I can, though it is an inefficient mode of transport. Is there a specific task you require it for?”

A plan was slowly forming: one that might divert the Orgols’ wrath from them if this theft was successful. And perhaps also a way to strengthen himself for when they confronted Samal. But right now, Tarrik had to focus on their mission. Ren had told him precious little, and that had to change.

“Someone has been harvesting demon essence,” he said. “There’s no other explanation. If the demon lords wanted me dead, they’d just have me killed. There’s no reason to travel to the site of my death. There is only one thing of value that I own: my essence. It’s the one thing that demons value more than anything, as it allows you to progress, to ascend to a higher order. And if you’re lucky, eventually to attain the position of a demon lord.”

“Why would your essence benefit a demon lord, though? They are already above you.”

Except Tarrik was a shadow-blade, an innate ability tied to his essence that they could use. And hadn’t the demon lords said that he was special somehow? But in what way he didn’t know. Perhaps they referred only to his blade.

“They’d gift me to another, a follower, to raise them higher,” he said. “It’s a corrupt way of ensuring loyalty. Whoever is doing this is obscene, immoral.”

And yet the demon lords knew it was happening and did nothing to punish the culprits. Why else was the demon lord Barnath still alive? Or whoever had promoted him?

“If someone had told me years ago that demons had morals, I wouldn’t have believed them,” Ren said. “But since knowing you, Tarrik, I’ve learned much. And I assume there’s still a great deal I don’t know.”

“I’ll receive that as a compliment. But don’t expect me to reveal all our secrets.”

Ren chuckled, her previous dismal mood having evaporated. “So we must assume that a demon lord is waiting to be contacted through this ring. And when they are, they’ll tear the veil between our worlds and travel here in order to facilitate another demon absorbing your essence—probably the jikin-nakar wearing the ring. Will they suspect something is awry if nothing happens soon?”

Tarrik thought for a moment. “Perhaps not. The jikin-nakar aboard the ship waited weeks before striking. He probably wanted me to become lulled by the boring sea journey until I let my guard down. This has the feel of a long-term plan. What are a few weeks or months for a demon? They’ll remain patient. Do you think we can use this somehow?”

“Perhaps. I’ll think on it. For now, we’ve other concerns.”

“Linriel’s change of heart?” he said wryly.

“That girl has one focus: power. She’ll bend whichever way the wind’s blowing. There’s a chance I can reach her, persuade her there’s more to her gifts than just getting stronger and lording it over others. But she is young and inexperienced. It will take time and many arguments to convince her of the best course. And time is yet another thing we don’t have.”

She touched his arm, and the sensation of her fingers on his flesh caused Tarrik to burn with a passion that both aroused and terrified him. He wanted to pull away and move closer at the same time. In the end he did neither.

“Are you ready for the next step?” she asked. “I’m not entirely sure what to expect. The Orgols are secretive, and the Undying Ones were reluctant to reveal much of their masters.”

“Do we have to swim?” he asked. He didn’t have the courage to tell Ren he was afraid of the water.

“We won’t be so much swimming as traveling using sorcery. But we do need to go deep to reach the gate. I can protect us from the water, but you’ll still feel its wetness and pressure.” She looked at him sidelong. “The journey will be over with as quickly as I can manage.”

So she suspected his fear. He couldn’t recall whether he’d revealed anything about it when they were last together.

He wiped his suddenly damp palms on his pants. “Then let’s get it over with. What’s your plan?”

“We travel through the water inlet that supplies the citadel to reach the Orgols’ inner sanctum. The inlet bypasses the majority of their wards. Once inside, I’ll scry where the artifact is; we take it and leave.”

“That simple?” he said. “There will be more than wards defending the vault. We are likely to encounter slagwights, gryll-ensis, Orgol sorcery, and Orgols themselves.”

Tarrik dreaded fighting the insectoid gryll-ensis in particular. They brought back terrifying memories of the Kasonna-Vulur invaders and the blood and ichor, death and destruction of the battle to repel them.

“Together we will be more than enough to take them,” Ren replied. “Linriel is a quick learner, and I’ve taught her some cants that will help should our situation deteriorate.” She outlined the rest of her plan. “There are two passageways into the vault that holds the artifact. I’ll need you to stay close to me as the wards on the vault could be tricky. The Orgols have had centuries to perfect their techniques using the sun-tide, while I haven’t had nearly as long. Your dark-tide power might come in handy too.”

“How do you know all this?” he asked, curious.

“Through the crystals. One of Menselas’s priests examined the artifacts a thousand years ago, more or less.”

Something didn’t add up. Ren had to have known about the artifacts before searching the priests’ dreams for clues about how to steal one. But how? From Contian? But the grandmaster had promised the Orgols he wouldn’t reveal any of their secrets and was known for keeping his word.

Except he’d also promised to destroy all traces of Tarrik and his true name but hadn’t done so, the old bastard. Contian had revealed Tarrik’s name to his daughter, and Ren had enslaved Tarrik again.

“Did Contian tell you about the Orgol artifacts?” he asked.

Ren shook her head. “The Undying Ones know of them. Some still remember the time shortly after they were created.”

“And they just told you about them?” That the Undying would willingly reveal so much about their masters was unbelievable.

“I asked the right questions. Sometimes you just get lucky.”

Tarrik didn’t believe in luck. “Did you ask why they told you? And why do they call you the Ascended and the Savior?”

“They have a legend that a shaman will appear to challenge the Orgols and break their chains. I may have led them to believe that shaman could be me.” She shrugged. “I’m the only human they know of who has become a shaman. They also believe me to be a demigod, like all the Orgol shamans who have imbibed a piece of the dead god. I didn’t disabuse them of the notion.”

“Let’s hope they never realize you tricked them.”

“Let’s hope we survive to worry about such things.”

There wasn’t much Tarrik could say to that. Instead he returned to the subject of Linriel. “You don’t intend to share with Linriel any knowledge of the sun-tide?”

Ren chuckled. “Of course not. Drawing on the sun-tide is not as simple as learning to use another source of power.”

“It isn’t? Why not?”

“I’ll tell you what I know,” she said, and removed another apricot from her pocket.

Tarrik was glad she was eating something, but fruit wasn’t enough nourishment. What she needed was good red meat. Still, she looked a little better than when he’d first laid eyes on her—slightly less harried. Perhaps because she now had him to rely on.

“Using the dawn- and dusk-tides is like eating this fruit,” she continued and took a small bite. “You get used to the forces and shaping them a bite at a time, and slowly you’re able to take larger bites. However, some begin with a talent for using more power.”

“Like you did,” said Tarrik.

“Yes. And Linriel. But the sun-tide is a completely different kettle of fish.”

“What do fish have to do with it?”

She laughed with genuine amusement, and her face transformed. Tarrik found his gaze drawn to her smile and lips, shiny with apricot juice.

“It’s an expression,” she said. “It means a different thing altogether.”

“Like the cat eating your tongue. I understand.”

“The cat doesn’t eat . . . never mind. Thousands of years ago, the first Orgols were gifted the use of the sun-tide by their god.”

“The same god they murdered? They clearly didn’t appreciate the gift.”

“Perhaps they didn’t like their god. Anyhow, the first shamans had to swallow some of the god in order to undergo a transformation of sorts.”

“They had to eat their god?”

“Just a tiny portion—a taste with their tongue. It’s not as strange as it sounds: the god’s blood was too strong to be tolerated. There was a great deal of ceremony, fasting, and scourging of the flesh and cleansing of the mind. Only strong sorcerers survived—a matter of mental might and will, not power. The flesh of their god altered the Orgols and made them stronger, not only physically but mentally, as well as combining and growing their repositories. I suppose it’s a similar process as when demons ascend to a higher order? It can bring memories that are confusing or incomprehensible, but if you survive, you are transformed into a shaman. Purged and reborn.”

Tarrik understood. This was how Ren had broken Samal’s bindings upon her mind and flesh. Through seeking greater power for her master, she had unwittingly freed herself of his torment. Yet one thing puzzled him.

“If the Orgol god is dead, how are new shamans created? How did you undergo such a change?”

“The god was murdered, but his body was preserved—mummified. High shamans carry a thin sliver of preserved flesh with them at all times, both to convert potential sorcerers when required and as a last resort in case of dire emergency.”

“They eat it? What happens then?”

“I don’t know. The shaman never survives.”

She clasped a silver chain around her neck and drew out a thin locket from under her shirt. It was crafted from a strange wood of twisting white and brown stripes and covered with tiny cracks of age. The edges of the locket were uneven, as if eroded by a multitude of hands. Tarrik realized the object was ancient and remembered Ren telling him during their earlier time together that she had killed the shaman who had revealed to her the secret of harnessing the sun-tide.

“So you have a piece of the god’s flesh,” he said. “I’m not going to taste it, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Don’t worry; I won’t ask you to. As I said, it requires a strong mind and body to survive.”

He glanced at her and saw her lips curved into a smile, a glint of amusement in her eyes. He didn’t rise to the bait. “Why wood? Why not orichalcum or another metal?”

“This piece was carved . . . I don’t know how long ago, but it must be thousands of years. It’s preserved with sorcery. The wood came from a type of tree that once grew on the edges of the Jargalan Desert. The trees no longer exist—the Orgols cut them all down. They value wood, since none grows in the desert—it’s the main good they desire to trade with the humans and their southern neighbors.”

The humans. Did Ren no longer consider herself of her own species? If she was the first of her kind to be altered by the dead god, perhaps she was no longer fully human.

She and demons had more in common than one might think: demons underwent many transformations as they ascended through the lower and higher orders; and Ren had said the Orgols’ shamans underwent their own transformation, just as far reaching. Again Tarrik recalled Maulagat’s words inside Lorestone Citadel: The demon is welcome, as are any who have shaken the yoke of their gods. Was there a common factor here? A truth buried deep in demonkind’s past? If anyone had the truth of the matter, it was the demon lords. And unless Tarrik became one, he would never know.

He shook his head at his musings. “This is all far beyond me, a simple demon.”

“Not so simple, I think. Strong. Capable. Honorable.”

He dismissed her words with a wave of his hand, uncomfortably aware of her leg still pressed against his. “We should go.”

Ren smiled as if she knew she’d made him uncomfortable. She stood, brushing sand from her rear. “Do not reveal anything I’ve told you to Linriel. I trust you. She will have to earn that trust. Besides, if she discovers the truth of the sun-tide, I don’t know whether she’ll be able to hold herself back. She may never be ready for such power. Now come; we have a task to complete.”

Tarrik strode beside her, still feeling the warmth on his arm and leg where they’d touched. Part of him cursed himself for enjoying the sensation, while another felt guilty, as if he’d betrayed Jaquel’s memory.





Chapter Seventeen

When they returned to Linriel, he noticed that she’d finally come to her senses about her clothing. She had loosened the bodice of her dress and shortened and split its hem to allow for more air. Though it was still early morning, the sun throbbed down without remorse. Already the ground baked and the air grew stifling. The heat was nothing compared to Shimrax but enough to think about finding shade when the sun rose higher and beat down like a hammer.

“Are you ready?” Ren asked Linriel.

She nodded. “But I’d like to know more of your plan, if it pleases you.”

If it pleases you . . . Tarrik didn’t like this new subservient Linriel. He met Ren’s gaze and raised his eyebrows.

Ren grinned, then sent a final fleeting glance out over the ocean. “Let’s go.”

Icy darkness swallowed Tarrik, rasping across his skin. This time he thought he could almost sense the direction they traveled in and some details of the surrounding environment. The darkness turned gray briefly before changing to a bluish tinge that he thought might be the surface of the ocean and then abruptly became a dark blue. An immense pressure enveloped him, the sandy roughness turned to soft wetness, and the outside became darker, then darker still. A vibration shuddered through him, shaking his bones and teeth. The pressure increased, and his head began to ache, especially between his eyes. The ache intensified to a sharp pain, but when he tried to raise his hand to clutch his head, he found he was immobile. The pain grew until he thought his head would burst. Then the pressure dissipated, and water soaked him to the skin. Tarrik blinked it from his eyes and tasted saltwater on his lips. He spit to remove the taste.

“Watch it,” snapped Linriel. She sat beside him in a puddle of water, looking like she’d been caught in a storm, and her expression retained the thunder. A tiny trickle of blood ran from her nose. She wiped it away, then squeezed water from her dress.

Ren was standing by a wall, head tilted to one side. A sorcerous globe floated above her, providing the only illumination, and he sensed the swirl of dawn- and dusk-tides around her—or was it a manifestation of the sun-tide? She wasn’t showing any signs that the journey had affected her as it had him and Linriel, perhaps due to the longevity and vitality she had gained through mastery of her powers.

Linriel rose to her feet and spoke a cant. Another globe materialized, its glow faintly blue. She glanced at Ren as if expecting a rebuke; then a fleeting smile crossed her face when there was no reaction.

Ren stood near a doorway in the wall. Behind them, the room opened to a massive cavern, filled entirely with a subterranean lake. The surface was mostly still except for ripples close to them. A thick layer of salt crystals crusted the edges of the lake, and at the bottom Tarrik could see a faint pinprick of light. He couldn’t guess how far underwater it lay.

An orichalcum pipe a yard across rose from the lake and disappeared into a side wall. Every few yards segments of pipe were joined together with rivets. Tarrik could feel a slight vibration through the floor, as if an enormous mechanism hummed somewhere close by.

“Is that orichalcum?” said Linriel in amazement. “That has to be worth a fortune.”

The sentient creatures on Wiraya valued the metal for its hardness and as a medium for sorcerous artifacts. Tarrik had only ever seen it used in small quantities for jewelry, except once for a door crafted by a well-known human locksmith.

The walls and floor of the cavern were pinkish lorestone, and the walls that edged the lake were intricately carved with geometric and swirling patterns that drew the eye and led to tableaus populated by miniature figures. Tarrik saw Orgols working alongside a smaller race to harvest fields and fell trees and muscular Orgol warriors wielding spears and short blades fighting alongside insectoid creatures—gryll-ensis. In other scenes, Orgols hunted strange six-legged animals that tore at them despite being half their size. Tarrik realized that the sparkling effect of the lorestone wasn’t just created by crystals reflecting the light; each miniature animal and humanoid had tiny gems for eyes. He leaned in closer and spotted a single Orgol, smaller than the rest, winking at him, with one finger inserted into her nose. It would have taken untold time to carve such an expanse, and some of the craftsmen had clearly possessed a sense of humor.

There were multicolored crystals embedded in the walls, too, at seemingly random locations. Linriel scurried over to the closest crystal and gasped. She touched a finger to it before snatching her hand back. “Catalysts,” she said, her voice thick with awe and wonder.

Tarrik noticed hair-thin threads of metal embedded into the stone: some tracing outlines, some crossing over each other, some beginning and ending with no pattern that he could determine.

Ren frowned and tugged on one of her braids. “Where are the guards?”

“You expected slagwights? Perhaps gryll-ensis too?” Tarrik asked.

She nodded. “And there’s no sign of them. Maybe it’s not unusual, though. We had to descend a few hundred yards into the sea before I found the inlet gate, and the pressure was intense, as you would have felt. There’s nothing down that deep except strange fish. To enter that way you’d have—”

“To be a sorcerer,” Tarrik finished. The lack of guards didn’t worry him. “There’s nothing here to guard,” he went on. “In all these centuries no human has ever guessed correctly where the Orgols obtain their water from.”

“That we know of,” Ren added. She pursed her lips, then shook her head. “Linriel, please sweep the area for wards. I’ll do the same just to make sure and also perform a scrying.”

Linriel picked at the dried blood in her nose with a fingernail. “Both dawn- and dusk-tide wards?”

“Of course. Haven’t you learned anything over the last few days?”

As the two sorcerers went to work, Tarrik shuddered at the thought of being surrounded by the sea’s crushing depths with only a thin layer of sorcery to protect him. He shoved the terrible thought aside and examined the walls and floor of the chamber. The floor looked as if it had been cleaned recently: no coating of dust to indicate the chamber was rarely used. If Jinnal servants stumbled upon the three, they would have to kill them quickly and quietly before an alarm was raised.

He glanced at Ren. Power still swirled around her, and he guessed she was waiting for her scrying to return.

“Traveling was different this time,” he said. “It was almost as if I could sense what we were moving through in more detail.”

“You’re becoming more attuned.”

“To your sorcery?” He didn’t know if he wanted to be fully aware of the world rushing past as he seemingly stood still. The sensation would be disorienting, nauseating.

Ren smiled and leaned closer, lowering her voice. “No, to the sun, to its flows and emanations. But for the time being, stick to absorbing starlight—the dark-tide. We’ll move you on to the other tides when you’re ready. The sun is much trickier—it fluxes, sometimes intensely.”

Tarrik wasn’t sure he wanted to risk attempting to harness the sun-tide, which had burned out every human before Ren. Besides, he was no sorcerer. He was content to expand his innate talents and the few cants he knew rather than contend with eldritch forces.

“In any case, I can’t see you agreeing to taste the mummified flesh of a dead god and the accompanying transformation that follows,” Ren added. She gave him a thoughtful look. “Would you even still be a demon then? Probably not. I’m not sure I’m human anymore.”

“I’m happy the way I am,” Tarrik said.

Ren smiled. “No demon is happy with the way they are—you said so yourself. They’re always striving to ascend to the next order. Ah, my scrying has returned.”

“There’s a ward here,” Linriel said. She stood to the right of the doorway, hand raised, palm out. In front of her, lines on the stone shone with a faint white light. As she moved her hand closer to the wall and farther to the left, the lines expanded—swirling to enclose the entire doorway.

“Well done,” said Ren. “Now disarm it while I parse what my scrying has discovered.”

“It’s a simple ward,” Linriel said. She waved a hand in dismissal. “I’ll just—”

“Stop!” shouted Ren.

Tarrik heard a strange thudding sound, as if a rock had fallen from a great height onto earth, and an invisible force slammed into Linriel, sending her tumbling. She screamed as virulent snakes of sorcery twisted around her body and smoke rose from her clothes. She tried to mouth a cant, but all that escaped her mouth was a mewl of agony.

Ren snarled cants as Linriel’s form convulsed. A vibration hummed through the floor and Tarrik’s boots, and he thought he heard a distant gong. Abruptly the ward ravaging Linriel disappeared, and Ren rushed to her side.

Tarrik stepped to the doorway and peered into the darkness, gripping his spear tightly. He expected guards to come rushing in very soon. Behind him, he heard Ren furiously whispering to Linriel and cloth rasping as the young sorcerer staggered to her feet.

“Thank you,” she gasped. “Another few moments, and it might have had me.”

“What happened?” Tarrik asked, turning to them.

“She was too eager,” snapped Ren. “She didn’t check beyond the obvious and thought brute force would suffice.”

Ren’s explanation didn’t surprise Tarrik. Once again he wished Linriel wasn’t with them.

“We need to move,” he said. “They know we’re here. Do we continue or abandon our goal?”

Linriel’s face was a mask of pain. Vivid red welts scarred her skin, some pocked with tiny blisters, and sections of her hair were burned to shriveled stubs.

Ren cursed, then spoke a series of fluid cants. Linriel gasped and stood straighter, as if relieved of pain. Tarrik saw that the welts on her face had faded somewhat, though had not disappeared.

“What cants were those?” she asked Ren. “I’ve never . . . what did you do to me?”

“I healed you a little, but not entirely. Now be quiet, and don’t do anything else stupid.”

Tarrik caught the fleeting look of hate that flashed across Linriel’s face as Ren turned to him. From her unmasked expression, saving her life wasn’t a debt that she held in much value. Perhaps she reasoned that the attack wouldn’t have happened if not for Ren, and so there was no debt to be repaid. In his experience, humans could reason away almost anything if they found it distasteful.

“We’re not giving up so easily,” Ren said. “If we fail here, Jawo might get what she wants. We cannot allow that, Tarrik. However, my power is not unlimited, nor is my ability to handle many tasks at the same time. We may need your shadow-step ability and will certainly face physical threats more suited to your skills.”

He nodded his understanding.

“Come.” Ren uttered a cant, and a sphere of radiant yellow energy surrounded her.

Linriel managed a stuttering cant that created her own arcane protection, but to Tarrik it felt less dense than Ren’s and was certainly smaller.

Ren led them through the doorway and along a straight corridor with the same intricate carvings on its walls and ceiling. He noticed that both sorcerers’ wards changed from spheres to fit the rectangular profile, and the lorestone reflected the light of their sorcerous globes in thousands of distracting sparkles.

Fifty paces in, they reached a junction. Ren dimmed her globe’s illumination and instructed Linriel to do the same. Tarrik moved forward to examine a smear of gray mucus on a wall and a puddle of the same stuff on the floor. They indicated that a slagwight had stood there recently, and the intersection would be a logical place for a sentry. But why hadn’t it come running when the defensive ward had scourged Linriel and set off an alarm?

“This is close enough,” said Ren. “We’ve avoided the main corridors, and hopefully that will keep them confused about our location for a while.”

Tarrik frowned. Surely the vault couldn’t be so close to their point of entry? Then Ren uttered a cant, and the icy darkness shrouded him again. A few heartbeats later it dissipated, and he found they were in an almost identical corridor, but this one stretched far ahead and behind them. Twenty paces ahead and set into one of the side walls stood an orichalcum door with no handle. In contrast to the decorated walls and ceiling, the metal was unmarked and polished to a high sheen.

Tarrik sniffed the air. Still no sign of slagwights or gryll-ensis, but it was much hotter here than by the lake. In fact, the air was almost burning.

He glanced at Linriel. Sweat trickled down her face, and her eyes had a wild look, as if she barely held her terror in check. She preferred to use her immense power at a distance from her rivals. Here, she was outmatched, and the danger was closer than she’d ever experienced.

“The lack of slagwights or gryll-ensis is troubling,” said Tarrik, although the truth was he was relieved there was no sign of the insectoid creatures.

Ren’s teeth worried her lower lip. “I agree. No one could possibly know we were coming, but there should be guards here anyway. And the alarm Linriel triggered should have spurred them to action.”

“Maybe the Orgols captured and tortured the Jinnal—Unger,” Tarrik said. “They know we are here and seek to lure us deeper into their inner sanctums and trap us.” He squatted and placed a palm on the floor, searching for vibrations that would indicate heavy footfalls.

Ren waved a hand to quiet Tarrik. “They haven’t. I tagged him with sorcery. He’s alive and well, though still anxious.”

She placed both of her hands against the door and closed her eyes. After a few moments she whispered a series of cants. The air constricted, and a wave undulated across the orichalcum as if the metal were liquid. A ruler-straight crack appeared down its center, and there was a low grating sound as both halves swung inward. Air as hot as a forge washed over them, carrying the scent of molten stone and baked earth.

“Too easy,” said Ren.

Tarrik was inclined to agree. And in that instant he felt the floor begin to vibrate. “They are coming,” he warned Ren. “Slagwights or gryll-ensis.” Orgol shamans would be silent, confident in their wards, and Orgol warriors wouldn’t create such a violent disturbance.

Ren’s eyes widened as the air thundered and forks of crimson lightning hammered both her and Linriel’s protective wards.

Tarrik threw himself into a corner and tried to make himself as small as possible. He clutched his spear close, hoping the blackwood might mitigate the sorcery battering them. Eldritch concussions shook his bones and burned his flesh. Hooks sank into his skin and tore at it, as if trying to prize him apart. He cried out in fear and dismay, then clenched his jaw and steeled himself against the pain.

Was Ren all right? He cast about him and saw her on her knees, frantically mouthing cants.

Linriel had collapsed to the floor, unconscious, and her wards had vanished. Whatever was assailing them had targeted the sorcerers, else Tarrik would also be lying unconscious. Unless his spear had protected him—or perhaps he was just stronger than she was, because he was a demon and she was human . . .

Tarrik shook his head. His thoughts were rambling, and when he tried to focus on one thing, it was impossible. Images flooded his mind: of Shimrax, of his life there, of the old sorcerer Contian, and of Jaquel. Then he was remembering his first conscious thoughts as a higher-order demon—of hunger and lust. He couldn’t concentrate . . .

He took a deep breath and hammered his forehead into the wall. Pain exploded, and his skull rattled. His thoughts ceased whirling. When they resumed, he slammed his head into the wall again. This was Orgol sorcery, designed to confuse and scatter the mind as well as to physically harm. Pain kept the enchantment at bay.

Tarrik turned his spear so the edge of its blade faced him and drew his arm across it. A line of fire branded his arm, slicing deep into his skin. His thoughts coalesced.

Ren’s eyes met his. She shook her head slightly before looking away. Sweat dripped from her face, and blood trailed down her arms to splatter onto the lorestone floor. With one finger she used the blood to scribe formulas and calculations.

Tarrik’s thoughts threatened to stray again. He cut another incision into his arm alongside the first and gained further respite from the disorienting sorcery.

A chitinous clattering reached his ears, along with a pungent, astringent scent. Gryll-ensis. Blood and fire. Tarrik peered into the gloom of the corridor behind them and saw light reflecting off hard shell.

A ward sprang up behind Ren, blocking the hallway on that side. The shield sparkled with shimmering light crossed with gridlines, but how long it would last Tarrik didn’t know. Given Ren’s intense concentration, he realized he couldn’t count on her to fend off any more threats.

A group of gryll-ensis charged toward the barrier, their compound eyes striped with vivid green and orange, their hard claws clacking on the stone, their lustrous shells dazzling Tarrik with reflected illumination. The razor-sharp blades attached to their forearms hacked at Ren’s sorcery. Sparks skittered, and the air rang with blows.

Tarrik turned to face the insectoids rushing toward them from the other end of the corridor. The gryll-ensis at the fore was larger than the others, and its body was painted with silver and gold markings—a rank or identifier of some sort, Tarrik thought.

He leaped over Linriel’s prostrate form and rushed to meet the creature’s charge. It swatted his spear thrust aside, and the blade clanged against the wall. Tarrik slid back a step and yanked his weapon toward him at the same time as the gryll-ensis tried to trap the spear’s shaft against the wall with one of its multijointed arms.

The creature’s face darted forward, and its mandibles opened. On instinct Tarrik ducked—just in time to avoid a wad of translucent goo ejected from its mouth. The substance brushed his head as it sailed past, and strands of sputum stuck to his hair. The stench reminded him of volcanic fumes in Shimrax.

More gryll-ensis chittered and clattered behind their leader, unable to push past its bulk in the narrow corridor. There had to be a dozen of them or more.

Tarrik thrust at the leader again, parrying lightning-fast strikes from its razor-edged arms. Its faceted eyes were inscrutable, and the movements of its strangely jointed body and limbs were hard to predict. A sharp forearm struck Tarrik in the chest and knocked him backward. Only his breastplate saved him from a serious wound and broken ribs.

He thrust back furiously, parrying when he could, using the length of his weapon to keep the creature at bay. His spear tip scraped across carapace, and finally he managed to land a solid blow, but his blade only shallowly penetrated the armored covering, causing it to crack slightly. Yellowish ichor leaked from the wound, but Tarrik was forced to give ground under the creature’s relentless assault.

A razored limb scored across his arm, and as he jerked back, another slipped past his guard to hammer into his side. He heard the metal of his armor crack, and the strength of the blow slammed him into the wall. A stabbing pain erupted in his right side as the insectoid’s barbed forearm penetrated his flesh. It lifted Tarrik, and his feet left the ground and drummed helplessly against the wall as he dangled in its grip. A burning sensation spread from the wound, and his breath left him in a rush. Everything went gray as the agony overcame his vision, and he almost dropped his spear.

The gryll-ensis made a chittering sound, and its mandibles clacked together. A vision of Kasonna-Vulur biting the heads off fallen demons came to him. Tarrik recalled himself to the moment and voiced a cant. He sliced cleanly through the chitinous arm with his shadow-blade. He slid to the floor and staggered, grimacing in pain, the severed limb still embedded in his flesh.

The gryll-ensis gave a series of chirps so loud they hurt Tarrik’s ears and backed away, yellow ichor spurting from the stump of its arm.

Tarrik gripped the hard shell of the severed limb and yanked it free of his side. The hooked barbs tore at his flesh and insides, and a fresh wave of torment clouded his vision. Hot fluid leaked from the gash in his side and ran down his hip and leg. He dropped the limb, now covered with his purple blood, and hoped he could keep himself alive long enough to recover.

The bug overcame its shock and moved forward again. Tarrik waved his spear in an attempt to parry the attack. He was in no state to mount an effective defense, and even if he managed to kill this insectoid, there were many more behind it.

Something had to change.

Tarrik drew on the dark-tide and shadow-stepped. He emerged right beside the gryll-ensis and, with another surge of power, cut through its chitinous armor and deep into its insides with his shadow-blade. Remembering Ren’s lesson, he altered his cant to extend the blade before yanking it sideways. The creature’s hard shell cracked, and shards splintered into Tarrik’s face. He averted his eyes and shadow-stepped again, this time into a pool of darkness beside Linriel.

The insectoids’ leader collapsed, its mouth twisting and spewing goo, its five remaining limbs digging at the stone, trying to drag its failing body forward for another attack. With a high-pitched squeal the creature collapsed, twitching feebly, and its viscera spread across the floor.

Another gryll-ensis clambered over its body, its glowing compound eyes reflecting the sorcerous lights still assailing Ren behind Tarrik. Its mandibles worked, and Tarrik flipped his grip on his spear, now aware of their trick. When its mouth opened, he threw his weapon—realizing the instant the shaft left his hand that he’d made the mistake of relinquishing his weapon.

The spear flew true, burying its blade and a yard of its shaft deep into the insectoid’s head. The creature gave an almighty shudder and tumbled in a heap, half atop the first.

The gryll-ensis behind tried to drag their dead companions out of the way, but their rigid limbs and hard carapaces held them firmly wedged between the two walls.

Left with only his shadow-blade, which was almost useless for defense, Tarrik frantically searched for an idea. He glanced over his shoulder at Ren, causing a flash of pain from the wound in his side.

She was on her feet, a snarl twisting her face. Lightning still crackled across her wards, but with reduced intensity. Behind the barrier she had thrown up to block the hallway, the walls, ceiling, and floor were splashed with yellow ichor. A number of gryll-ensis lay dead, their chitinous shells carved straight through by arcane power. But despite the carnage Ren had wrought, her barrier had weakened and was now little more than a wavering curtain.

Linriel remained prone, though her arm had moved slightly. She was probably still alive, then.

“Tarrik!” Ren called. “If we make it through the door, I can seal it.”

He nodded, and a risky gambit bloomed in his mind, emboldened by his newfound ability to lengthen his shadow-blade. The twice-lengthened blade consumed four times more dark-tide energy than normal, but it still wasn’t long enough to keep the razored forearms of the gryll-ensis at bay. His only option was all-out offense. The move would drain his repository in short order, but better that than certain death.

Tarrik clamped his hand over the gash in his side and rushed toward the dead insects blocking the corridor. As he did, the topmost corpse was jerked back and two of its legs broken off by its chittering companions as they cleared a passage to the three invaders. He had run out of time.

Tarrik ran through his shadow-blade calculations, then modified them as before—but this time he extended the blade five times farther, transforming it into a searing lance. A nasty surprise for his opponents, and long enough to give him space to move and keep a distance from the gryll-ensis.

Another of the dark-shelled creatures clambered over its remaining dead companion. Its striped eyes and sharp edges gleamed, and even in the gloom its shell rippled with many-colored patterns.

Tarrik silently recited his modified cant. It was dangerous, but that couldn’t be helped. His strength was draining rapidly as blood continued to flow between his fingers from the gash in his side. As he rushed forward, his shadow-blade’s shimmering force sprang from his hand and extended to five yards. Tarrik’s catalyst instantly grew hot from the immense power flowing through it, and his forearm burned with pain. He ignored the sensations and continued running toward his opponent.

The insectoid’s chitin was no match for the shadow-blade’s searing energy. The iridescent force sliced through the hard shell as if it didn’t exist. Yellow fluid spurted, and screeches and mewls erupted from the creature’s mandibles. It fell, cleaved in pieces, followed by another. And a third. Tarrik’s boots slipped in the putrid ichor, and he almost fell. He braced himself on the wall with his left hand and stumbled forward. Ever forward, no time to waste. He leaped over a fallen insectoid, carved at another, all the while shouting in his native Nazgrese—words of rage and of goading.

Tarrik lost himself in the red rage of battle. Chitin cracked and splintered. Fluids splattered his armor, his face. The dead bodies became launchpads for him to jump from shell to shell, carving his way through the gryll-ensis—until his shadow-lance dissipated. His repository was empty.

Tarrik stood panting, dripping sweat and ichor. A single remaining insectoid stared at him, razored forearms raised. Tarrik had nothing left. He was spent. Weaponless. He’d failed by only one opponent. He barked a laugh and shouted, “Come, then!” At least Ren would be safe. He dared not risk a look at her, but he hoped she’d secured herself on the other side of the orichalcum door.

The gryll-ensis continued to stare at him but didn’t move.

“What are you waiting for?” Tarrik yelled. He staggered forward, chest heaving, blood leaking from his side and arms. If he was going to die, he would do so on his feet.

The insect backed away a step, and Tarrik’s breath caught in his throat. He moved forward again, and the creature moved back. It could not flee, but perhaps some part of its mind knew it would die if it advanced.

Tarrik moved back himself now, stumbling over chitinous corpses and through pools of yellow fluids. When he was twenty paces from the lone survivor, he turned and ran, listening for the clacking sound of chitin on stone in case the insectoid charged.

Only when he had recovered his blackwood spear and was clutching its solid shaft in his hands did Tarrik’s panic recede. He looked back at the gryll-ensis, but it had disappeared, as had the remaining creatures behind Ren’s barrier.

They’d earned a respite, but for how long?





Chapter Eighteen

Tarrik grasped Linriel’s arm and dragged her along the hallway toward the orichalcum door. She moaned feebly but didn’t resist. Ren was slumped against a wall near the door, a palm on her forehead as if her head ached. She barely glanced at Tarrik as he dropped Linriel at her feet. Something clanked in the younger sorcerer’s backpack.

“What of the Orgol shamans?” asked Tarrik.

Ren stared at him, red eyed. “I’ve fended them off, but they won’t have given up. Their defenses and attacks were designed for use against the dawn- and dusk-tides; they didn’t expect anyone to use the sun-tide against them. It is inconceivable to them that a shaman would attempt to breach their vault or attack another without formal challenge. Was inconceivable,” she corrected.

“So they know this intrusion isn’t by another Orgol?”

“Possibly. I can’t be sure. It makes no difference. Once we’ve obtained what we want and escaped, they can argue about how it happened until they’re blue in the face.”

Tarrik frowned at the idea that an Orgol’s face could turn blue.

“You seem confident we’ll make it out of here alive,” he challenged Ren. “But Linriel is of no use, and you’re not in much better shape. The Orgol shamans will continue to assault you until your repositories are empty, and you’ve no way to replenish them underground.”

“Come,” said Ren, ignoring his concerns. She pushed herself to her feet and went to the orichalcum door, her steps lethargic.

“Let’s hope there are no more of those bugs on their way. Should I bring Linriel?” Tarrik hoped Ren would say no and suppressed a sigh when she called back, “Yes, you should.”

As he bent to grab Linriel’s arm, something sticky dripped into Tarrik’s eye. He stood again, and wiped sweat and gore from his face, then pressed a trembling hand against the wound in his side. He winced in pain—both from the gash and his arm, which throbbed from his overloaded catalyst. His side burned as if someone had poured molten metal into it, and a lump had formed on his forehead where he’d slammed it against the wall. As well as the self-inflicted cuts on his arm, there were at least another half dozen from where the gryll-ensis had penetrated his guard. He needed rest, a day or two at least, before he would be of much use.

Then he snarled at his weakness. If he died, at least he’d perish fighting for his release from exile and not from having succumbed to the despair of Shimrax.

He dragged Linriel through the orichalcum door to where Ren was already waiting. With a few whispered words Ren sent her globe upward and ahead to hover close to the ceiling. They were in a narrow chamber that seemed to absorb the illumination from Ren’s globe, leaving the corners close by and the far reaches shrouded in shadow. Thirty paces ahead, a ribbon of intense orange split the room: a river of magma, which entered from an opening to the right and exited to the left. It flowed inside an orichalcum trough, the edges scribed with angular runes. On the other side of the river stood a square stone altar two yards to a side, on which sat seven blackwood boxes.

Tarrik squinted through the fetid gloom. Behind the altar was another, this one much larger, and there was a monstrous body lying on it, its flaccid skin hanging loose, as if its muscles had atrophied. Metal cables made of twisted strands of black and crimson and violet snaked around its limbs and an overlong torso, binding it in place. The face was turned away from them, and its long silvery hair spilled down the side of the altar like liquid moonlight.

When Ren saw the being, she gasped and sent her globe flaring toward the far end of the chamber.

“What is it?” asked Tarrik. But he already knew. The Orgol god. He hadn’t been murdered, or at least not completely killed.

He looked at Ren and saw dismay on her face.

“I never knew,” she gasped. “What have they done?”

Before he could answer, there was a scrape from the hallway beyond the orichalcum door. Ren spoke a cant, and the doors slammed shut with a metallic clang, the seam vanishing. She continued to chant, and ripples of searing golden light flowed over the metal surface and coalesced into a ward.

A moment later, something slammed into the door with such force that Tarrik felt its reverberations through his boots. “How long will it hold?” he asked, eyeing the orichalcum nervously. He could see that Ren was almost depleted, and he was completely drained. Linriel was useless.

He gave her a kick to rouse her. She groaned, then just as Tarrik was about to look away, opened one eye and rolled onto her back.

“Kick me again and I’ll kill you,” she croaked.

“Get up or we’re all dead,” he told her.

She rolled onto her stomach and rose to her knees.

In the darkness behind them, someone cleared their throat.

Tarrik whirled around, then doubled over in anguish as his side wound tore.

Ren snapped a cant, and a bright, burning light erupted, flowing over a looming figure leaning against a corner wall. Her scourging sorcery splashed harmlessly around its wards, revealing a desiccated face and corpselike body. The creature’s skin was scarlet, shot through with veins of pitch. No, not a creature, Tarrik realized. The Sanguine King.

He had undergone a transformation not unlike the Undying Ones—presumably the secret to his long life. His flaky lips drew back to reveal perfectly white teeth that shone incongruously in such a shriveled head. Golden light emanated from the sockets where his eyes should have been. His body was clothed with fine silks of red and ocher, secured around his waist with a belt made from the same black, crimson, and violet metal as the god’s tethers. Wrinkled hands poked from voluminous sleeves. Whatever the king had done to himself, he was no longer flesh and blood but a life force contained in a skeletal shell. An oppressive and frigid aura surrounded him, something that spoke to Tarrik’s primal mind and sent his thoughts skittering in fear.

“What have we here?” the king said, and his voice was unexpectedly deep and rich.

Tarrik’s hands tightened on his spear, and he backed away, glancing at Ren. Her lips were pulled back in a snarl, one arm extended in front of her, fingers curled into a claw.

“Ren?” he said. They were dead unless she did something. He wasn’t in any condition to help or even serve as much of a distraction.

To his surprise, her face drooped in resignation. “I’m sorry, Tarrik; we have failed.”

His legs weakened, and he slid to the floor. His chest ached, and he had trouble drawing breath. So this was how it would end. At least exile and Shimrax hadn’t beaten him.

“I wouldn’t say that,” remarked the Sanguine King.

Ren frowned. “What do you mean? We’re trapped here, and you’re more powerful than I am. And you have to know why we’re here.”

“You intend to steal an artifact, but why just the one? You lack ambition.”

“One is all we need. We would have returned it, if that means anything to you.”

Sweat stung Tarrik’s eyes, and he wiped it away. He couldn’t see a way to extricate them from this mess. Unless Ren was foxing, which was not entirely impossible. Or unless Linriel had a card up her sleeve, but that was doubtful. He couldn’t even send himself back to Shimrax as he had no dark-tide left to draw upon. Could he have abandoned Ren, though? Perhaps a brief attack launched against the Sanguine King would be enough of a distraction to give her time to act.

Tarrik was about to hurl himself at the undead king when he saw the expression on Ren’s face: one of narrow-eyed calculation. It stopped him in his tracks. Why hadn’t the king killed them already? Instead, he was toying with them. Why? Because someone who had lived for thousands of years found normal life wanting in excitement? Boring, even?

“You’re just going to let us take the artifact?” blurted Tarrik.

The king turned his glowing golden eyes on him. “A demon. And the chains binding you are pitiful, deliberately so. Fascinating. A demon, the first human shaman, and a plain human sorcerer—what an interesting group. Which artifact do you want? And what do you need it for?”

Booms echoed through the chamber as the orichalcum door resounded with another blow, then another. The king ignored the commotion; it seemed he had eyes only for their trio. Tarrik wondered what he saw through those abnormal, glowing sockets. Did he have sight beyond that of humans or demons?

Linriel finally made it to her feet. She shook her head and massaged the back of her neck, keeping her gaze averted from the Sanguine King, clearly not wanting to draw attention to herself. Her dress had torn, revealing large portions of her pale skin. When she noticed, she clasped a hand over the worst rent.

Ren moved slowly to stand beside Tarrik. The king’s skull-like visage tracked her progress.

“The artifact we seek is the one used to create the Undying Ones,” Ren said. “The same one you used to transform yourself, it seems.”

A cackle came from the Sanguine King’s gash of a mouth. “For such knowledge you would normally be sentenced to death. But these are not normal times. Far from it. So you wish to become immortal? It is no easy task. The process is excruciating, and you are weak while it progresses, unable to access your repositories. However, if you tolerate the transition past the final stages, there are benefits.”

“It isn’t for me,” said Ren. “We seek to kill a demon lord.”

“Ah! A feasible plan. And if you succeed, you propose to return the artifact? But what if you fail? Then part of my god will be in the possession of a demon lord, who would make himself undying with all its benefits.”

Tarrik swallowed in fear. Surely the Sanguine King would kill them all now with as little effort as swatting a fly.

“That’s about the sum of it,” said Ren.

The pounding on the door had ceased. Perhaps the Orgols knew their king had the situation under control. His next words were a complete surprise to Tarrik.

“The high shamans come. We don’t have much time.”

“Why are you doing this?” asked Tarrik.

The king gave a booming laugh that echoed off the walls. “I’m not bored, if that’s what you’re thinking. The disappearance of one artifact will suffice. In any case, you’re not done here yet. If you’re not strong enough to survive, then you’re not strong enough to keep the artifact safe until I need it returned. And since your escape route is blocked by sorcery you cannot penetrate . . .” He waved a hand, and a ward materialized on their side of the magma stream—a mistlike curtain shot through with golden threads.

“Shit,” said Ren softly.

“That was your escape route, wasn’t it?” remarked the Sanguine King.

Ren gave a short, jerky nod. She placed a hand on his arm, heedless of his blood smearing her skin. “Are you well enough to shadow-step? The Orgol barrier prevents dawn-, dusk-, and sun-tides from penetrating, but not the dark-tide. And I cannot mirror shadow-stepping with a cant as it’s an innate talent and doesn’t require a catalyst.”

An amused chuckle came from the Sanguine King.

Tarrik shook his head. “I cannot. I drained my repository fighting the gryll-ensis.”

Ren swore, and her eyes blazed with fury. “Then all is lost!”

“I’m sorry,” Tarrik said. And he was. He didn’t want to die here. What would happen to his essence? Would it be dissipated over time, gone forever?

Ren glared at the king, who merely smiled toothily.

“Is there a way for you to transfer some of your power to my repository?” Tarrik asked Ren.

“No,” she said.

“Yes,” said the Sanguine King.

Ren stared at the Orgol, her mouth open, eyes wide in shock. “Tell me,” she pleaded.

“No.” His tone was amused. “You have what you came for. If you cannot leave with it, I chose wrongly.”

Ren screamed in frustration. She fell to her knees and slammed a fist into the floor until her knuckles bled. She looked up at Tarrik, then turned her glance to Linriel, as if searching for something that might save them. He saw more than anger in her face—there was a senselessness to her expression, a wildness that bordered on insanity.

“Hurry,” said the Sanguine King. “It won’t be long until the high shamans arrive. They will not be merciful.”

“How will you explain your presence?” asked Tarrik, intrigued though death was close.

“I was never here,” replied the king. He spoke a guttural cant, and his body faded into a swirling mist of crimson. Only the glowing eyes remained for a moment before they, too, dissipated.

The orichalcum door rang like a bell, and fragments of lorestone around its frame broke loose and tumbled to the floor.

Ren spoke another lengthy cant. “I cannot hold them off for long, Tarrik!”

The spark of an idea wormed its way into Tarrik’s head. He was depleted, and Ren couldn’t extricate them, and Linriel was as useless as a severed limb. They needed someone else to help them get out of this trap.

He swallowed a lump in his throat. If he shared his idea, he would be condemning himself. For such a betrayal, the demon lords would strip his essence from him gradually, over time, until he was nothing but a husk of mewling regret, begging to be killed so the misery would cease. But it would give him and Ren a chance . . . and if he was still alive, redemption was still within his grasp. Their chances of success were so low as to be almost negligible, though. And he might be killed for once again betraying his race. Another transgression to add to his growing list.

“I have an idea,” he said. “An incredibly bad one.”

Ren uttered a feeble laugh. “What is it? I’ll try anything.”

“We need someone to help us.”

“The Undying Ones cannot be swayed from their purpose, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

Tarrik spoke his betrayal reluctantly. “There is someone else we can ask, someone who can be here fairly quickly.”

Ren raised her eyebrows at him. “A sorcerer? We can’t take that chance. They’re likely to betray us to the Orgols or to Jawo-linger.”

He shook his head and leaned in close to whisper in Ren’s ear.

A name. A betrayal that would likely see him punished beyond anything the demon lords had ever done.

Then he closed his eyes as the weight of what he had done crushed his spirit.

“Linriel,” shouted Ren, “take over the defense I have woven. I know you can do it. Keep the pattern focused and tight, and make sure you pour all your excess energy into the barrier. The Orgol high shamans are maintaining an immense pressure, with the occasional surge to try to unbalance us.”

Linriel frowned. “I don’t understand half of what you’ve wrought or where you’re getting the energy from. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

“Don’t worry about that part,” snapped Ren. “Take over the dawn- and dusk-tide sections. Follow me.”

She began a series of cants, and Linriel mouthed the words before joining her voice to Ren’s to chant the Skanuric calculations and patterns.

“Good,” said Ren. “Now insinuate yours into mine; then I’ll leave you to maintain the sorcery. The door is the weak point.”

She waited a few moments while Linriel’s words grew in volume. The younger woman stepped closer to the door, and strands of her remaining hair writhed around her head as if caught in a wind. Ren placed a hand briefly on Linriel’s shoulder before striding past Tarrik to the corner where the Sanguine King had stood.

She barked harsh-sounding cants and marked out a summoning circle with a searing line of heat that melted the lorestone to a glowing orange. Skanuric runes followed, etched into the now-cooling stone circle with a focused tendril of force. Despite its intricacy, the sorcery was completed in a dozen heartbeats. Linriel stared at Ren as if she had grown an extra head, no doubt wondering where her power came from.

Frost crystalized across the walls and floor, forming jagged spikes that cracked as they grew. An eldritch wind swirled around the circle, spinning the mist that formed into twisting patterns and carrying the rotting, sulfurous stench of the tear between worlds. In the center of the circle a spiral of pinpoint lights churned, seeming to fuse together with fragments of shadow to gradually form a shape.

From one heartbeat to the next, the swirling maelstrom drained away, and a form became apparent. Sekrie-Zurlaya, demon of the Thirty-Sixth Order.





Chapter Nineteen

Sekrie stood straight and tall, her naked body slicked with sweat. Her reddish-charcoal skin was taut over her muscles. Another few years on Shimrax, though, and she’d be as lean as Tarrik himself. Her long white hair was braided, though the leather thongs she used as ties hadn’t passed through the veil. Her teeth were bared into a snarl, her hands clenched into fists, her shoulders slightly hunched as she battled with pain and anger.

Tarrik knew all too well what Sekrie would have felt during the summoning: white-hot arcane hooks penetrating her flesh, the tearing pain of her essence being unraveled by someone else. And once she recovered from the transition through the veil, she would blame him. She would feel betrayed. Justifiably so. He hadn’t taken the decision to betray her lightly. They needed to survive, and beyond that, they needed someone they could rely on to help carry out Ren’s plan to destroy Samal. Maybe, if he could convince Sekrie of the value of their intentions, she could be that person.

He snorted. The value of their intentions. The truth was he was doing this for his own selfish reasons.

“Sekrie-Zurlaya, demon of the Thirty-Sixth Order, you are bound,” announced Ren.

Although she wouldn’t yet understand Nan-Rhouric, the human common language, Sekrie recognized her name. She knew now what had happened to her and immediately screamed and hissed, writhing against the invisible bonds. Stories she’d heard from other demons would flood her thoughts, Tarrik knew, along with the knowledge that most who were summoned never returned.

Ren looked at Tarrik and raised her eyebrows. “Persuade her to join us willingly if you can. But I will have to chain her to my service.”

Tarrik drew a deep breath and stepped forward to stand in front of Sekrie. She ceased struggling, though her chest still heaved as she drew breath. He could smell the aromatic fumes of narcotic fungus emanating from her.

“That’s good,” he said in Nazgrese. “It’s best if you don’t fight it; otherwise you might find yourself subjected to the Wracking Nerves, and believe me, you don’t want that.”

Sekrie gasped. “The air . . . it’s too thick.”

“You’ll get used to it. We’re underground, near a large body of water, so it’s more humid here. You’re lucky we’re in the desert, where it won’t rain.”

“Lucky? You traitor! You gave this human slaver my name.”

There was no denying the fact. “Yes,” Tarrik said simply.

Sekrie spit at him but missed. “The demon lords will make an example of you. Your screams will echo for many days.”

“That is likely, but I would make the same decision again. I cannot abide exile any more than you can.”

“You should kill yourself now,” she raged. “Though a swift death would be too merciful. Once again you show your true self—human-lover! Race traitor!”

“I have an offer for you,” Tarrik said, aware that they had limited time.

Sekrie lifted her chin, as if accepting anything from him was beneath her. “Slavery! In exchange for what? I’d rather die than be forever branded as someone who consorts with humans, like you.” Her gaze moved from Tarrik to Ren, then to Linriel. “Does the flesh of these humans taste sweet? I’ll delight in spilling their blood.”

Tarrik ignored her ranting and moved closer, until he could have reached out and touched her skin. “Exile will kill you eventually,” he told her. “You carry the stench of your demise already in the narcotic fumes that surround you. Shimrax was chosen to grind us down until we can no longer face each day. How many of those exiled there kill themselves? How many others fail during their hunting because of the lethargy that comes over them? We were sent there to die, slowly.”

Sekrie glared at him, chest still laboring, but she didn’t interrupt. Tarrik chose to believe it was a good sign.

“You would have heard of Samal Rak-shazza,” he continued, “but what you have heard pales in insignificance compared to what he has turned into. When I was here in Wiraya a decade ago, I prevented Samal being released from a prison the humans have fashioned for him. When I returned to Shimrax, the demon lords summoned me to the Chamber of Inquiry, where I was judged. Mazral-Klame himself was there and voted for my redemption.”

“And yet your exile continued,” Sekrie sneered.

“Mazral’s endorsement wasn’t enough. But what I had done held a great deal of sway. The demon lords do not want Samal to roam the worlds again, but another human sorcerer seeks his release. We aim to stop him. If our plan succeeds, Samal will forever cease to be a danger, and my redemption will be assured. If you join us, so will yours.”

“Do I have a choice?”

Tarrik hesitated. Sekrie laughed, though there was no mirth in her reaction. “You are as bad as the slavers. Though these bindings around me aren’t yours, you did this to me. And now my name is known; I’ll never be free.”

“You weren’t free before. You were dying a slow, inevitable death. I am offering you the opportunity to join with us and redeem yourself. The chance to be freed from exile.”

“And to get this chance, all I have to do is help murder one of our own kind? A demon lord who has grown so powerful that all others fear him? And look at you, wounded and bleeding. You are already beaten!”

A drumming boom sounded, and the ground beneath Tarrik’s feet lurched. He jerked his head around and saw Ren’s face twisted into a determined snarl. Linriel was on her knees, hand extended, as if she expected the door to open and was trying to prevent it. More stone chunks tumbled from around the door’s frame. And there was a raised lump on one side of the metal, as if a massive blacksmith’s hammer pounded it from the other side.

Tarrik turned back to Sekrie, scared he was losing her. She wasn’t stupid—far from it. She could see how dire their situation was. Perhaps she thought she could return to Shimrax once Tarrik and the two human sorcerers were dead. He needed to find another way to make her join with them.

“There’s another thing you should know,” he said. “I believe my involvement in Samal’s demise has brought the wrath of the House of the Black Sun upon me. Why, I don’t know, but in addition to their attempt to kill me on Shimrax, they also sent a jikin-nakar to assassinate me in this world.”

“Not a very competent one, as you’re still breathing.” Her words were dismissive, but her tone was hesitant. He knew that she hated the house. “How do I know you’re not lying?”

“You don’t, but I give you my word that everything I’ve told you is the truth. On my honor. That’s all I have to say. You should decide for yourself whether you want to continue your miserable existence on Shimrax, smoking yourself into a stupor every day, or earn redemption. It’s your choice.”

“And if I refuse?”

“You’ll be sent back,” Tarrik lied. This second betrayal came easier than the first. Compared to giving her full name to a human sorcerer, a lie such as this was nothing. But for some reason, it still hurt.

“Do you have any proof the Black Sun was involved?” she asked.

Tarrik held out his hand to show her the wood-grain-patterned void-steel ring on his finger that he’d taken from the dead assassin. She breathed in sharply.

“You’ve seen a ring like this before?” he asked.

She nodded. “On the hand of a higher-order demon who . . .” She hesitated.

“Who what?”

Before Sekrie could answer, Ren was standing beside Tarrik with a hand on his arm. If he hadn’t known better, he might have read it as a possessive gesture. Sweat dripped from her face, and he could feel her trembling.

“What does she say, Tarrik?”

“She’s still deciding,” he replied in Nan-Rhouric. “At least she hasn’t tried to kill me. I promised her that if she declined to help us, you’d send her back to Shimrax.”

Ren looked at him. “And why would you say that?”

“Because I’d ask you to.”

“You know I would refuse.”

“I do.”

Ren grunted. “Time is wasting. Convince her quickly, and then we need to get moving. And she’d better learn to speak Nan-Rhouric quickly if she’s to be of use to us.”

“Languages are a demon talent,” Tarrik said. “She’ll be able to speak haltingly in a few days just by listening to us. If we actually give her lessons, she’ll become fluent very quickly.”

“Then let’s do that. But now we need to make haste.”

While Tarrik and Ren spoke, Sekrie glared at the sorcerer. When Ren moved away to return to Linriel, Sekrie said accusingly to Tarrik, “Is that your human woman? Do you lie with her?”

“No. She is the sorcerer who summoned me ten years ago. Together we ensured Samal remained imprisoned, and we will do so again if we’re unable to kill him. From what I can tell, she’s now one of the most powerful human sorcerers in this world. She risked her life last time—to save mine and to ensure Samal was not freed. And she does the same again this time. She has but one goal: the death of Samal.”

Sekrie scoffed. “And we are her tools.” Her eyes traveled over Ren and Linriel, then returned to Tarrik. “Do you believe the House of the Black Sun will make another attempt on your life?”

He shrugged slightly. “In all probability, yes.”

“Then I will remain in this world. But if you have lied to me—”

“Then I am untrustworthy, and you will die here.”

“If that is the case, you will never let me return anyway.”

Tarrik couldn’t fault her logic. He’d done his best to persuade her, and if he kept pushing, she might react negatively. “Decide, Sekrie. We must act now.”

He glanced over at Ren and Linriel. The younger woman was on her hands and knees, her entire body trembling. Droplets of sweat spattered the stone beneath her. He knew she wouldn’t last much longer, and then Ren would have to take over the entirety of their defense.

“I don’t really have a choice, no matter what you say,” Sekrie said. “We’ve heard the stories about human sorcerers and their vileness for millennia. Tell her I’ll stay. Then leave me to my thoughts.”

Tarrik gave her a nod, then staggered back to Ren. His wound still pained him and hampered his movements.

“She’s with us,” he said. “But I don’t know whether it was the possibility of redemption that did it or the fact that the House of the Black Sun are somehow involved.”

“Good,” Ren said. “I thought I’d have to use the Wracking Nerves to persuade her. Now, tell her to shadow-step us over the magma river and through the Orgols’ barrier. As soon as we have the artifact, we can be gone from here.”

The air shuddered, and Tarrik felt Ren’s bindings settle around Sekrie. The demon’s mouth twisted, and she uttered a mewling cry before collapsing to the floor. The glittering cage of Ren’s sorcery disappeared, and the glowing Skanuric runes around the summoning circle faded rapidly.

“Sekrie,” Tarrik said gently, “you must get up. We need you.”

A barking laugh burst from Sekrie’s mouth, but she slowly pushed herself to her feet. “How can you stand these bindings?” she whispered. “Knowing you’re merely a puppet?”

“You do what you must to survive,” he said. “One day at a time. Now, enough self-pity. We have a job to do. I need you to shadow-step all four of us across that river of magma and over to the chests on the altar.”

If Sekrie carried them all together, she had less opportunity to sabotage their mission and kill him and Linriel. After all, her bindings only prevented her from harming Ren.

Sekrie peered through the gloom. “What’s that on the other side? Is it some kind of human creature?”

A thunderous boom echoed around the room as another bulge appeared in the orichalcum door.

“Never mind,” said Tarrik. “Just get us across. Now!”

Darkness enfolded him, and his essence dissolved. Pain shot through his wounds as his body re-formed. He glanced around and saw all four of them were on the other side of the magma river. He breathed a sigh of relief.

Linriel slumped down to the stone floor. He could smell the sour stink of fear on her.

Ren hurriedly peered at the blackwood chests in turn. “Ah!” she exclaimed, and there was a flash of brilliant white light that left spots in Tarrik’s vision. He smelled charring and then satisfaction from Ren.

She flipped open the lid of the chest. Tarrik could see it was lined with orichalcum threads. Ren drew out the artifact created to hold the essence of a god. It was in the shape of a sphere and crafted from the same blend of metals or alloys as the Sanguine King’s belt and the cables that held the not-quite-dead god in place. He looked closer and saw that the sphere was actually made up of at least a score of flat surfaces, like a many-sided die.

Before he could see more detail, Ren shoved the artifact into a pouch. Her eyes blazed with triumph.

“Do we need to go back across?” asked Tarrik, indicating the magma.

“No. I can take us out from here. Be prepared for heat as well as pressure this time.”

Linriel looked up from where she was curled on the floor. “I cannot,” she moaned. “I am dried out like a husk. I’ve never used so much power at once. It’s gone, all gone. And I still have a headache from when you took us under the ocean. Another journey like that would split my head in two.”

Tarrik said in a low voice, “Leave her here.”

Ren met his eyes. “I will not. She is here because of me. Because of us. Once we have disposed of Jawo-linger, Linriel can make her own choice. And once we’re away from here, I can heal all our wounds. Warn Sekrie what comes. If she struggles, she’ll only make it harder on herself and on me.”

Ren knelt beside Linriel and took the girl’s face in her hands. “It will be quick—I promise. Once we join the magma’s flow—”

“What?” screeched Linriel. “We’ll die! It’s impossible to ward yourself from such heat, let alone four of us!”

Tarrik had seen Contian shield himself from the effect of walking across stone heated to glowing, but the heat of the magma would be phenomenal. Yet again he had to place his trust in Ren.

He turned to Sekrie. “Steel yourself. There will be a great pressure and heat, but it will not last long. Then we’ll be out of danger.”

Sekrie must have intuited what was going to happen because she eyed the magma with horror. As she opened her mouth to speak, the icy darkness swallowed Tarrik again. Ren’s sorcery grated across his skin, clamping him in place. This time, the vaguely transparent blackness was milkier and swirling with amber tendrils. As he had the thought that he might be seeing fronds of sun-tide power, he was snatched from his feet and hurled toward the magma.

A scream formed in Tarrik’s throat, but he couldn’t open his mouth. Instead it erupted through his entire body as a growling reverberation. A lurid orange heat and firmness enclosed him, exerting intense pressure that melted his flesh and burst his eyeballs. Liquid rock slid over him, searing and tacky, stripping his flesh from his bones. Agony unlike anything he had ever experienced washed away his awareness. Everything was just heat, compression, and excruciating pain.





Chapter Twenty

The torment seemed to last an eternity, squashing Tarrik’s awareness to a tiny kernel, hammering and scouring his body and mind until only his very essence remained. Eventually the torture lessened, or he became slightly inured to it. He thought he could sense his movement through the magma but couldn’t tell whether there was anyone else with him.

Bright orange changed to charcoal, and the pressure and heat ceased. Tarrik gasped with the release. He tried to move his limbs, but everything was numb. His vision lightened to a pale gray, and his head began to ache. It started as an itch between his eyes, deep in his skull, then intensified until it felt as if he’d been stabbed. Then, as it had the other times he’d traveled this way with Ren, the ache dissipated.

The shroud enveloping him dissolved, and Tarrik caught a glimpse of dark night, mountainous dunes, and thousands of stars before the world tilted and he collapsed to the ground. He clenched his fists and found he was grasping sand.

Fists. He still had hands. I’m still alive.

He tried to move, couldn’t. He gasped in air, which felt freezing cold after the intense heat of the magma.

Three shapes lay nearby in the sand, lit by white Chandra and red Jagonath. Ren, Linriel, and Sekrie.

Clenching his jaw, Tarrik forced himself to roll onto his back. The movement sent fresh waves coursing through his tormented flesh. He whimpered, both in pain and with relief that he was still alive and relatively unharmed. Physically, anyway. He feared for his mind after that experience; such misery wasn’t recovered from quickly. He’d have nightmares for a while.

Warm blood trickled down his cooling skin from the wound in his side. His arms stung and his forehead throbbed. If he could manage to remain still, his innate regeneration ability would heal his body. Realizing he’d closed his eyes, he forced them open and gazed at the stars. He could feel their energy prickling his skin. He opened himself to the dark-tide, and a huff escaped his lips as the expected trickle turned into a torrent. Dark-tide coursed through him, filling his repository far more rapidly than if it were full-dark, when both Wiraya’s moons stayed below the horizon.

Tarrik’s mind froze in shock. Had his sanity indeed been damaged by the scouring heat of the magma? But there was no denying the reality of what was happening: his dark-tide power had been replenished faster than ever before, even in the abyssal realms.

The surging dark-tide pushed against the walls of his repository, and he had trouble keeping it under control. It flooded through him, expanding his repository like an overfilled waterskin. At the same time, his side and arms burned with fire and a crawling, tickling sensation. He glanced down to see his flesh knitting together underneath the rent in his armor. Somehow the dark-tide was forcing his innate talent to work at an accelerated pace. Or rather, as he remembered Ren explaining to him, it was the star-tide energy—which, according to her, was just another form of the sun’s energy, like all the tides.

He closed off his repository. Even that was an effort in his sorry state. He felt stretched somehow, drawn out. He turned his head to look at the others, still unable to move much despite the flood of energy.

Sekrie was still lying unmoving, sand stuck to her sweaty flesh. Her eyes were shut, but he saw that her chest rose and fell regularly. Linriel was curled into a ball, her fingernails buried in the flesh of her arms. Blood trickled from the wounds.

A shadow moved nearby, and he saw Ren stagger to her feet. She groaned and stretched, then stumbled over to Tarrik.

“That was worse than I expected,” she said, kneeling beside him. “But we’re alive. The molten rock was sticky and impeded our progress. It was many times more difficult than passing through solid stone. Something to do with the heat, if I had to guess.”

Tarrik grunted and tried to sit up, but the attempt sent shooting pains through his muscles. He tried to speak, but his lips were stuck together. He moistened them with his tongue. “Just going to lie here for a while,” he croaked.

Ren glanced toward Linriel and Sekrie, then said softly, “I sensed you, Tarrik. You’re improving rapidly. You’re fully replenished?”

He nodded, then winced at the movement. “I fear you may be right: I might become a sorcerer. What should I do then? Kill myself to save the world the trouble?”

Ren chuckled. “We’re not all bad. And you’re more useful to me with expanded abilities.”

“I remain a tool, then.”

“No, you’re much more than that. That’s why I didn’t summon you again, though I could have used your help years ago. Everyone close to me dies, Tarrik. I didn’t want you to end up another corpse in my wake.”

“You underestimate me,” he said. “I’m still alive, after all we’ve been through.”

“As do many, I would wager.”

They couldn’t remain here, chatting as if nothing had happened, for much longer. But Tarrik didn’t particularly want to move yet. He felt leeched of vitality, tired beyond exhaustion. “Where are we?” He took in the barren sand and rocky outcrops around them. It wasn’t unlike areas of Shimrax.

Ren moved away slightly and sat cross-legged. “A hundred miles due north of Lorestone Citadel. The coast was the obvious place to flee to, and I hate doing the obvious.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“But if we just disappear, the Orgols will realize we’re not where they think we should be. I’ll transport us to the coast, we’ll lay a false trail there, then travel inland again.”

Back into the Jargalan Desert, where the Undying Ones lived. If you could call their existence living. “What can we expect from the Undying Ones?” he asked. “Will they help us, or are they another threat now?”

“I want to leave them out of this, unless we run into trouble. Their existence is harsh enough without me bringing more misery upon their heads. What I’m worried about is the involvement of the Sanguine King. How did he know we were coming? And why was he there waiting for us? I certainly didn’t expect him to help us.”

“He hardly helped,” Tarrik pointed out. “He just talked at us.”

Ren shook her head. “He didn’t kill us. Why? And why did he let us take the artifact? It’s a piece of the Orgols’ god, filled with divine power and purpose. A priceless treasure. You don’t just sit back and let someone steal something like that without having a longer-term plan.”

“You fear we’ve become pawns in something greater. Perhaps. Or maybe the Sanguine King didn’t want any of his Orgol shamans to use the artifact.”

“To do what?”

“To rebel against him? Who can know the mind of an Orgol?”

“There’s clearly a fight going on between the shamans and their king. A wrestle for power, perhaps even for supremacy. If the king is desperate enough to allow us to steal their sacred artifact, he’s in dire straits indeed. But I suppose we can worry about the Sanguine King once we’ve defeated Samal,” Ren said, before smiling grimly. “Now, can you sense your repository for me?”

“It’s already filled.”

“I know that. Does it feel any different?”

Tarrik expanded his senses. His repository seemed the same: a swirling darkness inside him, constrained by forces he had no understanding of. Except . . . it seemed to have doubled in size.

Impossible.

He frowned and looked at Ren, who grinned.

“When you can push past preconceived notions and familiarize yourself with the true nature of the tides,” she said, “two things happen. You can replenish your energy at times when others cannot, because you know there’s no difference between the tides. You’re not limited by your belief. And when the tide surges into you, your repository struggles to hold the excess energy, and so it adapts. It expands, stretches. The more you fill your repository, the larger it will grow to accommodate the increased power. However, the effect lessens over time as your repository expands to its maximum capacity. For you, Tarrik, I think the results will be remarkable for quite a while.”

Tarrik stared into her dark eyes; they glittered with reflected moonlight. Around Ren, his world was continually turned on its head, his assumptions challenged. All demons were taught that the volume of dark-tide power they could hold was limited by the size of their repository, which was fixed, immutable. Was it another lie? Or just ignorance?

Sekrie took that moment to stir. She coughed and rolled to lie flat out on her back as Tarrik had done, probably not believing she was still alive.

Ren held her hand out to Tarrik. “Get up. We have a long trek ahead of us.”

Tarrik’s arm was as limp as a worm, but he grasped the offered hand and managed to haul himself to his feet without relying on Ren too much. The gesture was one of moral support, really, since he outweighed her significantly.

Once on his feet, he looked over her, checking for wounds. She didn’t seem to have any. His eyes moved up to her face, her lips, her eyes. He saw her mouth twitch in a smile and realized they still held hands. He let go, strangely reluctant to break contact.

Sekrie stirred again, moving her hand up to cover her eyes.

“Why have we recovered faster than Sekrie or Linriel?” he asked Ren. Linriel still hadn’t moved, and he wondered if her mind hadn’t been strong enough to handle traveling through the magma. That would solve one problem without his intervention.

“They are unaccustomed to real agony,” she said, “whereas you and I are no strangers to torment. It becomes familiar, after a while.” She gestured toward Sekrie. “Go to her. This world is strange to her, and she’ll be disoriented.”

She began a series of incantations, and Tarrik sensed that she was reinforcing her bindings on Sekrie since she wasn’t yet able to give her verbal instructions.

A stabbing twinge in his side caused him to grimace in pain and stagger to his knees. He poked at the wound, assessing. The gash had already narrowed and was shallower than before, and though his blood still flowed, it was barely oozing from his rent flesh. The cuts on his arms had already closed, and the lump on his head had receded to half the size. Tarrik had always been grateful for his innate demonic talent of regeneration, but since absorbing Ananias’s essence and ascending to the Thirty-Ninth Order, the effects had been quite remarkable.

Tarrik regained his feet. He walked stiffly over to Sekrie and squatted beside her. “Relax. The pain was momentary, and you were protected from the molten rock.”

“It doesn’t feel like it,” she moaned. “That was monstrous. What kind of world is this where you can be boiled alive and survive to tell the tale?”

“A strange one,” agreed Tarrik. “They even have cats that try to eat your tongue.”

Sekrie cracked one eyelid open and stared at him. “What’s a cat? Never mind. I’m in too much discomfort to talk. I just want to lie here.”

“I’m afraid we need to move. We’re on the run, remember?”

“What I remember is saving you all. A thank-you would be nice. And after that some meat. I’m starving.”

“Tarrik,” warned Ren, “get a move on, please.”

She was kneeling next to Linriel, who had managed to sit up and nursed her head in her hands. Sobs racked her thin frame. Ren murmured soothing words and stroked the younger woman’s hair. Linriel’s first lesson in true pain, thought Tarrik. Perhaps she would think twice about her actions against others now that she understood torment better.

Sekrie pulled herself up to a crouching position, one hand on the sand for support, her predatory eyes watching Tarrik and the two sorcerers.

“What do we do now?” Tarrik asked Ren.

“We flee to the coast and hope our false trail will allow us to escape the net the Orgol shamans will cast for us. We’ll continue heading northeast—the direction they’d least expect us to go—traveling during the night and resting during the day.”

Ren’s plan made sense. Ordinary human thieves would make their way to the coast, where they’d likely have a vessel waiting if they were clever. The Orgols would scour the coastal regions first, wasting precious time while Tarrik and the others fled north through the desert.

“What is this doing here?” Linriel interrupted.

Tarrik saw she was holding up the bottle of liquor he had slipped into her backpack before they left Lorestone Citadel. He walked over and plucked it from her grip. “Thank you.”

“You made me carry a bottle of your drink unwittingly?”

Tarrik unscrewed the stopper and took a swig. The liquor, made from fermented cactus flesh and fruit, scalded his tongue and throat and filled his stomach with heat. He swallowed another mouthful, then held the bottle out to Sekrie. She would need its calming, numbing effects more than he did.

Sekrie slowly made her way to him, as if each step brought more pain. But he knew it was only remembered pain. Taking the bottle, she sniffed the contents and raised her eyebrows before swallowing a good measure.

“It tastes better than fermented garotte-beetle milk,” said Tarrik. “And it will numb your emotions for a while.”

She sniffed in disappointment. “I’d rather get some fungus to smoke.”

“I don’t think any grows in this world.”

Her mouth opened in dismay. “But . . . I need it. We have to find some—or something similar. Surely there’s an alternative?”

Without a regular dose of her favored narcotic, she was likely to experience symptoms of deprivation. That could prove troublesome. But they’d be traveling for a while, and with any luck she’d be over the worst effects before they hit the northern edge of the desert. In the meantime, she would definitely need the liquor more than him.

“Keep the bottle, but don’t drink any more, no matter how much you want to,” he said, handing her the stopper. “You’ll need it later, and it’s the only bottle we have.”

She stood there, clutching the bottle and glaring at him, her posture straight and tall, as if she were fully clothed, not naked and glistening under moonlight. His gaze followed the curve of her hips, the muscles of her stomach, the slight swell of her breasts, the hollow of her throat. His heart beat wildly, and he tore his eyes away and cursed.

Sekrie laughed softly. “If I survive this, I might give you a taste. I’ll admit that you intrigue me, Tarrik Nal-Valim. There are possibilities to this situation you’ve dragged me into. The promise of redemption is hard to dismiss.”

“I made no promises.”

“No, you didn’t,” she agreed. “Perhaps you could persuade your pet sorcerer to remove some of the bindings upon me? It would certainly make some things much easier. And if I had some free will, I could be of more use.”

“You do have free will, to a certain extent. If you don’t misbehave, you won’t be inflicted with a dose of the Wracking Nerves.”

Sekrie grinned. “I can handle pain. Sometimes it’s enjoyable. For example, if you bite my neck or score my skin with your fingernails—”

“Enough! This isn’t a game. I have vouched for you.”

“How foolish.”

“Listen for once! Succeed here, and Shimrax and exile will be a distant memory. Hold on to that hope. If Ren dies, we can return to our realm—wiser, perhaps stronger.”

Sekrie frowned. “Stronger? How?”

Tarrik couldn’t reveal to her the secret of the sun-tide, nor of his own manipulation of the dark-tide from the stars. But there was another way for a demon to gain in strength, and he thought it might be the only way to turn the tables on the House of the Black Sun and the unknown demon lord who desired his essence—if it turned out to be Barnath, then that lord’s demise would be all the more enjoyable.

“I’m forming a plan. I’ll reveal it to you later if I think it has merit. It will be risky, though.”

“Sekrie must not hinder us,” Ren said when Tarrik returned to her. “Start teaching her Nan-Rhouric. If we’re going to work together, I need to be able to give her commands. You have until dawn. After that, we need to lay our false trail.”

Tarrik led Sekrie to a patch of dirt some distance from the sorcerers and found a thin stone to use as a marker to scribe basic words and phrases in Nan-Rhouric. With a demon’s innate talent for languages, she had no trouble memorizing what he taught her.

They were interrupted in their lesson by a heated exchange between Linriel and Ren. It ended with Ren bringing Sekrie one of Linriel’s spare dresses from her backpack. The fabric was a light tan color but still too thick for the climate.

Ren handed it to Tarrik and stepped back. “Tell Sekrie to put this on. I’m afraid it’s all we have.”

“She wants you to wear the dress,” translated Tarrik.

Sekrie grasped the garment disdainfully between forefinger and thumb and wrinkled her nose. “A dress! The indignities begin already. Look at it—it’s too short for me and not suitable for this warm place. And can you smell it? It stinks of something flowery.”

“Then modify the hem. Kill a few scavenger birds and tie their talons to it. Do whatever you want—just stop whining.”

“Whining? Blood and fire, Tarrik, do you not understand what it’s like to be enslaved?”

“I know all too well,” he snapped, with more heat than he’d intended. “You might not think so now, but you are lucky. Your situation is far better than if you’d been summoned by another human sorcerer.”

He took a deep breath to calm himself. Sekrie was lucky. The torments he’d had to endure for years across multiple summonings had left scars that would never go away.

Ren must have surmised some of what they were discussing as she held out a small knife. “She’s bound and cannot willingly harm me. And if she tries to hurt you, Tarrik, or Linriel, I can stop her.”

Sekrie eyed the blade dubiously before plucking it delicately from Ren’s grasp. She held the collar of the dress up to her throat and smoothed it across her torso, as if measuring and evaluating. Then she squatted on the ground and set about hacking at the fabric.

Linriel gasped and took a step forward, then turned away and kicked at a pebble.

Sekrie cut away a section of the lower hem, then set about slicing the laces of the bodice and yanking them out. Her knife work was jerky and vicious as she punished the dress for all that had happened to her since arriving in Wiraya. Once the laces were discarded, she cut slashes all over the garment, which now looked as if it had fought with a clawed beast and lost.

She tossed the knife onto the ground toward Ren, then stood and wriggled into the dress. The material hugged her muscular form and left little to the imagination.

“It’ll do. We’ll find something more appropriate when we can,” said Ren. She picked up her knife and walked away.

“Do humans have an issue with nudity?” Sekrie asked Tarrik.

“Most do, yes.”

“Strange. Is that why you’re armored like a soldier? Where did you get such equipment? Can I obtain some, or do I have to earn it by lying with a human?”

Shame rose in Tarrik. He didn’t want to tell Sekrie that he had indeed lain with Jawo-linger.

“My summoner gave it to me,” he said. “Not this sorcerer—another.”

The armor was dented, cracked, and scratched. But he’d grown used to wearing it and valued the protection that had saved his life.

“What happened? Did you kill them?”

Tarrik shook his head. “I broke their bindings and swapped to Serenity here.”

“Like changing shoes, eh? I’m sure you’re quite used to following a human master.”

Heat rose in Tarrik, and his blood pounded in his ears. He wanted to slap Sekrie down for her impudence but knew that she spoke out of anger, fear, and ignorance.

“Not quite,” he replied, managing to sound calm.

Sekrie looked disappointed not to have provoked him. “I’ll need a weapon.”

Tarrik considered her request. She was right. Without one she wouldn’t be much use if the situation required violence. He didn’t know what Sekrie’s innate talents were, but he knew she wasn’t a shadow-blade.

He picked up his spear and tossed it toward her. She caught it nimbly, her expression changing to puzzlement.

“The blackwood is resistant to sorcery,” he said. “But don’t be fooled—it won’t save you if you’re targeted.”

Sekrie grunted her thanks and ran a hand along the smooth shaft. “I’d prefer a blade for close work.”

“That’s all you’re getting. Don’t lose it.”

He turned away and found Ren staring at them.

“I will give you a piece of information, Tarrik,” Sekrie said, following the direction of his gaze, “and ask nothing in return. This sorcerer—Ren, you call her—I see her. She has a hole inside her, a clawing emptiness. She’s lonely but cannot bring herself to trust anyone. She needs you, though she knows it not. And she will be the death of you.”

Tarrik recalled the brief glimmers of madness that had flared from Ren. “Ren is the path I must follow to earn redemption and an end to exile,” he said.

“And more, I think.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Time will tell.” Sekrie wandered over to the cliff and squatted at the edge, looking out over the ocean. “There’s so much water,” she gasped. “I’d heard, but . . . I never believed.”

She had both hands clasped over her eyes to shield them from the glare of the rising sun. Luckily, the stone that made up the cliff was hard and not crumbling. Footing was sure, and there was no chance any of them would slide over the edge and into the cold depths to drown. Seabird squawks rang loudly in their ears, whole flocks having made their nests in the cliffs and the rubble below. Tarrik’s nostrils filled with the pungent scent of their guano and the brine of the sea. Crumbling stone sentinels of eroded rock stretched out into the water, covered with seals at their bases and birds higher up.

Tarrik took a few steps back. None of the abyssal realms contained more water in any one place than narrow streams you could step over. The turgid and foul-smelling muck of the swamps couldn’t be called water. If Sekrie was impressed by the ocean, then she was welcome to it. “It’s horrible.”

“It’s marvelous.”

“Then you’ll enjoy a swim.”

Sekrie frowned. Her expression turned to puzzlement as she looked at him. “What’s ‘swim’?”

“Tarrik!” called Ren.

“Go to your master,” Sekrie said with a sneer.

She shuffled closer to the edge of the cliff and dislodged a pebble, which rolled over the side. When she leaned over to watch it fall, Tarrik had a sudden vision of her throwing herself off and plummeting to her death. A way to escape exile or slavery.

“She’s not my master. And come away from there—you’re making me nervous.”

“I won’t jump to my death. I value my life, and there are things I have yet to do,” said Sekrie. She nodded toward Ren. “You are on a leash, Tarrik, and this Serenity Branwen can tug it any time she wants to.”





Chapter Twenty-One

Ren guided Tarrik away from the cliff edge, and they found two sun-warmed stones to sit on. Linriel had disappeared while he’d been speaking to Sekrie.

“Where’s Linriel?” he asked.

“I sent her out to lay our false trail, which is really just sorcerizing to leave emanations for the Orgol shamans to detect.”

He concentrated and, from farther south, sensed surges of dawn- and dusk-tide. “Do you trust her?”

“Linriel is slowly learning that her worldview is warped. She may come around to our side, or she may not. There’s not a lot we can do to persuade her, except occasionally nudge her toward the correct path. Any more than that and she’ll resist. It’s out of our hands. Sekrie, though, is a stroke of luck.”

“I prefer to think it was my brilliant idea.” One that still might spell his doom if Sekrie returned to the abyssal realms and betrayed him. But Tarrik thought she would play along for now, as long as she could see the benefit.

“If the Orgols believe we’re on a ship heading north, they’ll search every vessel they can find,” he added. “They won’t be gentle. Maybe they’ll sink the ships and everyone on board without asking questions.”

Ren shook her head. “And risk sinking their artifact to the bottom of the sea? Or killing us before they can entertain themselves with our torture? No. They’ll be harsh, but what they desire will require some subtlety.”

Tarrik thought of how the Undying Ones had imparted information to Ren that had helped them to steal the artifact. The Orgols must know of their betrayal, surely?

“How many of the Undying Ones will the Orgols kill?” he asked.

Ren didn’t reply. She scratched a red mark on her forearm where a bug had bitten her.

“A tenth of them? More?” he pressed.

“Samal must be confronted and killed whatever the cost,” Ren said quietly.

The reply chilled Tarrik. He knew Ren was single minded in her purpose, but what was she willing to sacrifice to achieve her aim? He recalled how she had willingly shed blood when she had confronted the Nine; how many of the Tainted Cabal’s soldiers had died by her sorcery. And now she was prepared to betray the Undying Ones who had helped her augment her power to steal the Orgols’ artifact and, ultimately, kill Samal. Was Tarrik himself just another tool to be used and cast aside? He didn’t think so. Ren and he had an understanding. Didn’t they?

And what was the greater evil? To sacrifice a few in order to kill Samal or to let Jawo-linger triumph and release the demon lord? Tarrik was sure no one would be safe then. No human. No demon.

Still, there was a third option.

“Does Samal have to be killed?” he said. “Why not just dispose of Jawo-linger so she can’t free him? Isn’t that good enough? We would ensure he remains imprisoned, then tell the demon lords—”

“No,” said Ren sharply. “That’s not good enough. I have to be safe. We have to kill Samal. If we don’t, then one day, perhaps centuries from now, a sorcerer will find a way to free him. Do you want that on your conscience?”

Tarrik lowered his head. I have to be safe. This was the force driving Ren, why she spent her nights sifting through the memories of others, why she’d spent the last ten years obsessing over how to kill the demon lord. The two were linked inextricably, forever. Until one of them ceased to exist. In Ren’s mind, if Samal was still alive, she would never be truly free. There was always a chance he might again dominate her and twist her into a puppet.

“You’ve gone quiet,” said Ren. “I take it we’re in agreement. A certain number of deaths are regrettable, but unavoidable.”

“If you say so.”

Ren stood, her gaze averted from Tarrik’s. “How did the language lesson progress?” she said, gesturing toward Sekrie, who was sitting at the edge of the cliff staring out at the expanse of water. “Nan-Rhouric isn’t the easiest tongue to learn if you’re not a native.”

“It went well, as expected. Another few days and she’ll speak passably.”

“Good. Then she can understand basic commands now?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll speak to her before we leave, then.”

She left him sitting on his rock, strode over to Sekrie, and sat beside the demon, her legs dangling over the precipitous drop.

Sekrie’s back was stiff and straight, and she pointedly kept her eyes on the water rather than look at the sorcerer by her side. Ren’s hands moved as she spoke, but Tarrik could tell that Sekrie mostly sat in silence, only responding when directed to. He wondered what Ren was saying to her.

So engrossed was he in watching them that he didn’t see Linriel return until she tripped over a rock and sent it clacking across the stony ground. He turned and saw that she was dragging a dead lizard behind her.

She dropped it in front of Tarrik. The creature’s skin was sand colored, and its claws were as long as his fingers. A trail of dried blood ran from a small charred hole in its head. All power and no finesse had been his determination of Linriel’s sorcery, yet it seemed he wasn’t the only one to have learned something new from Ren.

“I thought you might be hungry,” said Linriel, dusting off her hands. “I am. But preparing meat isn’t something I’ve studied. Would you . . . ?”

She waved a hand in a vague motion, which Tarrik took to mean she wanted him to skin and butcher the carcass. Immediately, his suspicions rose. He knew humans changed their loyalties as easily as their clothes, but until now Linriel had barely even acknowledged him as a member of their group. Had she really changed so much in so short a time?

His expression must have revealed his thoughts, for Linriel cleared her throat and said, “Lady Branwen told me what you did after I . . . after the Orgol shamans’ sorcery was too much for me. If you hadn’t carried me, I’d have been left for dead, or at the mercy of the gryll-ensis and the Orgols. And after the theft of one of their sacred artifacts, they’d be keen to vent their anger.” She gave a nervous laugh.

Tarrik hadn’t carried Linriel; he’d dragged her along the stone floor. Clearly Ren had embellished her account to favor him in the young sorcerer’s eyes. This troubled him, as Ren apparently expected Linriel to be with them for some time and wanted to establish some kind of fragile peace between him and the younger woman. Tarrik wasn’t so sure he wanted Linriel’s gratitude—unless she would leave him alone. But he couldn’t help but think back to the talkative, impudent girl she’d been when they’d first met in Atya, which led to the reminder of the stable hand he’d been forced to kill under Ren’s compulsion. Was loyalty to Linriel Ren’s way of making up for past sins?

Well, he wouldn’t find any answers by just standing there.

He knelt by the dead lizard, which was longer than he was tall. He didn’t have a knife, and his spear wasn’t suited to gutting and butchering. Perhaps this was a chance to experiment with modifying his shadow-blade cant. Since Linriel would have seen him manifesting his talent during the fight with the gryll-ensis, he had no reason to hide it anymore.

As he examined the calculations and how he might adjust them, Linriel added, “I know you prefer your meat raw, but Lady Branwen and I like ours cooked. I’ll heat some rocks for you so there’s no smoke to give away our position.”

“You’ll have to cook your own meat,” Tarrik said gruffly. “I’m not your servant.”

Linriel’s head bobbed in a nod. “Of course. I’m sorry.”

Tarrik didn’t trust this meek, subservient Linriel but made an attempt to follow Ren’s wishes. “She’s not eating enough,” he said, clearly meaning Ren.

“She doesn’t do anything by halves, that’s for certain,” Linriel replied. “What is her plan, by the way?”

“You know as much as I do: stop Jawo-linger, then kill Samal. Now keep quiet; I need to concentrate.”

Miraculously, Linriel did as she was told. Tarrik focused on his new calculations, spoke a cant, and brought forth a shadow-blade the length of his hand and as thin as a paring knife. Excellent. The knife drew only a trickle of dark-tide, far less than his usual calculations.

He set about skinning and carving the lizard. He’d had plenty of practice, and the tough scaled hide parted with almost no effort under the edge of his modified shadow-blade. Soon, the meat lay shining red under the hot Jargalan sun, drawing flies with its scent. He discarded its stomach, guts, and bowel, as well as the venom sacs under the lizard’s jaw and the smaller ones attached to spurs on its hind legs.

Two flat-topped rocks emitted sharp cracks as they baked under Linriel’s sorcery. With a glance at Tarrik for approval, she slapped pieces of the tail meat down on the heated stone. They immediately sizzled, and Tarrik’s mouth watered at the smell.

He helped himself to a chunk of the creature’s liver and realized it would be better for Ren to eat some of the offal, too, as it was more nutrient dense than the stringy flesh.

He grabbed a hunk of liver in one hand and the lizard’s long blue tongue in the other and made his way to Ren and Sekrie. They were sitting cross-legged now, facing each other, knees touching and heads close. Ren smiled as he approached, while Sekrie’s expression remained blank. He held out the liver to Ren and the tongue to Sekrie.

Ren’s face screwed up at his offering as Sekrie snatched the meat and tore off a chunk with her sharp teeth.

“This is better for you than the flesh,” Tarrik told Ren. “And it’s fresh. Linriel caught it.”

Ren accepted the piece of liver and took a bite. She grimaced but chewed and swallowed.

“I suppose it’s no surprise to see you looking after your master,” jeered Sekrie in Nazgrese. “If she dies, you’ll have to return to Shimrax.”

“So will you,” Tarrik said calmly.

She tore off another mouthful of the tongue. “I’m not powerful enough yet.”

“Then you’ll stay here and rot. Or more likely be hunted down and killed.”

Sekrie’s gaze flicked to the ocean. The wind had picked up and was blowing the foam-capped waves into a choppy swell. “I might like it here. The demon lords cannot blame me for breaking my exile when I was summoned because of you.”

She used the blackwood spear to help her to her feet. Tarrik noticed that her hands trembled, her skin pale and slicked with sweat. The bottle of cactus spirits lay to one side, empty.

“What ails her, Tarrik?” asked Ren. “Is she diseased?”

He answered as best he could, knowing that Sekrie would understand enough to get the gist of the conversation. “There are certain types of fungus that if smoked provide a narcotic effect: a feeling of euphoria which then turns to numbness. Sekrie was a heavy user. She was beginning to succumb to the despair of exile on Shimrax, though she wasn’t aware of it, and slid into depression. The possibility of suicide was rapidly increasing.”

“We saved her from death, then,” Ren said.

“Probably. She might have come to her senses.”

“Stop smoke. Anytime,” Sekrie said in Nan-Rhouric.

Ren gave her a hard look. “Now you have no choice.”

Tarrik glanced at the empty bottle again. “She will need something to dull the pain for a few days. We have no more spirits for her to drink. If you want her in good-enough condition to help, we need to find something for her or hide out here in the desert until she recovers.”

Ren shook her head. “We can’t stand around waiting while Jawo-linger gains in strength.” She took another bite of the liver, then frowned at the meat, as if she couldn’t remember how it came to be in her hand. “I can give her a few hours to recuperate,” she added, “but no more.”

Tarrik nodded his understanding, then grimaced as the wound in his side twinged. He needed rest and sustenance as well to recover from the beating he’d taken. But he knew better than to argue with Ren.

She must have noticed his discomfort. “Take some time to absorb more dark-tide,” she told him. “You need to stretch your repository. Remember, everything you’ve learned is either a lie or the barest fraction of its potential. The stars are there in the sky, hidden by the brightness of the sun.”

“Impossible,” said Sekrie, looking up at the pale-blue sky.

“Ah, she understands more than she lets on,” said Ren. “Be careful, Sekrie-Zurlaya. Do as you’re told, and you’ll be returned to Shimrax. And if what Tarrik says is right, you might even find your exile ended. There’s no reason to risk that, is there?”

Sekrie lowered her gaze.

Tarrik was tired. Leaving Ren and Sekrie, he walked back to the carcass of the lizard, helped himself to some kidney and lung, and found a boulder that offered some shade. As he lowered himself to sit against its bulk, he realized he still wore his battered armor, even though it was too damaged now to be comfortable or effective. Tarrik stood and began unbuckling the scraped and dented pieces, discarding them onto the sand.

Divested of their weight, he sat back down and finished off the last piece of kidney. He could see Linriel over by the heated stones, nibbling a piece of meat charred on the outside and raw in the center. She was as good a cook as she was a butcher. He still didn’t trust her. Or Sekrie. They were caged beasts, bound into forced servitude. If he were in their position, he’d be searching for any way he could to break his bindings.

He looked away again and rubbed his tired eyes. He had to stop worrying about the others and focus on Ren and himself. Trust in her judgment. Except he couldn’t help recalling those flashes of madness he’d seen in her eyes and Sekrie’s warning of the clawing emptiness within.





Chapter Twenty-Two

Tarrik tried harnessing the dark-tide as Ren had suggested, even though it was daylight, and was rewarded with a surge: enough to replenish the energy he’d lost from natural attrition. He could feel the pressure against the walls of his repository, expanding its capacity slightly. If he continued to stretch himself, perhaps a few times daily, his repository would soon become such that he wouldn’t recognize himself.

He looked to the eastern horizon and saw a haze slowly approaching, growing in height and density. Another sandstorm, so soon after the one they’d avoided earlier? Lightning flashed in its depths—golden forks trailing crimson and violet glimmers—and his skin tingled, as if he’d brushed nettles over it.

“We should go before they reach us,” said Ren beside him. Tarrik hadn’t heard her approach.

“It’s the Orgol shamans, isn’t it?” he said. “They’re coming after us.”

“Yes. They’ve finally detected the false trail I had Linriel lay.”

“It’s not false if we’re actually here.”

“We’ll be gone soon, and in a direction they won’t expect. Right now, I need you to draw on a trickle of dark-tide. It doesn’t matter what for, just as long as the circuit flows and I can map it out.”

Circuit? Tarrik didn’t know what she meant but did as she asked. He channeled dark-tide to his newest talent, his shadow-wings. It took a great deal of power to manifest them, so with this tiny amount of tidal power, they probably wouldn’t even appear. He felt a breath of air wash over him and a faint disturbance around him, but nothing else.

Ren smiled and nodded. “You’re growing, expanding. It’s quite different from the jump in power you experience when you absorb another demon, but useful nonetheless. Oh, don’t look at me like that! I was there when you absorbed Ananias, remember. The process was . . . enlightening. Not something that a human mind could mimic, though there could be certain applications worth exploring. Following what happened led to certain insights, but I’m not sure they’re of any use to me.”

“Such as?”

“A way to accelerate your regenerative powers and a curious talent of generating armor—though in Ananias it was weak. He could only manifest a scarlet mist.”

Tarrik recalled the mist, which he’d thought was an affectation, a deficiency of character. Perhaps he’d been too harsh in his assessment of Ananias.

He pictured the armor he’d seen the demon lords wearing in the battles with the Kasonna-Vulur: protective layers of shadow-stuff, much like the humans’ full-plate armor though far more flexible. Tarrik had thought the armor an extension of the demon lords’ wings, but if Ren was correct, it was a completely different talent.

Not for the first time Tarrik wished there was a source of information he could take advantage of—a library, scholars, or even just old, decrepit demons who loved to talk to hear the sound of their own voices. But there were none of these things in the demon realms: no schools, no one to teach you how to absorb another demon and what it meant. Demons were notoriously secretive. You learned on your own, or you went mad and were killed. But why not have a higher-order demon guiding a lower-order one through the absorption process? Guidance would make the transition much easier, and they could also assist the ascended demons to master their newly gained talents, as Ren had with him.

Would the abyssal realms’ armies have performed better against the Kasonna-Vulur invaders if they had been able to draw on older knowledge and experience? Almost certainly. Perhaps there needed to be change? Breaking with traditions so old their origins were lost in the mists of time wouldn’t be easy. Many would oppose such change, not least the most powerful of the demon lords, who would be loath to give up their secrets.

Tarrik shook his head at the thought of attempting to change the future, of determining a different path for demonkind. Such ideas were ridiculous, way above his station. And he didn’t want that kind of power anyway. But ever since his exile, the way he’d been treated had grated. What had he done to deserve such punishment except to give in to the deep emotions all demons experienced? Was that a weakness? He didn’t believe so. Only tradition and a historical hatred of humans had condemned him.

Then another thought surfaced. This was how the House of the Black Sun must have started: helping other demons to ascend, building trust and alliances. From there the logical next step was to take the risk out of the progression—by choosing which demons to absorb, which talents they wanted. And the more powerful your cabal became, the easier it was to stomach the murders. For murders they were. The whole idea was an abomination.

A chill swept through him, and he rubbed his arms, glancing at Ren beside him. He wasn’t used to contemplating such weighty matters. His exile had removed him from the circles the higher-order demons moved in, and their games and designs were of no consequence to him. But if he redeemed himself, that would change. Should he give more thought to what he would do if that occurred? What his life, his purpose might be once he returned to society?

He brought himself back to the present, focused on what he could change here and now. His own talents. Ren had been correct—at least that was the only conclusion he could reach. He’d tried harnessing the tide even though it was daylight and had been rewarded with a surge: enough to replenish the energy he’d lost from natural attrition and to press against the walls of his repository and expand its capacity slightly. His concern, though, was that Ren was keeping knowledge to herself. She wanted him to build upon his meager repository. To expand it. But why?

Tarrik rubbed his temples to ease the pain of a growing headache. “It’s certainly an advantage to be able to use my shadow-blade for a longer time. And to modify its length. I’ve developed other talents too.” Could Ren really teach him about using his innate demonic talents more effectively? The shadow-blade was a talent, but one that required sorcery to conjure a manifestation of force: a catalyst, the calculations, and the cants. And Ren was the greatest sorcerer he’d ever come across. It stood to reason that she knew more than most about how to develop power.

“I snatched something else from Ananias’s thoughts before he fully dissipated,” said Ren, recalling Tarrik to the present. “I will teach it to you when we have more time.”

“His thoughts?” How was that possible? Ren hadn’t been there when Tarrik had killed the demon. He shifted uncomfortably. “Are you saying he was still alive?”

She shook her head. “No, not really. But shards of him remained in his essence. That’s how you gain new innate talents—they’re passed on from the demon you absorb.”

Tarrik was surprised at Ren’s knowledge of the process. But only for a moment. He made a mental note to question Sekrie about her innate talents. She would be reluctant to reveal them. Still, perhaps Ren could force the truth from her.

“We need to leave,” Ren said, and Tarrik looked to the south again. The sandstorm had closed the distance between them by half.

Ren beckoned to Linriel and Sekrie, who hurried across the rock-strewn sand. Each wore a lizard-hide belt cinched around her waist, Tarrik noticed—likely Sekrie’s doing. She wore the lizard’s claws strung from her belt, and Tarrik recalled the moranth bird talons she had a penchant for displaying in Shimrax.

“Gather close,” Ren told them. “I want to use as little of the tides as I can.”

A ruse, Tarrik knew, for Linriel and possibly Sekrie. Ren would use the sun-tide to transport them. A familiar icy darkness enclosed him.

When the shroud flowed away, they were standing amid a ruin. Windswept dunes lay in every direction, the air hot and dry and stinging with sand. The sun had moved until it lay close to the horizon, painting the sky and clouds pink and orange and red. Tarrik tried to gauge how big the ruin was, to make sense of the cracked and tumbled stones that had once been walls and towers. The blocks weren’t lorestone, he noted with interest, but carved from the stone of the desert itself. Tool marks covered their surfaces, as if function had trumped form.

When he glanced to the south, he noted a dust storm on the horizon. Was it the one they’d just fled, or another? Ever-so-faint golden lightning lit the storm from within, and two forks arced down to the desert below.

“Do sandstorms usually generate lightning?” asked Linriel.

“No,” replied Ren. “The Orgol shamans are coming for us, faster than I anticipated. And no wonder. They want their artifact returned. I will need your strength, Linriel, to aid our escape. There’s only so much I can do on my own. I cannot keep ahead of them without draining myself. I’m already at my limits.”

Linriel nodded.

Ren turned away from the approaching sorcerous storm. “They’re killing anyone they find.”

Tarrik frowned. “Who’s out here? Half-blood Orgol barbarians?”

“Yes,” said Ren. “The only ones allowed in the deep desert, so long as they don’t bother the Orgols. Now, they’re being exterminated like rats for something they had no hand in. But I knew there would be deaths.”

Ren led them deeper into the ruin until they came to a massive wall that offered shelter from the abrasive wind. All four hunkered down behind it.

“This was one of the Undying Ones’ cities,” explained Ren. “Long since left to crumble. Sometimes they use this place to rest. There are other ruins scattered throughout the desert, usually located near a source of water. There is still moisture deep down beneath the sand, and sometimes it finds a way to the surface. There are often other ruins nearby, too, built by ancient civilizations, and these are what the human treasure hunters seek. Though they do not venture so far inland, of course, or the Undying Ones would kill them.”

“The Orgols have treated the Undying Ones unkindly,” said Linriel.

For once, Tarrik agreed with the young sorcerer.

“The Undying Ones undertook their transformation willingly,” said Ren. “In those times, so long ago, there was real hardship. The Orgols were fighting a war against the wraithes and the monsters of the wilderness, both of which were far more numerous then. The Undying were . . . well, dying. I don’t know the name of their original race—they never reveal it. Perhaps they think the past is best forgotten. We’ll rest here for a short while so I can regain my strength,” she added. “We need to be gone well before the sandstorm arrives.”

Tarrik found a cool spot to sit in the shadows. He wrapped his arms around his knees, and his gaze drifted back to Ren, now sitting cross-legged with her back against a rock. Although her face was sallow and drawn, her eyes retained the vibrant spark he’d seen when he’d first met her ten years ago. Even from here he could smell her scent: clean and rich with earthy spice. He took in her slender form, and heat rose to his face and flowed down to his groin. His blood burned for her. Burned to protect her, to console her, to become one with her flesh. He looked away, ashamed, his heart hammering in his chest. There could be nothing between him and Ren. He was finished with the inevitable hurt that came from human relationships. When Jaquel had died, he’d experienced a pain so intense it had left him reeling and broken.

Tarrik closed his eyes. He needed a drink. This human world brought out the worst in him, taking his emotions and tangling them until he scarce knew which way was up.

He didn’t think he could sleep yet, so he left their camp and wandered until he found a patch of sand of a finer grain than most. He undressed and used handfuls to scour and clean his skin, then brushed off as much sand as he could. He felt cleaner than he had since Linriel had summoned him, and the familiar act calmed his mind.

He returned to their camp and swallowed the last of his meat. He saw that Ren had found a patch of sand covered by lengthening shadows and was curled up there, head on her arms, eyes closed. Her black hair spilled across the ground, straying from her braids. She’d need to redo them soon. Tarrik’s hands twitched at the thought of touching her soft hair.

He closed his eyes, trying to rid his thoughts of Ren, trying to sleep. For a long while he was unsuccessful with both tasks.

Tarrik came awake, unsure what had disturbed him. Then he saw Linriel squatting two paces away, staring at him. He rubbed his eyes and made a quick check of the moons. They’d hardly moved, so he hadn’t slept for long.

“Do not make a sound, and do not move,” said Linriel.

As Tarrik opened his mouth to object, sorcerous bindings tightened around him, and the words stuck in his throat. His hands clenched into fists, and his heart hammered in his chest. He was truly bound now, and by Linriel.

“That’s right,” she said softly. She glanced over her shoulder to where Ren lay asleep, her wards undisturbed by Linriel’s sorcery. Sekrie was still, too, her head resting on her arms, her hair obscuring her face. Linriel turned back to Tarrik and smiled with malice. “You were so sure of yourself,” she continued. “So arrogant and dismissive. We knew you weren’t of the Thirty-Seventh Order! Did you think we were stupid? Evidently so. You’ve been on my leash all this time, though you didn’t know it, fool demon that you are. You’ve seen Jawo-linger—she has Orgol blood in her veins. She’s been in contact with the Orgols from the very beginning.”

Tarrik tried to calm his breathing. Linriel was right: he was a fool.

The sorcerer reached behind her and dragged her pack to her side. After a quick rummage inside, she withdrew three strips of cooked lizard meat, a knife, and something wrapped in cloth that reeked like putrescent flesh. She unwrapped the package, and he saw it was a slimy organ of some kind, rotting.

She shuffled back a yard and said calmly, “Take the knife, prick the venom sac, and poison the meat. Then lay the knife back down.”

Tarrik’s muscles and veins bulged as he strained against Linriel’s bindings. He barely moved a hair’s breadth.

Linriel shook her head. “You’re so predictable. Now, do as I say and pick up the knife.”

Tarrik’s muscles moved of their own accord. He could do nothing except watch in horror as he grasped the knife, pricked the lizard’s organ, and dribbled venom onto the meat.

“Stop—not too much,” said Linriel.

She whispered a cant, and Tarrik felt a subtle movement of dawn-tide. Then she took out a waxed paper packet and sprinkled a reddish powder over the meat. He smelled pungent spices. She took back the knife, licked her lips, and stared at Tarrik.

“You know what’s going to happen next, don’t you?” she said. “I cannot harm Ren, but you, my dear Tarrik, can.”

I won’t, he tried to say, but the words would not form.

Linriel chuckled softly. “Wait twenty heartbeats, then give one piece of meat to Ren, and make sure she eats it. Give the second piece to Sekrie. Don’t reveal it will kill them. Then you eat the final strip.”

She gathered her gear and stood, shouldered her pack, and returned to where she’d been resting before.

Tarrik’s hands moved, no matter how hard he strained to stop them. He picked up the meat, then made his way to Ren and crouched beside her. As his hand reached out to wake her, her eyes opened. He held out the meat, wanting to scream a warning but unable to. He couldn’t even force himself to say something inane, a subtle clue that all wasn’t right.

She looked at him strangely, then nodded her thanks and took the proffered strip. “It’s good,” she said, biting into the meat. “I promise I’ll finish it.”

Tarrik rose without a word and strode over to Sekrie. He could feel Ren’s gaze on his back.

Sekrie grunted as he approached. “Go away,” she snarled, but her expression softened when she saw the meat. “Oh, thank you. I’m hungry now, after . . . well, you know.” She took a bite and chewed noisily. “It tastes odd. Strange human spices, I guess.”

Tarrik walked slowly back to his resting place, sat cross-legged, and bit into his own portion of lizard meat. It tasted foul, but maybe that was because he knew what it was.

Death.

Almost as soon as he’d finished eating, Ren staggered to her feet. She looked around wildly, her face pale and dripping sweat. “Tarrik!” she said. “Something’s—” She clutched at her stomach and fell to the ground.

Sekrie uttered a warbling moan, then screamed as a savage cramp wrenched her guts, bringing her to her hands and knees in the dirt. In the same moment, Tarrik felt his skin grow hot and a twinge in his stomach.

Ren lay motionless now. Sekrie had shoved her fingers down her throat, having realized what was happening. But the gesture was too late. Too late for them all.

Tarrik lay back and waited for the pain and darkness to claim him.





Chapter Twenty-Three

Tarrik didn’t so much wake as claw his way through a smothering blanket that suppressed his thoughts and turned his limbs to jelly. When he finally opened his eyes, he saw a ribbon of stars across the night sky, which ended at a band of roiling clouds. The sandstorm, now grown to cover half the sky.

He rolled onto his side and groaned in discomfort. His muscles ached and his mind was fuzzy. His head throbbed as if he’d been knocked unconscious. He tried to stand, and an intense wave of nausea caused him to retch and spew bile. His fingers curled into claws, and his nails scraped across rock, chipping and splintering. He didn’t know how long he lay there, flinching whenever the air cracked with thunder and lightning strikes, but when he looked up at the sky again, the band of stars seemed to have moved slightly, and the storm now covered two-thirds of the sky. He heard a leathery flap of wings, and a bat screeched as it obscured pinpricks of starlight.

Ren. He drew a deep breath and clenched his jaw, then attempted to rise again. This time he managed to kneel before the pain rippled through his body and his muscles cramped. He spit out more bile, worked his mouth to generate saliva, spit again, and then staggered to his feet. His throat hurt as if it were clamped in a vise, but the lizard venom that had coursed through his system was starting to abate.

Lightning flashed, bleaching his surroundings with light. A deafening crack followed, so loud the ground shook with its passing.

Where Ren had lain there was now only sand and rock. Tarrik’s heart clenched with fear. Was she still alive?

Linriel was also missing, but Sekrie remained. Tarrik scrambled toward her prone figure, fell to his knees beside her, and grasped her shoulder to turn her onto her back. She didn’t react. He placed a hand on her chest and another on her throat, feeling for a heartbeat. Her skin was slick and shone with sweat. Tarrik realized he was the same, dripping and clammy.

Alive. She was still alive. He hadn’t summoned her here just to get her killed. Relief washed through him, and he collapsed half atop her, his face pressed to the material of her dress.

As he lay there, the sky rippled with flashes of light, and booming thunder rolled over him. Linriel had betrayed them. He checked her bindings upon him—they were gone. Only Ren’s remained. Joy washed over him as he realized that meant she lived.

If Linriel had believed Tarrik was dying, she must have thought her bindings no longer necessary. And perhaps she wanted to conserve her sorcerous energy . . . which meant she was expecting to need as much as she could muster later on. What was Linriel up to? Why had she taken Ren?

Sekrie groaned and opened her eyes. “If you don’t take your hands off me, I’ll remove them from your arms.”

Tarrik cracked a smile and pulled himself off her. He stood, swaying until another wave of nausea passed. When he felt able to speak, he said, “I poisoned us. Linriel bound me.”

Sekrie uttered a laugh, which turned into a hacking cough. “Blood and fire! It hurts.”

Linriel had made him dose the lizard meat with enough venom to kill a human many times over, but she couldn’t have known that demons were tolerant to poisons. However, she knew that Ren had the preternatural constitution of a powerful sorcerer and that the lizard venom might not have killed her. Did Linriel want Ren alive but weakened—perhaps to deliver to Jawo-linger if she could? Or perhaps she meant to hand Ren over to the Orgol shamans, beg for their forgiveness, and then steal their artifact for herself. Did Linriel have enough power to escape from the Orgols and remain unfound? Perhaps she had teased out the secret of the sun-tide from her interactions with Ren, piecing together enough to take the power for herself?

Sekrie uttered a low moan, and he turned to see her using the blackwood spear to gain her feet. One hand gripped the shaft for support while the other wiped sweat from her eyes.

“I’m going to kill her,” she said, meaning Linriel. At least she didn’t blame him.

“You’re going to stay here,” he told her. He would find Ren and Linriel himself, before the young sorcerer traveled too far and her trail was lost to him.

“Curse you, Tarrik!” snapped Sekrie. “I have to follow. These stupid bindings . . .”

Her words trailed off, and he saw that she was staring over his shoulder. He turned to see an Undying One standing behind him, a rose-quartz dagger in its hand. Its ocher eyes held a faint inner light, and its pinkish-yellow skin glowed and sparkled in the flashes of lightning.

“What is your purpose here, demons?” the Undying One rasped.

Tarrik couldn’t tell if was one of the creatures he’d encountered after the shipwreck. But no matter. If it knew they were demons, then the strictures that governed the Undying Ones and forced them to kill all human intruders didn’t apply.

He bowed low, fighting back more nausea. “Praise be the Makers and the Sun. We seek the Savior. She was here but has been taken.”

The Undying One remained as still as a rock for long moments. Tarrik looked nervously at Sekrie, who faced the intruder with her knees half-bent and spear leveled. He knew the weapon would be useless even if Sekrie was fast enough to get a solid blow in. Tarrik’s shadow-blade would be another matter.

The Undying One lowered its rose-quartz blade. “The Savior is to the east.”

Tarrik could tell that much himself through the faint bindings Ren had placed upon him. He considered his options and decided to take a risk. “Can you take us to her?”

The response was swift and firm. “No. We cannot. The Makers come.”

Blood and fire! The Orgols were on their way. Tarrik knew he didn’t have any choices left. Dawn wasn’t far off, and once the sun rose, his advantage of being able to use the shadows would disappear.

“I’m going after her,” he said.

“But the storm, Tarrik. We’ll both be killed,” said Sekrie.

The Undying One stared at them, expressionless. “You are demons. The shamans target only those with human blood.”

Tarrik nodded in acknowledgment and backed away to where Sekrie stood. “You won’t be able to keep up,” he told her. “But if I manage to save Ren, you’ll be aware of it. Your bindings will remain.”

“What if you die and your master lives?”

“That’s a possibility.”

“You don’t sound particularly upset by this.”

“Either I die here or Samal does,” he told her. “Either way, my exile will end.”

Tarrik focused on a spot in the darkness to the east and poured himself into it. His essence dissolved into the void, re-forming in a shadow in the sand on the side of a dune. An echo of dark-tide vibrated through the ether behind him, and Sekrie appeared close by. Tarrik ignored her. His bindings told him Ren was a considerable distance away; Sekrie would exhaust her dark-tide repository trying to follow him.

He ran to the crest of the dune and looked at the desert spread out in front of him. Endless dunes. He shadow-stepped again, timing it just after a lightning surge, hoping for a break before the next. And again, and again, continuing until he’d drained himself of dark-tide power. When he was empty, he opened himself to the stars, sucking in as much of their energy as he could hold, stretching the boundaries of his repository.

A faint tingling of dark-tide far behind told him that Sekrie was still attempting to catch up. Two more surges and then nothing. She was drained already. He knew that when she sensed him continuing, she would have questions. What he was doing was supposedly impossible.

Tarrik shadow-stepped again and again—focus, void, re-form, refill—until his head ached from the strain and his limbs trembled. Refilling his repository became harder as the shamans’ storm occluded more of the stars. His legs gave way, and he had to crawl to the top of the latest dune he’d emerged on, gasping for breath. Far above, sand clouds swirled, shot through with sparkling crimson, violet, and golden flares.

Focus, void, re-form, refill. He lost count of his shadow-steps. He left Sekrie far behind. Atop another dune he stopped, gasping for breath. Tarrik swayed and fell, suddenly overcome with dizziness. He tumbled down the slope, limbs flailing, sand flying, until he thought to use his arms like an anchor. He skidded to a stop, spit grit, ground it between his teeth.

When he finally regained his feet, he saw a faint light to the east, higher than the dunes. The shamans’ sorcerous strikes had greatly diminished, and he figured the Undying One had been truthful about them targeting only humans since he wasn’t dead yet. But what about Linriel and Ren?

He squinted and saw a pillar of rock standing straight up from the sand. It was at least a hundred paces taller than the nearby dunes and flat topped. Light shone from its summit. A beacon. Linriel had found somewhere to stop and alert the Orgols to her presence. She probably thought that throwing herself on their mercy would save her, perhaps even grant her immense power. Fool! As if the Sanguine King would let any of them live. They knew of his betrayal, and such a momentous fact had to remain hidden. Rather than allow capture, he would obliterate them without remorse.

Tarrik absorbed as much of the dark-tide as he could, filling his repository to bursting, then pulled back in fear as its walls seemed to stretch too far, too thin. In three places there was a bulge, as if the walls had almost failed to hold. Was it possible to break the containment they offered? As with many things, he didn’t know.

With a shudder, he bled a portion of his gathered energy into the night, and the pressure inside his repository lessened. Slowly, each of the bulges flattened until they were only slightly raised. He decided against probing them to ascertain if they would hold. There wasn’t anything he could do except limit the power he absorbed in the future.

His muscles trembled with fatigue, and his thoughts seemed sluggish, clouded. He had made so many shadow-steps he’d lost count. Despite the urge to rush, he took a few moments to breathe deeply. Linriel was a sorcerer of great raw power and had learned some subtlety, while he was only a demon. But there was a chance, however minute, that she would make a mistake. Perhaps Tarrik could snatch Ren and shadow-step away?

He stared at the massive tower of rock. It leaned slightly, as if the tower’s foundations were compromised, but its sides were unnaturally straight. Narrow steps wound around its outside, high and deep, built for long Orgol strides. What the purpose of such a structure was and why it stood forgotten in the middle of the desert were things for scholars to ponder, not Tarrik. With another glance at the steps, he discounted using them to ascend, as Linriel was smart enough to have set wards there. His advantage was surprise.

Arcane lights bloomed in the churning clouds shrouding the summit, arcing outward like flaming arrows, banishing the night and bleaching stone and sand to glowing silver. Fluttering violet. Pulsing white. Spiderwebs of golden lightning illuminated the sandy clouds above, punctuated by iridescent crimson and violet—but none struck the summit of the immense pillar.

Shadows writhed, grew, and vanished over and over, casting doubt in Tarrik’s mind as to whether a shadow-step would be successful. If the shadow you poured yourself into vanished halfway . . . there were worse ways to die, but not many.

A movement to his left caught his eye: a lizard disturbed from its slumber by the storm. Tarrik charged toward it before an idea fully formed. He wrapped an arm around the reptile’s neck and pushed the sharp-toothed jaws away, clutching its body to his to prevent its claws from raking his skin. Almost twice Tarrik’s size, the reptile proved difficult to contain even with his prodigious strength. The lizard’s claws managed to scrape Tarrik’s arms, drawing blood, and its head constantly twisted as it tried to latch razor-sharp teeth onto his flesh.

After a few moments the lizard stopped struggling, and Tarrik shrugged his shoulders to loosen them and ran through his plan again: shadow-step to the top of the tower, distract Linriel, grab Ren, run. It sounded weak.

A scrape against rock to his right alerted him, and he threw himself flat. The lizard twisted in his grasp, and he jerked his face away as its fangs brushed his cheek and carrion breath washed over him. Sand rippled beneath the undulating sorcerous lights, and three Undying Ones appeared fifty yards away. They bent to one knee, heads lowered.

There was a thrumming, as if reality vibrated, and the air suddenly felt sticky. Ever so faintly Tarrik heard a rasping sound, only just noticeable above the shifting sands blown by the wind. An Orgol appeared from the night astride a bone-and-hide craft not unlike the skimmers on Shimrax. Despite the Orgols’ advanced technology, for some tasks the original solutions were difficult to improve upon. The vessel’s sail billowed in the wind, and its skids slid across the sand easily, despite the weight of the Orgol guiding it with one meaty hand on the tiller. With practiced ease, he tacked toward the base of the tower and the waiting Undying Ones, dropped the sail, and skidded to a halt.

The Orgol moved fluidly as he approached the Undying One. He was even broader than Maulagat, the Orgol Tarrik had met in Lorestone Citadel, and his hard muscles stood out like rocks. He wore the same varan-skin trousers and gold-sheened sleeveless hauberk, which shimmered with reflected arcane light, the metal seeming to emit a faint glow. Unlike Maulagat, both his arms were covered with silvery tattoos, and his weapon of choice was a curved blade sheathed at his hip. Judging by his method of travel and the lack of tidal forces around him, he wasn’t a shaman.

The Orgol glanced behind him and snorted in contempt. Tarrik guessed he was one of an ashi of five, and his four colleagues weren’t as adept at handling their skimmers in the strong wind.

The longer Tarrik delayed, the worse his chances of survival became, and they weren’t good to begin with. If he was to strike, he should do so now, before the Orgol warrior’s reinforcements arrived, but such an act would be suicide. Tarrik would be shredded before he moved a dozen paces.

He focused his attention on the spurts of eldritch illumination atop the tower that Linriel continued to manifest. At one side of the summit, to his left, he saw a faint glow—at a guess, Linriel’s shield. He blinked the glare from his vision and found a patch of darkness atop the tower. He poured himself into it, hoping that a flash of sorcerous light wouldn’t disrupt his shadow-step and fracture his essence into oblivion.





Chapter Twenty-Four

Tarrik re-formed and caught a glimpse of Linriel to his left. She stood a few paces from the edge of the tower, surrounded by a sphere of silvery-violet wards. Near the center of the tower lay Ren, body limp, hair half-unbound. Beside Ren sat Linriel’s pack and the multifaceted Orgol artifact.

The young sorcerer shouted cants into the wind, and sprays of incandescent illumination soared through blackness, then tumbled earthward, diminishing into sparkles that eventually winked out. All the time she kept a constant gaze on where the stairs reached the tower’s pinnacle.

Hoping that she was glare blinded by her own beacons, Tarrik clenched his jaw, tendons and muscles bulging, and with a mighty heave tossed the lizard at her. As soon as he let go, he shadow-stepped across the tilted plane of the summit to the other side, then hunched down to make himself as small as possible.

Linriel shrieked in surprise and stumbled back as the irate lizard spit and clawed at her shield. She snarled a cant, blasting the reptile with unseen force and sending it tumbling. Her illumination winked out, and darkness descended like a smothering blanket, except for the glow of the arcane sphere that surrounded her. Claws scrabbled on stone as the lizard regained its feet and charged at Linriel. She glowed in the center of the sphere while the reptile was now just a shadow obscuring the backdrop curtain of stars.

Before the lizard impacted her ward, she sent it tumbling again with vicious cants.

Invisible blades sliced through the creature’s scaled skin, sending blood splashing across stone. The young sorcerer extended a hand, calm now, voice unwavering as she hacked chunks of flesh from the lizard’s bones, driving it backward with arcane blows. Its tail and back legs slipped over the edge of the pinnacle. Its claws dug into stone in a vain attempt to find purchase. Another cant sent the creature tumbling over the side. Linriel strode to the edge of the tower to watch its falling form.

Tarrik sent a pulse of dark-tide into his ring, muffling sound and smothering the light of the moons and stars. He erupted from his crouch and surged toward Linriel as she leaned over the sheer drop. She turned just in time to shriek before both of Tarrik’s booted feet slammed into her shield.

Linriel stumbled backward, her feet scrabbling at the edge of the tower. Panic filled her face for an instant, then was replaced with a growing amusement as she dropped to her knees and shuffled half a pace forward. A cruel smile spread across her face.

Tarrik backed away. If he could put enough distance between himself and Linriel, he might be able to repeat his charge and send her over the edge. His shadow-blade was out of the question—if he started a cant, Linriel would boil his blood and char his bones before he spoke the second syllable.

“There’s no need for retaliation,” he said quickly. “I have failed. Now you can bind me again, and I’ll serve you well.”

“You’re a fool, demon,” snapped Linriel. “I don’t need you. I never wanted you tagging along in the first place. If Jawo hadn’t insisted, I’d have left you on your punishing world. You’re a constant reminder of the exact moment my life changed for the worse. You and Serenity. Soon you’ll be dead, so you won’t have to worry about your pathetic exile. And Serenity will be delivered into Jawo-linger’s hands. The Orgols will reclaim their artifact and reward me with the strange power Serenity holds. I know they hold its secret. She thought I was too stupid to see the truth, but I’ll show her.”

“Yes, you will.” Tarrik licked his lips, his heart pounding in his chest. If he couldn’t speak a cant, then he only had his innate talents to rely on . . . including those he’d absorbed from Ananias. He sent a gust of wind swirling among the other gusts, but instead of just moving dust as he’d done previously, he focused on gathering air. He poured as much dark-tide into his surge as he could, building the air in layers, compressing and hardening.

Linriel’s eyes widened. She leaped to her feet and began a cant—and Tarrik threw his sphere of dense air at her. It hammered into her shield, knocking her off balance. Her feet scrabbled for purchase. But once the initial force of Tarrik’s blow had dissipated, Linriel recovered.

Just then, an Orgol emerged from the staircase at a run, curved blade shimmering. He skidded to a wary stop, eyes narrowed. Tarrik couldn’t see sign of any others behind him, but he could make out shouts carried to the top of the tower on the wind. His ashi were not far behind.

Blood and fire! Think!

“I’m unarmed,” Tarrik said and touched his forehead, throat, and chest in the Orgol salute.

“Back away,” said the Orgol.

“Do not speak with him,” said Linriel. “I subdued the sorcerer who stole your artifact, and I’m delivering her to you. I offer her freely, with no thought of recompense.”

The Orgol sneered at Linriel and took a step closer. “And who are you?”

There was suspicion in his expression, and something else—a hardness. Tarrik guessed the Orgols wouldn’t want anyone, especially a human sorcerer, knowing about the artifacts they’d made from their god.

“My name is Linriel. I am apprenticed to Jawo-linger, who your shamans know of.”

The Orgol’s expression didn’t change. He turned slightly and glanced toward the stairs.

He doesn’t know of Jawo-linger, but there’s someone coming who might. A shaman. Blood and fire! Tarrik licked his lips, considering his chances. Only one option was open to him.

He stepped toward the Orgol, who raised his curved sword into a guard position. A few paces beyond its reach, Tarrik spoke a modified cant. His shadow-blade sprang into being, half a dozen paces long. The Orgol warrior’s eyes widened in surprise. The curved steel of his sword moved to parry, and Tarrik sliced clean through it. His shadow-blade’s glimmering energy continued on to split the Orgol’s body in two. Blood and intestines spilled onto the stone as the two halves fell.

Tarrik spoke a cant, and his blade vanished. Even such a brief materialization of an extended blade had drained a considerable portion of his repository. But there was enough left.

“You—” gasped Linriel, who was cut off by more Orgols pouring onto the summit from the stairs. Two men and two women—the remainder of the ashi—all heavily muscled and wearing lizard-skin clothing, gold-sheened mail shirts, and silvery tattoos. Two brandished swords, one a spear, and one, a man shorter than the others, carried a short staff made of wood with orichalcum bands along its length. The shaman.

They spread out across the tower, shouting curses as they saw their dead comrade lying in a pool of blood and gore. The shaman spoke cants that whipped scintillating sparks around Linriel’s shield. Her wards shattered and dissipated, and she gasped, blood draining from her face.

“Wait!” she screamed at the Orgols, raising both arms, palms out, in a gesture of peace.

Tarrik took a step toward the center of the summit, closer to Ren. “I’m unarmed,” he told the Orgols. “It was her.”

“Lies!” screeched Linriel. “The demon deceives you!”

The shaman pointed his staff at her. “You are a sorcerer.” With a glance at Tarrik, he added, “And you are not.”

The three others moved to surround Tarrik, weapons raised, leaving Linriel to their shaman.

“Wait. Please,” pleaded Linriel. “I’m here at the behest of Jawo-linger. She’s one of you—”

Tarrik winced at her mistake.

“No one of human blood is one of us,” said the shaman. He snarled a cant, and an invisible force slapped Linriel to the ground. There was a sharp crack, and she screamed, her left arm twisted at an unnatural angle.

Mewling in pain, her right arm supporting her left, she managed to struggle to her feet. She gasped for air, tears streaming down her face. “I—”

“Silence!” said the shaman. “You murdered one of us. There is only one punishment.”

“No! I didn’t. It was—”

A dozen flares erupted from points about Linriel, surrounding her.

“No!” she screamed. “I brought the thief to you! I subdued her! You should reward me!”

Her face grew slack, numbed by a dawning realization: the Orgols were not human and did not think like humans. They abhorred humanity.

The flares grew in size, and Linriel’s body arched as if wrapped by invisible ropes. Her jaw worked as she tried to scream, but no sound emerged.

“We are the most ancient of races,” said the shaman, gazing upon Linriel with contempt. “We are the masters of our god. We walk in the sun’s light. And you are nothing.”

He sang cants, calling forth sun-tide from emptiness, his voice booming, the sound seeming to come from all directions. Lines of burning light scoured Linriel’s body. She writhed as her clothes erupted into flame and her skin charred black, blood spurting from gashes to drip across the ground as the sun-tide sorcery harvested her anguish, her life. All silently, without a sound.

Tarrik knew with certainty that it would not be long before the shaman turned his attention to him and Ren. The Orgols would not let either of them leave this place alive. No matter that he was a demon and Ren was whatever she had been turned into during the process of becoming the Undying Ones’ Savior.

And if Ren died, everything was lost.

Something swelled within Tarrik then . . . a ferocity, an abandonment of fear. He fed dark-tide into his ring, and a cloak of shadows enveloped the space around him, obscuring sight and muffling sound. He surged more dark-tide into the ring, expanding its influence, then threw himself to one side between two of the Orgols, who exclaimed in surprise. Their blades lunged at him, probing the darkness that enclosed them all.

Tarrik clutched the artifact and hooked an arm through a strap on Linriel’s pack. Then he gathered Ren into his arms, hearing metal strike stone as the Orgols’ weapons searched for him. In only a moment the shaman would join them. And if he did, all was at an end.

He closed off the ring’s sorcery, and the shadows melted. The Orgols barked in surprise and rushed toward him. He focused on the night fifty paces straight out from the tower’s summit and poured himself and Ren into the darkness—leaving Linriel to the Orgols.

His essence dissolved into the void and re-formed in midair. He glanced backward to see Linriel’s body flying apart like a piece of rotting fruit. As Tarrik plummeted to the ground, the Orgols gaped in confusion at the empty space he had occupied.

Wind whipped at Tarrik as the ground accelerated toward him. He twisted in the air, sighting a patch of darkness, and again shadow-stepped. He and Ren, as well as the pack and artifact, re-formed on the ground directly beside the skimmers. Immediately five Undying Ones rose from the sand, brandishing rose-quartz daggers.

“Attack me and risk harming the Savior,” said Tarrik, turning to show them Ren, her face pressed against his arm, her breath hot on the fabric. She was lighter than he remembered.

“We cannot disobey our orders,” said one of them.

Tarrik thought there was reluctance in the creature’s voice, but it didn’t matter. They were going to kill him anyway. Except they hadn’t moved yet . . . perhaps they thought he was a sorcerer and could shield himself. But he wasn’t. And if he didn’t move now, the Orgols might see him.

He leaped into the skimmer, bundled Ren into a corner, and then dropped the pack and shoved the artifact inside, all the time keeping one eye on the Undying Ones. Their bodies twitched violently, as if they struggled against unseen restraints.

Tarrik flipped up the lever brake, hauled on a rope, and raised the sail. Immediately, the wind filled the broad sheet of scraped hide. The craft lurched forward a few times before gliding across the sand with a whispering hiss.

He glanced back at the Undying Ones and the tower. Lights bloomed atop it—perhaps the shaman banishing shadows in case Tarrik hid within them, or perhaps a signal. He had no way of knowing. As he watched, the Undying Ones disappeared into the sand. He hoped their hesitation, their allowing him to leave, meant they wouldn’t pursue the skimmer.

He measured his dark-tide repository, unsure if replenishing it would give his position away. It might hold enough for what he had in mind. He drew deeply on it, concentrated on gathering the skimmer to him, and then focused on the dark side of a dune far in the distance. He shadow-stepped the contraption once, then again, and a third time, before he wearily collapsed, barely holding on to the steering.

Tarrik kept one eye on the sands ahead and another on Ren. That she was alive was all he could think about as the skimmer coasted across the desert. Soon, though, his thoughts turned to more practical matters—Sekrie was out there somewhere, and now that Linriel was dead, Tarrik and Ren needed the demon more than ever if they were to have any hope of surviving.

The Undying had disappeared, presumably dispersed into the sand. Tarrik was adroit at skirting the meaning of commands and thought the Undying Ones wanted their Savior to remain out of the hands of their Orgol masters—or the Makers, as they named them. But slave masters remained the same, no matter what they were called.

He examined the night sky, remembering the lesson from Contian on which constellation indicated the south, and drew a line straight down from it to the horizon. Then he pointed the skimmer at the stars and hauled on the tiller.

The Orgol shamans’ sandstorm had returned with a vengeance. Violet, golden, and crimson lightning forked the storm’s depths and branched to the ground. Distant rumbles reached Tarrik’s ears, and his skin itched as before.

He sensed a weak burst of dark-tide ahead and pointed the skimmer in its direction. Soon, Tarrik brought the skimmer skidding to a halt, spraying a wave of sand over Sekrie, who had fallen to her knees when she’d seen him approaching. She raised her arm to shield herself, then glared at him, stood, and shook her hair and dress free of sand.

“Get in,” Tarrik said. He knew she would be exhausted; he could sense she’d drained her repository dry trying to keep up with him.

She ran a few steps, then used her spear to vault into the craft. She tossed the weapon to the floor and slumped against the gunwale, one eye on Ren’s prone form.

“What’s wrong with her?” she asked.

“Poison. The same kind Linriel used on us.” Tarrik released the brake and aimed the craft what he hoped was due north.

Sekrie waved a hand toward Ren. “Shouldn’t we . . . ?”

“Heal her? Administer an antidote? I’m open to suggestions, but out here in the Jargalan Desert there aren’t many options. She’s still alive, and my guess is, with human sorcerers’ healing powers, she’ll recover soon as long as we stay ahead of the Orgols and their shamans.”

Sekrie pursed her lips, then dragged Linriel’s backpack to her and rummaged around inside. She drew out a dress, which she tossed to the side with a curse, then pulled out some charred lizard meat. Sniffing at the meat, she unsheathed a small knife. She cut the meat into two and offered Tarrik a portion. He took it gratefully, smelling the meat himself before biting off a chunk.

Sekrie hunkered down out of the wind and chewed her portion slowly, eyes closed. “What happened?” she asked.

He didn’t answer at first, concentrating on guiding the skimmer across the face of a massive dune at an angle that wouldn’t send them airborne once they crested the summit. Skimming in the Jargalan Desert was proving a challenge; he couldn’t just lash the tiller down and relax.

He took his eyes off the dunes ahead for a moment and met Sekrie’s. “I gave chase and found Linriel with Ren atop a tall stone tower. She was signaling the Orgols with sorcery. My guess is she hoped to hand them Ren and the artifact and ask for a reward. Fool. I threw a lizard at her as a distraction, and convinced the Orgols she’d killed one of their own.”

Sekrie chuckled. “You threw a lizard at her?”

He grinned back. “A big one. I found it while I was shadow-stepping. Our problem now is that the shamans are after us. I think they believe we’re humans, though, which is why they haven’t found us.”

“Isn’t Serenity a human?”

“I’m not sure. The process she went through to become a shaman changed her.”

Tarrik knew that he’d changed too. He’d suffered too much torment and anguish; too much had been taken from him. But he’d survived, and he would survive this.

“What you did . . . ,” breathed Sekrie. “I couldn’t match you, and my shadow-stepping talent is . . . well, it’s more than decent. My repository is significantly larger than average, too, so much so I was marked as soon as I evolved to the higher orders.” She looked away and took another bite of her meat. “My masters thought I had a good chance of becoming a demon lord because of it,” she continued. “And I believed them, though these things are not set in stone.”

“And then the House of the Black Sun happened,” guessed Tarrik. “You joined them?”

She kept her head lowered, avoiding looking at him. “They promised me power and influence. Lavished me with praise and gifts. I was being groomed to become a lord before I . . . was foolish. They gave me a good working knowledge of all demonic talents and cants.”

“You were easily swayed. Weak.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Then something happened. They cast you out, or you were exiled, and you became a tool for them to use.”

The portion of lizard meat fell from Sekrie’s fingers into the sand at the bottom of the skimmer. She didn’t seem to notice. “I . . . had feelings for someone. Strong feelings. We were not so alike, but we . . . we gelled, like two halves of a whole. The Black Sun killed him. They slaughtered him in front of me, and one of them absorbed his essence. I was supposed to go along as if nothing had happened! But I couldn’t. Something inside me broke. I went to a demon lord and confessed all I knew. A crushing darkness enveloped me, and when I woke I was on Shimrax.”

“You went to Barnath,” guessed Tarrik.

“Yes. I was a fool. I should have waited, found out who I could trust. But I was so angry . . . bereft, acting irrationally. Stupid.”

Tarrik knew better than most demons what Sekrie had felt. “Not stupid,” he said. “Don’t blame yourself.”

“Who else is there to blame?” she said savagely.

“The House of the Black Sun.”

Ren stirred, rolling onto her side and coughing in whooping gasps. Bile dribbled from her mouth.

“Get some water from the backpack,” Tarrik commanded Sekrie.

He braked, and the skimmer ground to a halt. After taking the canteen from Sekrie, he knelt beside Ren and lifted her head into his lap. Her eyelids fluttered rapidly. He wiped mucus and bile from her lips and chin, then dribbled water into her mouth. She spluttered but managed to swallow.

He encouraged her to take small sips until half the water was gone. “It’s all right,” he whispered. “You’re safe now.” Her skin felt as if it burned, so he splashed water onto his palm and wiped her forehead and cheeks. “It’s Tarrik. We’re safe. We’re safe, Ren.”

She opened one eye, then the second a heartbeat later. She gazed up at Tarrik, then looked at Sekrie, who crouched nearby. “What happened?” she asked softly.

Tarrik pressed the canteen to her lips. “Drink.”

Ren tried to push him away. “No more.”

“Drink,” he insisted.

She glared at him but took a few more sips before turning her head away. “Where’s Linriel?” she asked.

“Dead. Sorcerers are always too cocky. They think they’re invincible, when the reality is they should avoid certain things—like high towers and Orgol shamans.”

Ren levered herself up to a sitting position and peered behind them to where a speck poked up above the dunes, backlit by the roiling sandstorm shot through with lightning.

“The Eshar-Amare,” she said. “She took me to the top of it? And presumably you threw her off, from what you’ve said.”

Tarrik shook his head. “You left her too much leeway despite your commands and bindings. She . . . she knew I was of the Thirty-Ninth Order, not the Thirty-Seventh.”

Ren nodded slowly. “She was biding her time, then.”

“She forced me to poison us all and left Sekrie and myself for dead,” he continued. “From what I can gather, she was trying to signal the Orgols from the top of the tower. I tried to push her off, but it didn’t work. And then an Orgol scout arrived.”

“A sound idea. Linriel wouldn’t have been able to protect herself if she had fallen from such a height,” said Ren. “Even I would fail. Our spherical shields don’t cushion us from momentum.”

“I had to kill the scout. I told the rest of his ashi that Linriel was responsible, and they showed her no mercy.”

Ren grimaced. “The ashi will declare a blood feud against us now, as will the dead Orgol’s family.”

Tarrik grunted. “We will soon be gone from Orgol lands.”

“Maybe,” said Ren, but she didn’t sound convinced. “Anyhow, that’s something to worry about later.”

To Tarrik’s mind, there was a lot Ren was putting off until later. But they would only have to worry about the future if they were still alive.

“I’m hungry,” said Ren abruptly.

Sekrie delved into Linriel’s backpack. “There’s something in here.” She pulled out a small waxed paper parcel, which she unwrapped to reveal a squashed pastry inside.

Ren took it from her and stared at the pastry for a long moment. Her eyes shone with moisture in the dim light. “I don’t want it.” She tossed the food overboard and wiped her fingers on her pants. “Let me rest,” she said wearily, then closed her eyes.

With Tarrik able to shadow-step the skimmer and replenish his repository, they managed to keep well ahead of the shamans’ sandstorm. Ren was far too weak after being poisoned to transport them in her usual way. There were no sightings of Undying Ones. They hadn’t encountered any of the barbarians that lived in the northern desert, either: mixed bloods who were mostly human, though those farther south had more Orgol blood. They had to, or they would not have survived the Undying Ones.

Tarrik waved away Sekrie’s questions about how he was replenishing his dark-tide repository, though she kept narrowed eyes on him the entire time.

They abandoned the skimmer at the low point between two dunes a day’s trek from the human city of Sohrah on the northern coast. In a day or two, the sand-laden winds would bury the craft, and no one would know it was there until those same winds shifted the desert again.

Tarrik and Sekrie had no problem with the desert heat and left Ren to drink from Linriel’s canteen. But by the time it ran dry, Ren’s lips were cracked and parched, and she was still sweating profusely and vomiting up whatever she ate as she recovered from Linriel’s poison.

It wasn’t until Sekrie found two more of the lizard’s poison glands wrapped in cloth at the bottom of Linriel’s backpack that Ren was able to heal herself by using a small amount of poison to conjure an antidote with her sorcery, which rapidly flushed the toxins from her system.

Ren would not be done away with so easily, thought Tarrik, as relief at her survival settled over him like a blanket. She had survived too long, against torments that would have broken lesser humans.





Chapter Twenty-Five

Sohrah enveloped Tarrik in a jarring embrace. He had been here before, with Contian, and the city had grown even larger. Though Sohrah was situated on the coast, a major trading hub, it seemed to radiate heat as though it stood inside a giant god’s forge. The sun beat down without mercy, stone buildings baked, paved roads burned like hot pans. The flat blue sky beckoned coolly, a teasing mirage for these soft-skinned humans. Even at night, when the air’s temperature dropped precipitously, the heat the city had absorbed during the day kept its occupants sweating.

As soon as they entered the southern gates, Ren found a stall selling water and paid a silver to a smirking and obsequious man for a few cupfuls. Close by, people slouched beneath stalls’ faded awnings and in whatever shadow they could find. Their clothes consisted of as little material as possible while pretending modesty, while the children were mostly naked.

Tarrik caught himself admiring a young woman dressed in a long strip of linen wrapped around her body, which left her long legs and stomach bare. He closed his eyes for a moment and smiled . . . until she transformed into Ren, smiling boldly at him. He cursed as he stumbled and stubbed his toe hard enough to hurt even through his boot.

“Is something wrong, Tarrik?” asked Ren.

“No,” he growled.

Sekrie laughed. Her own eyes darted around as she took in the sights and sounds of the first major human habitation she’d seen. She stared at three broad-chested men who were unloading barrels from a wagon and dripping sweat. One returned her interest with a smile.

Tarrik grasped her arm and led her away.

“You’re no fun,” she said crossly.

“We need to get some liquor into us,” he told her. “Your emotions are running riot. And if you do ever find yourself in a situation with one of these humans, go easy. Your strength could easily break them.”

“A situation? Whatever do you mean?”

He glanced at her to find her mouth crinkled in amusement.

“We need to keep a low profile,” he warned. “Our clothes are incongruous, so we’ll change them as soon as possible and outfit ourselves for the voyage.”

Sekrie frowned and placed a finger to her chin. “Did you break Serenity, your master? Or did you break her in? Is that why you’re here again, on this world, to finish the job?”

“Enough, Sekrie! This is no time for games.”

“Oh, Tarrik, there’s always time for games. Enjoy yourself; give in to your desires. We might not be long for this world—or any, for that matter.” She ran a hand along his arm. “What’s the harm in sating ourselves while we’re here? We could be a good pairing, you and I. And if your plan works and we’re freed from exile, there’s much we could accomplish together.”

“We’ll talk about it if we survive,” he said curtly.

Sekrie gave him a disappointed look, then turned back to leering at the men they passed.

As they moved farther into the city, more and more carts and wagons clogged the streets. They were drawn by varan lizards and occasionally slobbering gray beasts that looked like slick-skinned cows with horns sawed off to stubs. Drivers shouted at other drivers, pedestrians, and the lizards and other beasts of burden, as if that might miraculously clear the street and speed their way. White-masked members of the Watch stood at some of the intersections, along with city guards who wore flimsy kilts and loose linen shirts and carried short swords and hard wooden batons. The ever-present sunlight glinted off the metal of their buckles and glared off the white leather of the Watch’s masks, which marked their calling—which was a function of those who served the goddess of justice and mercy, Zihanna. Rumor had it the masks bestowed powers upon the wearer, or so Contian had remarked, but he hadn’t seen any proof of the fact.

By the time Ren had led them to a lodging, the street traffic had thinned out. Tarrik recalled that the city’s inhabitants liked to take a long break at midday to avoid the heat. He wondered why other humans hadn’t adopted the same routine.

The inn was named the Dapper Termite; its sign featured an upright insect with antennae and a walking cane. Inside, it was clean and tidy. After silver coins had changed hands, a slender woman with red hair led them upstairs to a sizeable suite. It contained two bedrooms and a preparation room for ablutions at the end of a hallway with a narrow staircase that led up to a flat rooftop.

Tarrik dropped Linriel’s backpack on a side table. It was considerably lighter since he’d discarded the useless junk she’d packed it with. Her pot and fry pan were now somewhere in the desert, along with a tinderbox, a blanket, and a pair of spare boots too small for any of them to wear. Ren had insisted on keeping a frivolous novel Linriel had carried with her for some reason. Its leather cover was stamped with a picture of a woman and a man holding hands beneath a broad tree, and someone had written notes in the margins and between lines of text. Twice at night, Tarrik had caught Ren reading from it.

Ren entered the preparation room and locked the door.

“Modest, is she?” asked Sekrie.

Tarrik only grunted, not wishing to reveal to Sekrie the extent of the scars Ren carried as a reminder of the torment she’d endured while trying, and failing, to prevent Samal from controlling her mind.

Sekrie rolled her eyes at him, then explored the rooms, touching its tables and chairs, the linen on the beds, picking up candleholders and tapping the glass lamps.

Tarrik examined the windows. They were poorly constructed and wouldn’t prevent anything or anyone from entering the suite. He went up to the rooftop. It held a coop filled with stinking chickens and lines of rope with damp linen hanging from them. A young boy and girl beat a rug with sticks, sending up puffs of dust that drifted over the wet washing. He noted that the two neighboring buildings were only a few paces away. An easy leap for himself and Sekrie, and Ren should be able to manage it too. If they had to flee, this was a good option, depending on who or what found them.

He returned to the rooms to find Ren and Sekrie chatting, their heads close together. Ren had washed the grime from her face and brushed and rebraided her hair in a simple weave. Two ceramic jugs filled with water sat on a table, along with a plate of dates and nuts. The innkeeper must have brought them up.

“I’m going out to buy us some clothes and gear and provisions,” Ren said. “And I’ll book passage on a ship, too, in case the Orgols have spies here. Sekrie will accompany me. When I return, I’ll provide you with more sorcerous instruction.”

Tarrik frowned. “What else is there?”

Her eyes flicked to Sekrie. “You’ll see. That reminds me—Sekrie, do you possess a catalyst?”

“No,” came the reply. “I’m not a shadow-blade.”

“I thought you might have one judging from the size of your repository,” Ren said. “It’s more extensive than Tarrik’s, and he’s been . . . well, his is substantial.”

Sekrie looked suddenly interested. “Can you also teach me?” she asked.

“Perhaps. For now we have to focus on the next step in my plan.”

After they’d left, Tarrik went downstairs and spent some of Linriel’s coin on five bottles of whiskey. When he returned, he brushed his hair and rewove his braids, then lounged in a chair that creaked under his weight. But he couldn’t relax—his thoughts were buzzing around like insects in a feeding frenzy. There must be some way he could do more with the ring he’d taken from the jikin-nakar, use it somehow to contribute to Ren’s plan of destroying Samal. But even if he did, Tarrik was sure that he wasn’t strong enough to survive such a risky venture. And even if he found a way to augment his strength, to ascend to a higher order, he wasn’t sure he wanted the power that would bring him. Which meant the only other option was to involve Sekrie.

Ren and Sekrie returned at sunset, laden with packages and almost bristling with cleanliness: skin scrubbed, hair shining, clothes beaten of dust. They must have visited one of those revolting establishments where humans bathed together. An image of Ren naked and glistening rose in Tarrik’s mind. He quashed it ruthlessly and handed Sekrie a bottle of whiskey.

“Drink half and save the rest for later,” he told her. The effects of the spirits would last for some time, and with the suppression of her emotions maybe she’d stop eyeing up every male she passed.

Sekrie moved to a corner and sat, removed the cork, and then sniffed the contents suspiciously. After taking a few mouthfuls, she grinned at Tarrik. “I see you’ve tidied your hair. Will you braid mine?” she said in Nazgrese, staring at him boldly. “We can go into another room. It will be just you and I, two of our own kind.”

Tarrik knew that such an act of intimacy as braiding her hair was only the beginning. But he wasn’t sure what Sekrie wanted. Was it just a physical release of tension? Or an attempt to rile him . . . or Ren?

“No,” he told her.

“So, you are a race traitor! Why else would you refuse me?”

“For a number of reasons. One of which is I have a plan you and Ren must hear.”

He fetched his own half-full bottle of whiskey and approached Ren. She smelled fresh and clean and faintly of soap and vanilla.

“I have an idea,” he said without preamble. “It will involve Sekrie, and it’s dangerous.”

“Let’s hear it,” replied Ren. She beckoned Sekrie over to join their conversation.

Tarrik gathered his thoughts and took a deep breath. “You saw Samal, Ren—what he has become. Even from his prison he was able to reach out to disturb you. Our chances of destroying him are low, and we need to do all we can to strengthen ourselves. But that is a path I would not willingly tread. I do not want power for the sake of power, to provide me with privilege. I seek only an end to my exile. When I absorbed Ananias, I was driven by need, but if I could have avoided taking his essence into myself, I would have. In the end, my increased strength aided us in destroying the Nine and keeping Samal imprisoned, so I have no regrets. But this time, I fear our task is too great for us to achieve alone.” Tarrik turned to look at Sekrie. “But you, Sekrie, you have the potential to become a demon lord—you told me so yourself. I wish you well in your fight with the House of the Black Sun, but you will fail unless we help you to become far greater than you are right now. I am willing to trust you, Sekrie, to help us achieve our goal of destroying Samal before you turn to your own.”

He knew she would jump at the chance to strike a blow against the House of the Black Sun, no matter the personal risk. She might even destroy the organization, which would suit Tarrik, for then they would forget about pursuing him. Not to mention ceasing their abominations against other demons. By helping her to become immensely stronger, he and Ren would be one step closer to success in their aim of killing Samal—but only if Sekrie didn’t betray them.

Sekrie had gone rigid, her shoulders hunched and her hands clenched into fists. “I will not have Serenity summon and bind other demons so I can absorb their essence, Tarrik. That would be an atrocity. I know that now. There must be another way,” she said.

Ren merely looked at Tarrik as though he’d gone mad, a sad smile on her face.

“There is another way,” Tarrik said. He slid the void-steel ring from his finger and held it up so the light caught on its raised surfaces, leaving the indentations sheathed in shadow. He passed the ring to Ren. “Take it.”

She shook her head. “It is yours. You killed for it.”

“No, I did not. I fought off the assassin who wore it.”

“My apologies,” she said.

Tarrik met Sekrie’s gaze. “We will summon the demon lord who is linked to this ring. The lord who is sending demons to kill me. My guess is it’s Barnath.”

Sekrie went still except for her eyes, which widened in shock. After a moment she spoke hesitantly. “So not only do you wish to end your exile—you want to become a demon lord. Tarrik! I have underestimated you.”

He gave a slight smile and shook his head. “Not me. You. I have no desire to become a lord.”

“I never thought . . . but this is not honorable. For the three of us to gang up and kill a lord is despicable.”

“Think of it as the first step of getting even. The lord we summon will be one of the House of the Black Sun. And for you to survive your vendetta with them, you’ll need all the power and influence you can get.”

Something had changed in Sekrie’s expression as Tarrik spoke. A hardness came into her eyes, a tightness to her mouth. She nodded. “If I’m to die, it might as well be reaching for something I’d previously given up hope on. I agree to your plan, Tarrik, whatever it is. Unless it is so crazed that it will never work.”

Tarrik held up a hand. “Then you have no problem swearing a blood pact.” Once sworn, they would be able to trust Sekrie. Otherwise, she might take the demon lord’s power and abandon them.

Sekrie hesitated but in the end nodded. Ren produced a knife, and the promise was sealed.

Strangely, Sekrie’s skin and blood on Tarrik’s lips didn’t draw forth the intense emotion he’d felt with Ren.





Chapter Twenty-Six

They arrived at the volcano just as day turned to night. Sulfurous steam drifted from bubbling ponds, whose edges were crusted with orange and yellow calcified growths. Nothing grew among the streaked rock of the surrounding area, but Tarrik noticed the skeletons of a rodent and a bird, bones stained ocher from the noxious fumes. In the east, clouds gathered on the horizon, threatening rain. When it came, the water would evaporate on contact with the lava and create scalding steam. Perhaps that was what killed the animals, Tarrik thought. Or it could have been the fumes. Or even some larger creature that lived here among the desolation.

Sekrie circled their position, scouting the area as if she expected trouble. He guessed she was working off nervous energy. She wore an outfit that almost made her look human: a cream shirt with polished wooden buttons and a wide brown skirt that hung just below her knees and allowed for plenty of movement.

Ren stood upwind from a large pool, fingers of one hand pinching her nose. Behind her rose a wave of blackened rock from which poured a violent haze of heat. Molten rock glowed orange through cracks in the solidified crust. She coughed as the wind blew a plume of steam over her.

“Let’s get this over with,” she said, gesturing to Sekrie, who approached from Tarrik’s left. She had broken off the dead bird’s claws and strung them from her wide leather belt.

Ren spoke a cant. Dawn- and dusk-tide intermingled, causing the hairs on Tarrik’s arms to stand on end. There was a sizzling buzz, then a crack, and a circular disc of hardened lava rose from the flow. Its underside glowed orange and dripped globs of liquid stone.

Ren waved her hand, and the disc moved to the right, then dropped, slamming into solidified rock with an almighty crash. Fragments broke off and flew through the air, raining down around them. Tarrik raised an arm to shield his face.

“Sorry,” said Ren.

A wave of heat washed over the trio, emanating from the large circle of molten rock, ten paces in diameter, that was visible within the volcano now that the disc had been removed.

Ren continued to chant, and more heat rose from the crater, turning into steaming water that bubbled and hissed furiously within a net of blue filaments suspended over the lava. Another of Ren’s thin platforms. She smelled of esoteric power and the cleanliness of clothes dried in bright sunlight. Despite Tarrik sensing the dawn-, dusk-, and dark-tides, he knew she’d used the sun-tide to recreate their effects.

The disc drifted toward the gaping hole in the lava’s crust and lowered itself to fit perfectly into the incised circle. The heat emanating from molten rock diminished instantly.

Tarrik held up a hand. “Give me a moment.” He questioned everything they were about to do. Was it madness or desperation that had driven them to this point?

Ren spoke a cant through a smile. Dark-tide swirled, and a tendril reached out and burrowed into Tarrik’s ring. Where it touched the void-steel light, a black emanation flared. There came a tearing sound as the ring sent its summons and created a rent in the veil between worlds.

Tarrik braced himself, his back against a boulder, his shadow-blade cant on his lips. When nothing happened, he glanced at Ren. She stood motionless, head tilted, staring at a spot above the lava and the disc that now covered it. He followed her gaze and saw a tiny speck of darkness emerge. Sekrie howled in glee and rushed to Ren’s side.

The speck rotated, and black threads spun from it, lengthening, then twisting together to form woven ropes. Tarrik smelled a sulfurous stench quite unlike that of the volcanic pools, and steam erupted around the breach in the veil. There was a tumultuous whistling as frost instantly plumed to vapor.

“The demon lord comes,” said Ren, so softly that Tarrik almost didn’t hear her over the din.

The breach extended vertically, then opened like a sinister flower blooming. Mist swirled, obscuring the fissure. When it cleared, the demon lord Barnath stood on a transparent platform Ren had created above the roiling lava. He was squat and bulky, his shadow-wings flimsy and transparent, pale-blue eyes set deep above his spine-fanged mouth. Tarrik observed that his armor wasn’t battered and dented anymore, but slick and glossy, shimmering with swirling patterns as if the metal were alive.

Barnath surveyed all three of them briefly, then studied the landscape as if they were beneath contempt. Even when Sekrie took a step toward him, spear pointed in anger, he didn’t deign to notice them.

Finally, he spoke, his voice high. “Two essences—an unexpected surprise. Tarrik, the human-lover. And Sekrie, the traitor. And who has delivered you to me?” His gaze rested on Ren. “You are not the jikin-nakar I sent.”

Tarrik frowned as Ren fell to her knees and lowered her head. Dark-tide emanated from her, and he realized it was a ploy.

“I am Aeshma,” she said. “Another jikin-nakar, brought here by a human sorcerer along with my lover, Paliax, who was killed. This form is that of a woman who will not be missed. I hope my offering pleases you, my lord.” She rose to her feet, head still lowered.

Barnath uttered a high-pitched laugh. “I will summon another here, and they will enjoy a feast of essence such as they’ve never dreamed of. Tarrik, you are a fool!”

No, thought Tarrik, there’s only one fool here.

Ren raised her eyebrows at Tarrik. He nodded.

Her lips moved in a cant, and the platform supporting Barnath above the pool of molten lava vanished. The lord plummeted with a curse but arrested his descent by flapping his wings. Ren snarled another cant, and a massive hammer of tidal force slammed into Barnath from above. He shrieked in agony, then began spewing cants of his own.

Invisible bands of iron clamped around Tarrik, squeezing the breath from him. He tried to struggle, but the constraints only tightened, biting into his skin. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Sekrie held motionless, tendons in her neck standing out as she fought a similar dark-tide enchantment.

Ren’s voice boomed as she continued to pound at Barnath with arcane blows. The demon lord responded, and a wind as strong as a gale whipped at them, pushing Tarrik off balance. A howling blackness descended on Ren. Blood-red light sparked above it, coalescing into lances that speared into her shield. Ren staggered and fell to the ground. Barnath laughed.

Tarrik growled in growing frustration, his immobilized limbs slowly going numb from loss of circulation. His right hand was twisted and pressed to his leg, preventing him from activating his shadow-blade. He strained with all his might against the pressure.

When would Ren finish Barnath? In front of him, the air shimmered slightly, and he caught a glimpse of a slight haze of arcane bonds surrounding him, and of an almost physical cord that led back to Barnath.

Ren’s cants rose to a shrieking gale, and hundreds of motes of light burned to form a constellation of miniature suns that dazzled Tarrik’s vision. Their brightness banished all shadows, and every surface seemed aglow with their brilliance.

He heard a thunderous crack, and Ren’s wards turned as black as pitch. The sphere surrounding her launched into the air and bounced. When it hit the ground, the darkness vanished to reveal Ren tumbling within, arms and legs flailing. Her tiny suns cooled, their luminous light fading to nothing.

“Spend your final breaths begging for my mercy!” crowed Barnath.

Tarrik shouted in fear and rage, finally twisting his hand just enough. He spoke a cant and brought forth his shadow-blade. Its shimmering force sizzled through the air as he twisted his wrist farther, slashing at the dark-tide cord joining his bonds to Barnath. Suddenly the sorcery dissipated, and blood rushed back into his arms and legs, sending searing torment with it. He clenched his jaw and forced himself to move.

Another cant, and he modified his shadow-blade in a lance and lunged for Barnath.

For an instant, Tarrik saw terror on the demon lord’s face—then he vanished, reappearing an instant later in the same place. A shadow-step to the same position, realized Tarrik—gone for just enough time for the blade to pass through empty space.

A series of blows hammered into Tarrik, pressing him against the rock behind. He was caught like metal on an anvil, pounded again and again. The world reeled around him, and he felt blood trickling from his mouth. Barnath was stronger than they’d realized. Sekrie was still held fast and unable to help.

Ren had ceased tumbling and faced Barnath again, mouthing cants that slapped tendrils of luminous golden force at him. The demon lord laughed, dark-tide pouring from him in greater and greater waves. His wings beat lazily, holding him aloft above the lava with no effort. But he was still above the lava.

Ren’s recent words came back to Tarrik: “Our spherical shields don’t cushion us from momentum.” Would the demon lord’s armor?

Tarrik managed to pull himself into a crouch, his back pressed into the boulder behind. He glanced at Sekrie. She was on her knees, trembling, cowering against the enchantments Barnath and Ren traded.

Tarrik drew as much dark-tide as he could from his repository and wrapped it around the boulder, pouring himself and the rock into the void.

He emerged into the darkness directly above Barnath. His stomach rose as gravity took hold and dragged him and the boulder down toward the lava. He kicked away from the rock, launching himself into the air and creating a pair of flimsy, mistlike wings that were just enough to arrest his descent.

He looked down to see the boulder falling at speed toward Barnath. It struck him in the head, hammering him like a nail into the pool of molten rock. As the demon lord splashed into the lava, the boulder cracked in two, falling to either side of the crater.

Black smoke poured from the molten rock as it slowly pulled his flesh beneath its glowing surface. Suddenly Barnath’s arms and head surged out of the lava, wreathed in flames crackling from blackened skin. He let out a bestial, pain-filled roar, hands scrabbling at the hardened lava at the edges until his fingers burned away to nothing. His screaming stopped as he sank back beneath the searing rock.

Immediately Barnath’s dark-tide sorcery ceased. Above, the rent in the void collapsed, folding into itself and disappearing.

Tarrik descended slowly until his feet touched solid ground.

“Quickly,” Ren gasped to Sekrie.

Sekrie dropped her spear, crowing with delight. She rushed forward, Linriel’s dagger in her hand, leaped atop the solidified crust, and slashed a cut in the demon lord’s forearm, which still protruded from the lava, veins bulging like ropes, fingers set in rigid hooks. A cant erupted from her lips—of domination, of victory—as she sliced her own arm, then pressed her cut to the demon lord’s.

Tarrik sensed the connection solidify between them—an ethereal conduit of dark-tide. Sekrie screamed, throwing back her head. Her eyes rolled back so only the whites showed. Barnath’s clawed hand clenched around her arm, talons biting deep into her flesh, drawing more blood.

Memories flooded Tarrik: the agony of absorption, muscles and tendons and bones searing with infernal energies, pain and pleasure mingling until there was no difference between them. For an instant he regretted not partaking of a fraction of Barnath’s essence; then revulsion filled him. He knew he’d made the right decision. If he grew any further in power, he might become a lord himself, and then there would be no end to his torment. All he desired was to be freed from exile and left alone.

Sekrie stumbled backward as Barnath’s grip eased and his arm was pulled down into the lava. Flames erupted from the sizzling flesh, and the fingers dissolved into a pinkish sludge. With a gelatinous burp, the liquid rock consumed the demon lord.

Sekrie fell to the ground next to the crater. Linriel’s dagger dropped from her limp fingers, and her head hit the ground with a thump.

Ren tried to regain her feet and stumbled. Tarrik ran to her side. Her scent of sunlight, along with the smell of iron and dirt, molten rock and sulfur, washed over him as she clutched his arm and dragged herself upright. Her slender form trembled, and her mouth was drawn into a thin line.

“See to Sekrie,” she told him.

Tarrik grasped the demon’s unconscious body and dragged her clear of the crater in case the lava’s consumption of Barnath’s remains caused an eruption. He removed her backpack and used it as a pillow for her head, then splashed water from the canteen over her face.

Sekrie moaned and spluttered, then coughed and spit. One of her eyes opened and looked at Ren, then at Tarrik, before she opened the other one.

“I’m still alive,” she said, her tone incredulous.

Tarrik could sense Barnath’s essence within her, sealed behind what appeared to be a glassy wall. After a cursory examination, he couldn’t discern any weakness in the barrier. Well, they’d known it wasn’t going to be easy to extract the essence for Sekrie’s use.

Sekrie groaned groggily and rose to her knees. She looked around slowly, her eyes glazed now, not seeming to take in anything.

“There’s something wrong with her,” said Tarrik. “It may be that Barnath’s essence is overwhelming her gradually.”

“That’s possible, I suppose,” said Ren.

“I’m fine,” mumbled Sekrie. She reached for her spear, fumbled, and then slumped to the ground and curled into a ball, eyes closed. A thin trail of drool trickled from her mouth.

Ren gently touched the demon’s hair, then placed a palm on her forehead. “She’s burning up.”

“It’s the essence,” said Tarrik.

“Unfortunately, I agree. I learned a great deal from the demon you absorbed and our struggle against its undirected malevolence. We must make sure Sekrie comes through this alive. We’ll need her power to confront Samal. I wish you’d taken the essence into yourself instead, Tarrik. It would be easier for you to assimilate.”

“I don’t want any more power.”

“In that we are alike.” She stood and met his gaze. Her cobalt eyes were filled with compassion and resolve. “Enough talk. Prepare yourself.”

Golden sparkles erupted around Ren, swirling dirt and sand into the air. A rasping hiss reached Tarrik’s ears—the grains grating against each other. The haze grew until it obscured Ren’s form, then expanded and moved to cover Sekrie too. The roiling shroud remained motionless for a moment, then darted away as if shot from a bow. Straight for the glowing pool of lava.

Blood and fire! Tarrik had thought Ren would use the Wracking Nerves to crack the shell around the essence, as she had done for him. But perhaps a far greater anguish was required to create a demon lord.





Chapter Twenty-Seven

Ren’s sorcery carried her and Sekrie out over the pool of molten rock, and then they plunged beneath the bubbling surface. Memories of their recent progress through the river of magma to escape the Orgols filled Tarrik’s mind: the intense heat, the excruciating pressure, the sensation of his flesh melting, the torture . . .

A desperate thought intruded. Tarrik had barely held off the Wracking Nerves previously, and together with Ren they’d only just managed to corral and absorb Ananias’s essence, so surely this plan was predestined to fail. How could Sekrie weather such a storm? How would she cope with the vitriolic surge of energy when the shell cracked?

He gathered dark-tide energy and sent his awareness after hers. He sensed two bright sparks ahead: one a mere pinprick within the other’s greater glow. And inside the smaller spark sat a diamondlike pebble surrounded by scattered thoughts and wailing despair: Sekrie and Barnath.

He dove toward them, then sent his awareness into Sekrie’s. For an instant his mind recoiled from her alien presence, but he forced himself farther inside, wriggling between strands of an unfamiliar mind. Searing torture buffeted his nerves, not from the heat of the lava but the pain that consumed Sekrie. It was too great. She wouldn’t come out of this whole, with a sound mind.

He sent out dark-tide tendrils and encountered the hard shell around Barnath’s essence. A quick check revealed it hadn’t been breached. Where, then, was Ren?

The torment increased. His mind faltered, and he screamed. Remain in control, he urged himself. Easier said than adhered to . . . he gathered his thoughts, his own essence, as best he could, compressing them into a tight ball as he’d done when absorbing Ananias. Time lost all meaning as he bumped and swirled inside Sekrie’s mind, buffeted from one burst of searing agony to another.

A presence enveloped him, raging and hard, and then Tarrik found himself cocooned in a soothing mist. I almost lost you, said Ren in his mind.

Tarrik calmed himself as her shield warded him from the elemental forces ravaging Sekrie.

How is she? he sent.

She’ll survive. But whether her mind will is another story. We haven’t much time to spare. Are you sufficiently recovered to help?

Yes. Tarrik wanted this over with, even though he knew there was far worse to come. Better to fight than to anticipate inevitable torment.

Sekrie is almost broken. She is more fragile than I thought. But the barrier surrounding the demon lord’s essence is weakening. Whatever is inside is suffering, too, and seeks an escape.

Then we shall give it an opening, Tarrik sent and braced himself.

Ren’s punishment washed over him, far greater than any Wracking Nerves he’d ever experienced. His awareness was tossed around like a leaf in a gale. Dimly, he could feel his body, muscles cramped and twisted in pain. He slammed into the hard shell inside Sekrie and tried to press himself against it, the one solid thing in this nightmare of anguish.

With a thrumming vibration that shook Tarrik’s own essence, the shell split asunder. The flood of Barnath’s essence washed Tarrik away, blowing apart his dark-tide defenses and clawing at his mind.

Tarrik snarled at his weakness and threw himself into the fray. His own survival hinged on emerging from this battle and possibly his redemption as well.

He lashed out with dark-tide whips, slashing and cutting, trying to break the invading energy into smaller fragments. Barnath’s essence thrashed at his awareness; its coursing tendrils wove through his mind, choking Tarrik with foul corruption, threatening to wash him away—a ravening fury that had no form, no awareness, no desire other than to escape pain.

As he fought, he was dimly aware of other assaults against the rapacious brutality of Barnath’s essence. Thin dark threads, which more often than not were shattered and subsumed by that which they tried to bind. Sekrie. And others, slicing and tearing as he was, or corralling and herding—iridescent white and golden energies swifter and nimbler than his own clumsy incursions. Ren.

Tarrik was aware Sekrie was fighting a losing battle. Essence in its rawest form was difficult to manage, but this—a demon lord’s power—was sheer violence. He threw himself into his task, doing what he could, reinforcing Ren when he could, knowing his efforts were a trickle compared to her flood, but also knowing that every iota helped lessen the burden for Ren and Sekrie. He lost track of time, his entire world a seething mass of aggression and power. Tarrik managed to bind some fragments of energy and sent them toward the tiny kernel that was Sekrie. Flashes of light emanated from her awareness as she sucked them in. As each was subsumed, the protective shell surrounding her expanded and took on a silvery sheen.

Abruptly she surged outward, the ball of her awareness growing suddenly, as if a threshold had been reached and passed. Tarrik realized with awe that he’d just witnessed Sekrie advance another level.

But the essence of Barnath was still strong, hardly diminished, and Tarrik was weakening. It peeled away his defenses and hammered at his own essence, breaking off slivers. Fear gripped Tarrik. They had taken on an impossible task, one that would strip him and Sekrie bare and scatter what made them. They would be insane husks, lost forever.

He could not let that happen. If he gave up, he might as well have remained on Shimrax and wasted away until he finally ended himself.

The stars were out there, he knew that, though it was daylight, hidden behind the endless blue of the sky. He drew upon their energy, replenishing himself, filling his repository, and their power surged through him like a raging river. He grasped it, and shaped it, and sent it into the seemingly endless battle. His dark-tide tendrils grew thicker, more resistant to the combative essence battering them. And Ren’s threads joined his, supporting, protecting, glowing white and golden and pure.

The hard bubble that was Sekrie’s awareness expanded again. It pushed against Tarrik, sending him tumbling, and he lost his grip on many of his threads. Barnath’s essence took advantage and pummeled him, diminishing his power, savaging away hunks of his spirit. But he wouldn’t succumb.

Tarrik regathered himself and threw himself back into the fight. Somehow his effectiveness had been reduced. Barnath had stripped him of power—he was less now than when he’d entered the battle. And with his diminishment, his struggle against the demon lord’s essence became more difficult. He found himself defending and retreating rather than helping.

Suddenly, sun power, bright and shining, wrapped itself around Tarrik and tore him away, sending his awareness back into his physical form. He opened his eyes and found himself lying on the ground, face pressed into grit. Sulfurous fumes caused his throat to tighten. He coughed and tried to push himself onto his knees but failed.

What of Ren and Sekrie?

He rolled onto his back, groaning at his aching muscles. His mouth tasted of copper, and he spit blood-streaked saliva to the side. As he prepared himself to attempt to sit up, a ball of molten rock erupted from the lake, surrounded by a haze of rippling air and dripping lava.

It hovered for a moment, then floated slowly toward Tarrik. He felt he should move, lest it dribble lava onto him, but his body wouldn’t obey.

The ball dropped to the ground, and the churning haze cleared to reveal Sekrie clutched in Ren’s arms, both dripping sweat. Sekrie’s head lolled to the side, and Ren trembled as if her strength was about to give out.

Tarrik’s muscles protested with agonizing pain, but he gritted his teeth and forced himself to his feet and staggered over to the two women.

“Take her,” croaked Ren.

He lifted the limp demon into his arms and carried her over to their gear. Once he’d placed Sekrie on the ground and her head on Linriel’s pack, he quickly examined her. Her breathing was deep, though irregular, and her pulse erratic. She looked almost the same. Almost. He noted a fullness to her musculature already, stretching her clothes, as if she’d gained weight. And her skin had a faint gloss that at first Tarrik thought was perspiration, but when he moved his head, he could see it had a silvery sheen.

Despite his curiosity, he returned to Ren. He heard her muttering and saw she rocked back and forth. Her eyes were unfocused, and a trail of drool ran from the corner of her mouth. In her hands she clutched the Orgols’ artifact as if she were afraid it would be taken from her.

“Ren?” he said, squatting beside her.

Her eyes snapped onto him, blazing golden like the sun. Her mouth twisted into a snarl, showing her even white teeth. “Are you here to tempt me, demon? To divert my attention from the ultimate task?”

Her furious intensity rocked Tarrik back on his heels. He held both hands up, palms toward her. What had come over her?

“It’s only me, Tarrik,” he ventured.

“Do not speak! The artifact is mine—you cannot have it! I am one step closer to killing Samal, and no one will stop me. Not you, not Jawo-linger, not the Orgol shamans. Even if all the demon lords of the abyss came here to break me, I would kill them all!”

Tarrik shuffled back a little to show he meant no threat. “I don’t want the artifact.”

“Liar!”

As she turned herself away from him, he caught a faint whiff of goat. He remembered that stench from the Nine—a sign of their madness. Had Ren’s long quest to free herself from Samal’s torment crippled her mind? The demon lord had tortured and scarred her flesh and her mind, and she’d been forced to serve him for years against her will. Even when she finally broke free, she had known the demon lord could return at any moment and enslave her again. Tarrik understood the iron will driving her—the desire never to return to that despairing place she’d barely survived. But was her sanity fracturing under the strain?

A shudder passed through Ren’s frame. She bowed her head and gasped in air as if someone had tried to smother her. When she looked at him again, the golden haze had disappeared from her eyes. Her bottom lip trembled, and she pressed a shaking hand to her forehead.

“I’m sorry, Tarrik. Sometimes it all becomes too much for me. I have spent years fighting, running, hiding, and there’s only so much I can take.”

He breathed in through his nose. The goatlike stench had disappeared.

“I understand,” he said. And he did. There were parallels between his exile on Shimrax and Ren’s precarious position. Like him, she had been forced into a prison of another’s devising. And like him, she desired freedom, an end to captivity. But the grinding desolation of imprisonment stripped away your will tiny amounts at a time. Like a trickle of sand from atop a dune, until the entire mass became one with the rest of the desert. Absorbed as if it had never existed.

Tarrik shuffled closer and tentatively placed a hand on Ren’s arm in a gesture of comfort. Part of him was scared she’d brush him away. Contact between them had always been fleeting and layered with emotion.

To his surprise she covered his hand with hers and gave him a wan smile. “We are more alike than I care to admit. Sometimes I think there will be no end to my suffering. On occasion I think I deserve it after what I did—the terrible acts that Samal made me do in his name.”

“You can’t think like that! It wasn’t you. You were compelled; you had no choice.”

“I know that. But the memories are clear. Though my will was contorted, I enjoyed what I did. I loved Samal; I lived to serve him. Those memories haunt me, Tarrik. I’ll never be rid of them unless Samal is destroyed.” She folded her arms in front of her stomach. “I think you were wise to not partake of this demon lord’s power. I wish I had some way of ridding myself of all I’ve learned, my abilities, my talents. My life has been centuries of misery, torment without cease. I would gladly give it all up to live a normal life.”

“But then you would die.” Like Jaquel, like every other nonsorcerer. Tarrik’s heart lurched, and he held himself rigid, fighting the urge to wrap his arms around Ren and console her. But his weakness both dismayed and exhilarated him—a contradiction that sent his mind tumbling in confusion.

“Yes, I would, sometime. A few years without the pressure of what I am, what I was, crushing my breath from me from the moment I wake to when I sleep. And even then there’s no respite . . . I either experience someone else’s memories or suffer my own nightmares. I am weary beyond recovery, I think. Not a physical tiredness, for my sorcery keeps me hale, but a weakness of spirit.”

Tarrik knew all too well what Ren spoke of. Ren’s burden, the oppressive grinding of Samal’s presence, was her own Shimrax, her own Guttering Wastes. “We continue on,” he replied. “What else can we do? To give up . . . to succumb to despair is not in my character, nor do I think is it in yours, Ren.”

She smiled at Tarrik then, and her deep-blue eyes seemed to brighten. “It is good that you are here, Tarrik. There is no one else I’d rather have by my side, working with me. A companion for my mad task.”

“You’re not mad—”

“Am I not? Sometimes my thoughts don’t make sense, even to me. And I can scarcely remember anything before Samal. I am not the woman I once was. Nor will I ever be again.”

Tarrik shook his head. For the first time in many years, he felt a sense of pride. In Ren. In what she was doing. “That’s not true. You are here, fighting to defeat a demon lord, just as you would have been before you were made one of the Nine. There is no difference. You are Serenity Branwen, sorcerer, daughter of Contian—grandmaster of the Red Gate Covenant—and Delfina. And your power and deeds eclipse those of the greatest human sorcerers ever to have lived. Take heart, and once this is over, then we can talk about what the future holds.” His own words gave Tarrik pause, for he was brought to mind of his own fate. For so long his focus had been on freedom from exile, but what would he do if he achieved his goal?

Ren reached out and touched his hand for a brief moment. When she removed it, the heat of her skin lingered on his.

“I don’t deserve you, Tarrik,” she said. “Come, let’s not dwell on our thoughts, or we might forget why we’re here.” Ren looked down, examining the rocky ground. The toe of one boot scraped at dead lichen. “It will be all right,” she said under her breath. “It will.” She continued to scrape at the ground with her boot. “You don’t say much,” she said suddenly.

“No. You know this.”

“I’ll start, then.” Ren sighed, looking everywhere but at Tarrik. “I lost my true self a long time ago, Tarrik. Now I wonder what I have become.”

“Change is inevitable. But you are still Ren. Still Serenity Branwen, daughter of Contian and Delfina.”

“Neither would recognize me. I’m scared, Tarrik. I fear I don’t know as much as I think I do. And what I’m unaware of is what will get me killed, or worse . . . bound again.”

Tarrik felt he should say more, but the right words wouldn’t come to him. Instead, he shuffled closer and placed both hands on Ren’s shoulders, giving a reassuring squeeze.

She seemed to lose strength when he did, the opposite of what he’d intended, and she slumped slightly. The fingers of one hand worried a button on her shirt.

“We will defeat Samal,” said Tarrik firmly. “Then you can rest. You can find somewhere remote where you won’t be disturbed, and experiment with sorcery, research whatever you like. Grow some of those fruits and vegetables you so enjoy.”

“That sounds nice. Would you visit me sometimes?”

“Yes.” If they were both still alive. A remote probability.

Ren squeezed his hand, then removed it quickly, as if embarrassed. She averted her gaze and wiped at her eyes.

“That was difficult,” she said. “For a while there I wasn’t sure Sekrie would pull through. I considered abandoning her to save you, and myself. But she did survive, and now all that’s left is to see if her mind was permanently damaged by the transition. I think not, but still . . .”

“You threw me out, at the end,” Tarrik said.

“I did. I saved you. Again. You owe me.” She gave him an amused grin.

“I’ll add it to the ledger. But I think I’m still ahead.” He turned his attention to his own essence, wanting to examine how much it had diminished. Maybe not enough to demote him to the Thirty-Eighth Order, but enough that he would notice a reduction in his innate talents.

He glanced at Ren, found her frowning at him. “I know you too well, Tarrik. What’s wrong?”

“I am less than I was. But I suppose Sekrie benefited.” He knew the essence he’d lost would have ultimately ended up as part of her as she subsumed anything alien to her awareness.

Ren nodded. “This is only a slight setback for you. There are more ways to power than you know, Tarrik.”

“I’m not concerned. I’m still alive. You’re still alive. We succeeded in what we set out to do. We’re one step closer now to our final aim.”

The reality hit him then of what they’d done, what they’d helped to create. Sekrie was now a demon lord. Her innate powers would far outstrip his own. And once the other lords accepted her, she would be almost untouchable. Tarrik was bound to obey her.

When she realized she had survived absorbing Barnath’s essence, would Sekrie be true to her word? Or would the weapon they’d created to confront Samal turn on them?





Chapter Twenty-Eight

“Have you examined your repository since helping Sekrie to absorb the demon lord?” Ren asked.

“I checked it yesterday,” he said. “It’s growing quickly, as you predicted.” Had it only been two days since they’d killed Barnath? It felt a great deal longer, probably because Tarrik was exhausted.

“Check again now. I sensed you using a great deal of dark-tide during the absorption.”

“I drew on the stars’ energy and just . . . ushered it through me.”

“An interesting technique,” she said, staring at Tarrik until he grew uncomfortable and looked away.

But she had piqued his curiosity. He looked into himself, at the center of his being, where his dark-tide resided. “What happened?” he asked, numb with shock. His repository had grown to at least five times its size since his previous appraisal.

“A combination of effects,” replied Ren. “You said you shadow-stepped many times to find Linriel and me. My guess is the constant emptying and refilling of energy expanded your repository. And then when you helped Sekrie absorb Barnath, you extended its walls even further. It was probably then that the majority of the growth occurred.”

“But it’s still dark-tide?” It felt the same to Tarrik, but he wasn’t certain of anything anymore, not since Ren had exposed the gaps in his knowledge.

“That term will do for now. There’s something else I need to talk to you about: when you sacrificed part of your own essence to save Sekrie.”

“It was either that or let her die. And if she had died, I’d have had to attempt to subsume Barnath’s essence, and hers too. I told you—I don’t want to become a demon lord.”

“Perhaps their ranks need someone as brave and honorable as you.”

A rush of emotion surged through Tarrik. Not desire, but something deeper, closer to his heart. “You jest,” he said.

Ren smiled wryly. “Now we’ll never know.” She cleared her throat, and then her expression schooled to coldness. “I need you to look deep inside your essence.”

Tarrik went very still. He didn’t want to examine himself further. The thought filled him with unease. “I am diminished. Let it be.”

“Do it, Tarrik. Please.”

Tarrik gave her a tolerant smile. He remembered her pleading with him the last time they were together on Wiraya, to have him join her quest willingly rather than being compelled to help her. “All right.”

He gathered his awareness and sent it deep into his essence, weighing it, evaluating it. He was more diminished than he had initially thought, close to falling an order and losing the innate powers he’d gained from Ananias—his shadow-wings, the ability to move objects of small weight.

He frowned. Something else was there . . . a kernel of essence with the same flavor as Barnath’s. As he examined it, he understood that Ren had taken a portion of Barnath’s essence from Sekrie and deposited it into Tarrik.

“That was stupid,” he told her. Even though a part of him wanted to absorb the essence, to make himself stronger, to better himself, another part of him knew that to do so could lead to a worse future than he could imagine.

Ren shifted uneasily. “I could not let you become less because of something I asked you to do.”

“What if the loss of this fragment prevents Sekrie ascending to become a demon lord?” he asked her. “What then? I will not use it for myself. I will give it to her freely.”

Ren’s eyes flashed with anger. “No, you won’t.”

“I will not be the cause of our failure.”

“You’re as stubborn as a mule.”

Tarrik shook his head. “Ren, you knew this was a foolish move, and one I wouldn’t agree with. Not only for the loss to Sekrie, but because this is power I told you I didn’t want. You have acted against my express wishes.”

Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “I’m sorry. It was the only option that came to me. If I hadn’t, Sekrie would have been lost. But it was ill of me to use you so. Forgive me.”

He wasn’t sure her contrition was genuine. The fragment of Barnath’s essence remained compressed behind what could only be a sun-tide barrier. Which meant Ren would control how the essence would be distributed. Her wavering from one extreme to another worried him. She wanted Sekrie to make use of her new abilities to help them achieve their mission, but at the same time she had jeopardized everything with this decision.

She was acting irrationally.

“This essence isn’t mine,” he said firmly. “Do not try to force me to absorb it.”

“Sekrie may not require this fragment,” Ren countered, turning away. “Anyhow, let’s see how your demon friend is coping.”

“She’s not my friend,” Tarrik said.

“Lover, then?”

“No.” Perhaps if he’d stayed on Shimrax, she would have been. There wasn’t much comfort to be found in the realm of exiles, and pleasure was one way of staving off despair for a short while.

As they approached Sekrie, she gave a groan, and Ren didn’t pursue her line of questioning any further.

Sekrie’s eyes were open now, though narrowed in pain. Tarrik saw that their color had changed from brown to a vivid green, and her pupils appeared larger.

Ren urged her to drink water from the canteen and rummaged in Linriel’s pack for the last strip of dried lizard meat.

Sekrie shook her head, refusing both. “I cannot stomach anything. I’m all right—more than all right—but it will take a while to come to terms with my new powers. And the memory of the agony won’t leave me.” She looked at Tarrik and uttered a soft laugh. “Do you think all of the demon lords survived such a transition with their minds intact? I cannot believe so. Did I?”

“You seem relatively unchanged to me,” replied Tarrik. And she did, though time would tell how significant a mark the torment had left. All pain left marks. But only the size of the scar and how you lived with it mattered.

“You must test yourself,” said Ren.

Sekrie closed her eyes. Her brow furrowed, and a faint mist appeared behind her, swirling in the breeze. The vapor grew and coalesced until it became a pitch-black gossamer, which attached itself to Sekrie’s back and shoulders. Branches extended and solidified into scraggly half-formed wings, flimsy and see through, as Barnath’s had been.

Sekrie opened her eyes, and her mouth broke into a grin. “See!” she crowed, twisting her neck to look over her shoulder. “Shadow-wings, and that’s just what I can manage now. With practice, they’ll become stronger.”

Tarrik wondered what it meant that he could manifest shadow-wings himself without being a demon lord. He decided to test Sekrie. “I’ve seen a demon who isn’t a lord manifest this power. It proves nothing.”

Sekrie snorted. “You know as well as I do that innate abilities vary greatly from demon to demon. If a nonlord was able to generate wings, this talent must be exceptionally strong within them. It’s tied to the armor ability, too, which is cant based. Did the demon manifest any other abilities, perhaps a mist around them?”

“Yes, a red steam, though only around their face,” replied Tarrik.

“That’s it, then,” said Sekrie. “Rest assured, Tarrik, I will evolve past the higher orders. I only need time to assimilate my powers.” She grimaced. “The process was excruciating. Blood and fire, Tarrik! Don’t ever put me through that again.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

Sekrie frowned at him; then a shy smile crept across her face. “I like the sound of that.”

Ren cleared her throat. “I take it you noticed Barnath’s armor?”

“Yes,” replied Tarrik. “The demon lords can create shadow-armor to protect themselves. A neat trick, and one it seems Barnath recently learned. Little good it did him.”

“I can show you how, once your repository has expanded sufficiently,” said Ren. “Sekrie will find it easier to construct. It’s not an innate talent, but a series of cants. The manifestation is more resilient than steel and soft as cotton. The protection draws a great deal of power to manifest, then only a trickle to maintain. It may be that, with your knowledge and ability, you could materialize the armor and then replenish yourself. Something even the demon lords are incapable of.”

Ren went over a series of cants that would enable Sekrie and Tarrik to generate shadow-armor. To Tarrik, the enchantment made sense in an elegant way and tied neatly into what he’d worked out regarding his shadow-wings. As Sekrie had said, the wings and the armor talent were intricately linked. Nevertheless, Tarrik was only able to conjure up rippling shadows across his skin, and his dark-tide repository drained quickly. After a few replenishments from the stars, he could narrow his focus to create sections of weak armor encasing different sections: a leg, an arm, his head. But nothing useful.

Sekrie, on the other hand, made progress like she’d been born with the talent. In a short space of time she was able to shroud herself in an insubstantial mist, which Ren assured her would become more dense and flexible the greater her mastery of the ability. By the time Tarrik gave up in frustration, Sekrie was able to encase herself in a thin pitch-black skin.

She capered about, crowing at her success and enthusing about how the House of the Black Sun would pay for their crimes against demonkind.

Tarrik decided not to point out that the demon lords had to know what the House of the Black Sun was up to—indeed, Mazal’s reprimand of Barnath when Tarrik had last been judged confirmed it—yet the House had been left to continue. Whatever Sekrie’s plans, reaching her goal would be much harder than she assumed.

Ren gathered the three of them together. “You can shatter your bindings at any time now,” she told Sekrie. “Or return to the abyssal realms if you choose. But I hope you will remain and help us complete our quest.”

“If you don’t, you will not earn redemption from exile,” added Tarrik.

“I know,” snapped Sekrie, her face flushing. She drew herself up straight. “I’m not stupid. I don’t plan on being the first demon lord to remain in exile on Shimrax. What a waste of my abilities, of my life. I told you I was destined for greatness.” She gave Ren a short bow. “I give you my word that I’ll assist you with killing the demon lord Samal. But if the situation looks to be lost, I will not hesitate to leave.”

“I would expect no less,” replied Ren.





Chapter Twenty-Nine

Torment and darkness, thought Tarrik as he moved away from Ren and Sekrie, needing some time to himself. This world of Wiraya was filled with both, and yet humans with their short lives and lack of innate abilities weathered what beset them as best they could. If they didn’t go seeking power they couldn’t understand, then they might find their lives easier. And sorcerers like Ren and demons like himself wouldn’t have to clean up their mess.

They had brought thousands of years of woe upon themselves. Glory they couldn’t hope to match hooked at their weak spirits, goading and cajoling, feeding their desire. A need to be more than they were . . . Tarrik paused. Perhaps they were not so unlike most demons.

He frowned as a feeling crept through his bones and heart; a coldness formed in the air; the scent of something rotten wafted on the breeze. He could taste the wrongness on his tongue, his gums. His teeth began to ache. Sekrie crouched low and hissed, eyes glancing around, searching for a threat.

“Tarrik!” shouted Ren. “Do not use the dark-tide! Nor you, Sekrie.” She began to mutter cants as he strode toward her.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

Ren shook her head, too absorbed with her enchantments to answer. Tarrik focused his senses and found hairlike threads of dusk-tide drifting all around them, moving as if guided . . . seeking.

A scrying. Jawo-linger—it had to be. If she found them, then their element of surprise would be lost.

Twin points of light flared above Ren, like two eyes opening, as she continued her sorcerous murmur. Suddenly five concussions of soundless thunder slammed into, and through, Tarrik. Ren’s twin sorcerous lights flared into brilliance, and the dusk-tide threads shifted away and around the trio, like they were a boulder in a stream.

Ren straightened and met Tarrik’s gaze. “Jawo-linger searches for us. I disrupted her scrying. We were lucky this time. She had tuned them for the wrong signs: for Linriel, who’s dead, and for my dawn- and dusk-tide signature, which is now nonexistent. She will change her strategy, though, once her initial searches are unsuccessful. She knows you are of the Thirty-Ninth Order, Tarrik, and will eventually send a scrying for you.”

“Then we must hurry,” he replied. “Do you have enough strength to take us nearer to Jawo’s base?” A thought occurred to him, one he should have had earlier. Their travails had begun to wear on him. “Will she be able to sense you once we’re closer?”

Ren drew herself up, rubbing the back of her neck. “Jawo will remain unaware of our approach—unless she has powers I’m unaware of. She’s certainly not adept with the sun-tide. She’s unaware of the true nature of the Orgol shamans’ power.”

Ren must be beyond tired, Tarrik thought, if she wasn’t guarding her words to keep the secret of her power hidden. Normally, she only ever mentioned the sun-tide if the two of them were alone and there was no chance of being overheard.

“Are you well?” he whispered. “Are you sure you can manage to transport us all again? If not, I could shadow-step us, since my repository is full enough and I can replenish it.”

Ren shook her head. “I can handle one more surge. But if I fall, make sure I don’t hurt myself.”

Again, Ren shrouded Tarrik with icy darkness, and he was wrenched along. When the sorcerous shroud flowed away, he found himself standing under a cloudless sky, atop high cliffs overlooking a city dominated by a fortress.

Jawo-linger’s citadel, and the city he’d left with Linriel by ship.

Ren moaned nearby, and when Tarrik turned, he saw she had one hand over her eyes and the other held out for balance as she staggered. He moved closer until his hip pressed against her side. He placed an arm across her upper back to support her. To his surprise, Ren leaned into him and almost collapsed. He bore most of her weight.

Sekrie glanced at them both before wandering away to stare out over the city and the seemingly endless ocean behind it. She narrowed her eyes and shaded them with one hand from the glare.

After a long moment, Ren pushed herself away from Tarrik, and they both looked down upon the city that Jawo-linger had remained hidden in for a decade while she built and provisioned her fleet of ships. Now, apart from a few fishing boats and dilapidated husks left to rot, every berth at the wharves was vacant. Flocks of seagulls dotted the harborside area, and soot-black crows congregated on rooftops, but there was hardly any movement in the streets. Stray dogs roamed freely, and the buildings Tarrik could see mostly had their doors left open. Two sections of the city were blackened and charred, as if fires had raged out of control.

Jawo’s fleet had sailed, and from the look of the city, she’d taken everyone able bodied enough to man an oar or swing a blade. Only women and children and the elderly had been left behind.

Ren cursed loudly, which was unlike her. Tarrik agreed.

“I thought she’d wait for Linriel to return. Perhaps she knew when her apprentice died,” he said.

“Perhaps. Or maybe Linriel was one bait dangled among many. It doesn’t matter. What does is that we intercept Jawo before she reaches the gateway to Samal’s prison. I also need time to examine the Orgols’ artifact and to ponder the Sanguine King’s involvement.”

The sheer magnitude of their task suddenly loomed large, and Tarrik felt his stomach churn. Jawo-linger could be anywhere. Samal might even be free already. He glanced at Ren, but if she’d had the same thought, she gave no sign.

“Is this another place where humans live?” Sekrie said, her top lip curled in contempt. She produced a wrinkled apple from Linriel’s pack and took a bite.

Tarrik kept a straight face. “Until recently you lived in a cave inside a mountain on Shimrax, eating grubs when you couldn’t hunt enough meat.”

“Not by choice. We should go hunting,” she added. “I can feel animals out there. I can hear their heartbeats pounding in my ears.”

A demon lord talent, or one of Sekrie’s own that had been magnified? “We’ll hunt soon,” Tarrik promised. He could use a good meal himself, and they needed to dry or cure more meat for their travels. “Ren needs to rest, some time to recover. Our situation isn’t so urgent that—”

“But it is urgent!” shouted Ren. “Samal could be freed at any moment. And what happens then, Tarrik? You know as well as I do—he will come for me.”

Tarrik took a step toward Ren and raised his hands. “Calm down! We’ll stop Jawo-linger, and then we won’t be under so much pressure to rush into killing Samal.”

Ren glared at Tarrik. “Don’t tell me to calm down.” She looked away, mouth drawn into a thin line. One hand reached up to rub her forehead, and Tarrik saw it trembled.

Sekrie tossed the core of her apple aside. She opened her mouth to speak but closed it when Ren turned to regard them both.

“Tarrik is right,” she said. “We’ll rest tonight. I’m still weak from the poison, and I’ll need to create a transportation platform to travel across the ocean. My usual method will not be able to take us from here to the western continent in one trip.” She frowned. “We could break the journey up into sections, stopping at the coast, and then Niyas.”

“And if Samal is freed in the meantime?” Tarrik forced the words out past the fear that numbed his tongue.

Ren met his eyes. Tarrik could see her steely determination in her gaze but also her own terror. “It makes no difference. We confront the demon lord inside his prison, or outside,” she replied.

“He will not be able to bind you again?”

Ren gave a short laugh. “I don’t believe so. But Samal’s will is strong. How you feel about the ocean, Tarrik—its endless expanse, its crushing depths, your sheer helplessness against something so vast—that is what it feels like to come under Samal’s gaze. But I have learned much, and it should be enough.”

Her words didn’t reassure Tarrik. Even if Sekrie fully absorbed Barnath’s essence and gained total control over the lord’s innate talents, she would be no match for Samal, who had taken in countless demon essences.

If Samal subjugated Ren, they were doomed to fail.

“When can you start helping me hone my new abilities?” Sekrie asked.

Night had fallen, and Tarrik and Sekrie sat a distance away from Ren, who had drifted into a fitful sleep.

“I’ll have to consult with Ren on the best way to go about it,” he replied. “But I can tell you training won’t be easy. There will be much pain involved. To really stretch yourself, and grow your abilities, you need to push beyond normal, and keep doing so even when your nerves and mind are seared with agony.”

Sekrie waved a hand in dismissal. “Pain is temporary. And I’m not unaccustomed to it.”

“I know. But in this case it mightn’t be temporary if we fail. Be patient. Think of it as a hunt where the reward is becoming a demon lord.”

“I’m eager to make the additional essence my own. Sometimes, I think I can feel Barnath’s presence inside me. It is unpleasant, and I’m . . .”

Tarrik knew what remained unsaid. Sekrie was afraid, as well she should be. A move from the Thirty-Sixth Order into the ranks of the demon lords in one jump was unprecedented. Even handling an essence one order above your own was dangerous. And though Sekrie had successfully gone through the most dangerous part of the transition, experimenting with abilities far greater than you were used to was perilous.

“Patience,” he said. “Rush this at your peril, Sekrie. Heed my words.”

She gave him a sidelong glance. “Be wary of Serenity, Tarrik. One of my innate talents is rarer even than your shadow-blade. An ability hardly known. Once I thought I might become an Augur if I advanced and evolved. My emotions are tied to others, to those in close proximity to me. We demons, we feel deeper than other species. And I see deeper as well. Do you understand?”

Tarrik did. “Ren has endured much,” he said. “She has been through torment that makes anything we’ve suffered insignificant in comparison.”

“It has unhinged her. Her mind could shatter easily.” Sekrie tilted her head and gave him a concerned look. “I saw what happened between you and Serenity. You should consider whether going after her is worth it.”

She had to mean the episode where Ren had forgotten herself, had succumbed for a brief moment to the pressures weighing her down. “I fear you are right,” he replied. “Her burdens are becoming too much for her.”

“I usually am.”

But Tarrik knew there was something else that exacerbated Ren’s condition. “She used a jikin-nakar to mimic her form. She gave up parts of herself, her memories, for the process to work. It can only have created holes in her.”

Sekrie hissed softly. “Of course, that would contribute to her instability. And yet she intends to kill a demon lord, perhaps the most powerful to have ever existed. Unless she cracks first.”

“That will not happen.”

“If you say so.”

“Ren will not be satisfied unless Samal is dead. And neither will I. Enough talk. Get some sleep if you can.”

Tarrik wondered if they were foolish to trust Sekrie, even though she had sworn and sealed her promise with the taste of his blood. But he knew that she feared death; on Shimrax she had chosen a long, slow decline over a possibly quick and painful demise.

Sekrie gazed out over the silvery ocean, fingers toying with the hem of her skirt. Tarrik half closed his eyes and hoped for sleep. Before long Sekrie moved a short distance from the cliffs and lay down. Sleep claimed her long before it did Tarrik.





Chapter Thirty

Tarrik knelt to one side of the rear of the sorcerous contrivance, with Sekrie beside him, much closer than he was comfortable with. She’d had to be persuaded that the disc was safe in spite of the filaments of sparkling cobalt light that outlined its shape and the heat emanating from underneath. A fierce wind whipped about them, tugging their clothes and lashing their braided hair. He refrained from looking down and had to continuously push aside the unwelcome thought that a fall from such a height would burst him open like a rotting, bloated carcass.

Sekrie drank deeply from one of their remaining bottles of whiskey and held it out to Tarrik. He took a long swallow, then passed the bottle back.

His gaze moved to Ren of its own volition. She was also on her knees at the fore of the platform, elemental and ethereal, whispering cants and guiding them through the moonlit sky. Her scent wafted over him: eldritch power and sunlight, sweat and an odor he recognized as uniquely hers. Violet-crimson lightning writhed between her upraised hands—sparking tendrils of energy answering her call. Her head was bowed, and from the lightning-struck clouds in her hands, fronds drifted over her lithe form and trailed behind her in an arcane mist.

“You have eyes only for her,” Sekrie said. “But you cannot risk another dalliance with a human—you told me so yourself. The demon lords will sentence you to death.”

She regarded him with amused contempt, which raised his hackles. Sekrie couldn’t understand. Maybe she never would. But she had told him about her lover who was killed by the House of the Black Sun—and was that not proof that she understood deeper emotions, just not with a human?

Tarrik couldn’t determine how fast they were traveling. Miles and miles of sparkling moonlit sea passed quickly beneath them, the air crisp and clean and smelling of the ocean far below. He tried to focus on the horizon, which stretched endlessly. Not for the first time he wondered if they should forget this mad scheme and flee. Although Ren’s sun-tide powers were unlike anything Tarrik had ever seen, she’d been as a child before the Sanguine King. And whether she was the equal of demon lords stronger than Barnath was debatable. Why couldn’t Ren use her sorcerous power to hide herself instead, and he could hide with her?

But how would he earn redemption from his exile then? No, it was better to die here on Wiraya than endure another day of the grinding despair on Shimrax.

Tarrik chewed a strip of dried lizard meat and lay down to rest. Sekrie frowned at him, hands fidgeting in her lap.

“When can we hunt for fresh meat?” she asked in Nazgrese.

“Speak Nan-Rhouric only, Sekrie,” Tarrik replied in the human common tongue. “When we reach land.”

She wrinkled her nose. “How long will that take? The days are short, and I’m not even sure how long I’ve been here. And I don’t know which creatures are edible and which are to be avoided.”

“A day is a day; you’ll adjust soon enough. And meat is meat. If something doesn’t kill you, then it’s edible. When it’s light, it should be easy enough to find some rabbits or goats, and if we do, it means the area is relatively clear of more dangerous creatures such as larmarsh and manticarrs. The really dangerous beasts come out at night, like dead-eyes and ghouls.”

“I don’t know what any of those names mean.”

“You’ll learn quick enough.”

“Have you eaten humans?”

Tarrik shifted his weight and glanced at Ren. “Yes. A long time ago, when I was first summoned and had only recently ascended to the higher orders.”

Sekrie chuckled. “Does she know, your precious master?”

“No. Often it’s best that the past stays buried.” Tarrik thought Sekrie would say more on the subject, but she only nodded knowingly.

Sekrie grinned. “Don’t look so serious, Tarrik. Already you’ve helped me to kill Barnath, and that was something I never thought I’d achieve. With him removed, the House of the Black Sun has lost a powerful ally, or one of their inner circle. Others are involved, but this was a blow against them. One of many more to come, and one I never would have achieved without you. We make a good team, you and I.”

“And Ren,” added Tarrik.

“Perhaps soon we will not need her. We can alert the other demon lords to what’s happening with Samal, and they can deal with it all: this Jawo-linger, and keeping Samal imprisoned.”

“And how would that earn us redemption? We would remain confined to Shimrax, and that I could not stand. I would rather die than return.”

Ren brought the disc to land on a dusty plain covered with stones, none larger than Tarrik’s head. The arid plain stretched to the horizon in all directions. To the north tiny figures moved—Jawo and her entourage. Ren had scried Jawo’s position, and they had followed close for the last two days. Tarrik couldn’t make out exactly how many Jawo had with her from this distance; by a rough reckoning there seemed to be at least a hundred. In her eagerness to be reunited with Samal, Jawo had outpaced the bulk of her forces.

“Off,” said Ren.

Tarrik shrugged on Linriel’s pack and grabbed Sekrie’s spear, then pulled Sekrie upright with one arm around her waist. She had fallen into a daze over the past few hours as she battled to come to grips with the additional essence inside her consciousness. Absorbing another’s essence wasn’t just about gaining new resources; it was an alteration of one’s own essence and physical form. As he hauled Sekrie off the platform, her feet dragged and she stumbled. Tarrik strode over to a patch of thick, mottled, gray-and-yellow lichen beside a mound of stones—built by who or what he didn’t know—dumped the spear and pack, then lowered Sekrie to the ground.

Ren muttered cants, and her platform dissipated with a sizzling sound. She made her way to Tarrik’s side, then knelt beside Sekrie, shooing him away. He left the two of them and made his way to the top of a slight rise, from where he could see Jawo-linger’s forces. A cold breeze brushed his face—the Wastes were always cold at night and in the early morning.

Based on her traveling method, he decided that Jawo wasn’t able to perform the sorcerous cants that Ren could, or perhaps she was content to take her time approaching Samal’s prison. Although that belied the urgency Tarrik had seen in her when she’d had Linriel summon him. He worried that her confidence stemmed from the powerful and unexpected allies she’d spoken to him of—the Kasonna-Vulur.

Sounds of protest came from Sekrie as she emerged from her stupor. Tarrik glanced back and saw that she had stumbled to her feet and was pacing back and forth. Since absorbing Barnath, she had become irritatingly energetic and fidgety.

She shouted at Ren, then grabbed her spear and ran through a series of forms with the weapon, working off her excess energy until sweat dripped from her brow. They were old versions, passable with only a few mistakes.

Ren set about boiling a pot of water with a slow trickle of sorcery. She steeped tea leaves in the hot water, then poured two cups, adding honey to both. She caught Tarrik watching and raised her eyebrows, gesturing to the tea. He shook his head, and she smiled, then took a cup to Sekrie. The demon seemed to relish the disgusting drink, and she and Ren sat close together, heads almost touching again as they talked and drank. Tarrik had to admit that Sekrie was adjusting to human food and drink better than he ever had. He knew she had two apples remaining and was saving them to treat herself.

The hairs on the back of Tarrik’s neck stiffened, and he sensed faint dark-tide emanations from Sekrie and something from Ren that could have been dawn- or dusk-tide, though it had an almost dark-tide flavor. Shadows coalesced behind Sekrie as suggestions of wings took shape, sprouting from her back. The wisps solidified, then stretched until each spanned twice Sekrie’s height.

“Can you give me a flap?” said Ren.

Sekrie’s brow furrowed as she gave Ren a look of annoyance; then her almost-solid wings beat once, twice, raising a cloud of dust.

“Good,” said Ren. “How about a flutter?”

“I’m not a bird,” said Sekrie. “Demon wings don’t flutter or flitter.”

She beat the shadow-wings faster, sending grit flying. Her feet left the ground for a few moments, and she rose a yard in the air before her wings trembled and she landed heavily. Tarrik knew how hard it was to control the wings, having spent a great deal of time himself experimenting and failing before finally coming to grips with the innate talent.

Tarrik returned to their supplies and pulled one of the three remaining bottles of whiskey from Linriel’s pack. He chewed on strips of dried lizard meat as he took occasional sips of the liquor and tried not to think of what he would do once this was all over. The truth was he wouldn’t have much say in his immediate future. The demon lords would decide what his purpose was, if they decided to end his exile.

“Tarrik?” said Ren behind him.

He stood and turned to her. She was staring at him with her almost-black eyes, which seemed to see right into him, measuring and weighing. Then her eyes glowed suddenly golden, and her sun power, shining bright, slammed into him, ripping apart the kernel of Barnath’s essence she had forced into him.

Tarrik’s thoughts disintegrated, but he managed to compress his own essence and snatch at fragments of Barnath’s alien presence. It was either that or go mad and lose himself—something he would fight to the death to avoid. Which was exactly what Ren had planned.

He could sense Ren around him, her white and pure sorcery slashing chunks of Barnath’s essence into smaller, manageable pieces. He bound two fragments with dark-tide tethers and sucked them in. Their energy seared his mind with coruscating brilliance, and his own essence expanded. He continued to grasp at slivers of the invading essence, tethering, corralling, and absorbing. After the dire battles to absorb Ananias and assist Sekrie with Barnath, the clawing and scrabbling seemed second nature to him now.

Eventually, the fragments of invading essence diminished, and his thrashing eased. He sensed Ren’s white-hot sorcery withdraw, leaving him to mop up the remainder of Barnath’s essence. Tarrik eased back and let the dissolving essence meld with his own. The additional power would augment his innate abilities and talents. And perhaps bring something new.

Tarrik breathed a sigh of relief and tasted blood in his mouth. Why do I always bite my tongue? He spit purple-streaked saliva to the ground, then tentatively assessed himself. His repository had grown slightly, but not by much. By contrast, his essence had grown beyond the Thirty-Ninth Order. By his rough gauge, he was now of the Fortieth Order, if only just. A few steps from becoming a demon lord himself. Perhaps the strangest thing was that he didn’t feel woozy or need rest as was usual after absorbing another’s essence. His mind was keen and sharp, and he felt . . . empowered. Apart from a slight headache. He also felt warm, as if Ren’s power lingered around him. Or her presence.

“Jawo-linger knew you were of the Thirty-Ninth Order,” Ren said. “It was a weakness that had to be resolved. Now she will be at a disadvantage.”

Tarrik nodded, even though he was angry with her. She had manipulated him—again—but could he realistically complain? After all, he had ascended another order. Any other demon would be ecstatic, but Tarrik . . . more power would only bring him grief.

And perhaps it would help him survive the coming battle with Samal, once Jawo-linger was out of the way. Perhaps.

Sekrie rushed toward him, chuckling wickedly. “I knew you couldn’t help yourself! Not that I begrudge you a leap in power—but what if you’d taken too much and I hadn’t ascended to the rank of lord?”

Tarrik looked down at his hands and found them clasped so tight his flesh had turned white. “This was not my idea,” he replied.

Sekrie stopped her circling of him, although her feet remained in constant motion, as if there were a swarm of ants on the ground. “When we return to the abyssal realms,” she said intensely, “will you join with me against our enemies? I’ll have to declare myself a lord, but they will think you are still of the Thirty-Seventh Order. You will be my secret weapon.”

He knew she meant the House of the Black Sun. Though they hadn’t killed his lover and sent him into exile—his imprisonment was of his own doing, the choices he’d made. Loving a human. But by trying to kill him, they were now adversaries.

“Jawo is making haste. We should attack her soon.” Though Tarrik said “we” and had casually mentioned taking Jawo out, he knew it wasn’t so easy. Jawo was powerful, surrounded by sorcerers.

Ren nodded slowly, her smile shaky. He knew she didn’t want to confront the fellow sorcerer who’d thought she was a friend, whom she’d cultivated and then betrayed, leaving her a maimed husk. “Sekrie is still untrained. Her new abilities are erratic, though coming on strongly,” said Ren.

“She needs a mentor,” said Tarrik. “Which in the abyssal realms are few and far between.”

“We cannot wait any longer,” said Ren. “Jawo-linger must be confronted. There are faint emanations coming from the north, from where Samal is imprisoned. I fear she has sent powerful sorcerers loyal to her ahead to prepare the way.”

“Are you confident you can defeat her?” Tarrik asked.

Ren frowned. “I cannot leave Sekrie while she is still assimilating the demon lord’s essence.”

Tarrik sighed. With Ren unwilling to leave Sekrie, it seemed he had no choice. As usual. Though he now saw why Ren thought he must make use of the fragment of Barnath’s essence, the fragment had still been driven into him, and then Tarrik had been forced to absorb its power. Consent was a concept Ren had issues with.

“I guess it’s up to me, then,” he said.

He was no stranger to killing. Though to kill a sorcerer he would need an extra edge. Jawo would undoubtedly try to chain him, and her bindings would be strong as she thought he was of the Thirty-Ninth Order.

But Linriel had given him a plan, one that might allow him to escape unscathed.

Ren and Tarrik squatted behind a low rise that shielded them from line of sight of Jawo-linger’s forces. Sekrie was on sentry duty some distance away, hidden in the shadows. Jawo had set a punishing pace since they had arrived in her wake—they had seen the dust pluming behind her host all through the day and their weary state once night fell. Tarrik guessed she was eager to arrive at the pyramid that marked Samal’s prison.

“She was your friend, once,” he said to Ren.

She glanced at him, then looked away. “An artificial construct. Once I became a shaman and harnessed the sun-tide, a cloud lifted from my vision. I had no friends, only enemies.”

But Ren’s friendship had been real to Jawo, Tarrik knew. Jawo had raged about how Ren had betrayed her. Perhaps that’s why Ren balked at meeting her again. Perhaps she could not bear to see Jawo’s current condition. Guilt could be a powerful influence.

His gaze locked onto Ren’s, and he gave a curt nod. “Jawo-linger is lost amid her insanity and her quest for power.”

“Her quest for love,” said Ren.

“Love?”

“Samal forces you to love him. To desire to give all of yourself to him. The very thought of doing something that displeases him causes pain. I pity Jawo, as I pitied all of the Nine. Though they chose to serve willingly, Samal subjugated their minds and warped their desires. They were evil, yes, but what was done to them—to me—was perverted. An abomination.”

Ren cleared her throat, and when Tarrik glanced at her, she was slightly hunched and staring at the ground.

“What was she like, Jaquel?” said Ren.

Tarrik’s heart clenched, and he wondered if the pain of loss would ever disappear. Sometimes he wished he wasn’t a demon, that he wouldn’t feel so deeply. “Why do you ask?”

“No reason.”

“She had some similar qualities to you, a stubbornness and fierce intelligence. But she was also very different. More carefree. Content. Jaquel had a different life to yours. Perhaps . . .”

“What?”

“Nothing.” Perhaps Ren wouldn’t have been so different, if she hadn’t fallen under Samal’s sway. “We have no control over our fate.”

“That is what most believe. I am sorry to send you to face Jawo alone,” continued Ren, “but I cannot leave Sekrie. She is too erratic and prone to overestimate her strength. She could fall into another stupor at any moment. There is also a chance she might decide to abandon us. I cannot allow that.”

“Could you stop her?” Tarrik asked.

Ren bit her lower lip. “If she was bound,” she said seriously.

Her words sent a chill through Tarrik. Ren thought she was strong enough to bind a demon lord. But that wasn’t the only thing that bothered him. She was willing to tear down whatever goodwill had developed between her and Sekrie in an instant if she got what she wanted.

“Sekrie won’t leave us,” he replied. “She, too, desires an end to exile. And she is keen to take vengeance against those who have wronged her.”

At that moment, Sekrie loomed out of the darkness to appear before them. Her voice held a note of urgency. “The sorcerer and her closest followers are stirring. They’ll set out soon. Her tent is the one at the very front,” she said.

“I know,” he replied.

“I’ll say this for the woman,” Sekrie added. “She leads from the front. Brave or foolish—I can’t decide which.”

Ren spoke a series of cants, and her bindings around Tarrik’s essence dissolved. He stretched, feeling suddenly light, as though they had constrained him physically.

Without another word, he strode to the peak of the rise and shadow-stepped away.





Chapter Thirty-One

Tarrik waited in the darkness a few hundred paces from Jawo-linger’s tent. There was no sign of her or her bodyguard, as he’d planned. They were attending a meeting in another tent, along with what looked to be her closest lieutenants: sorcerers who exuded dawn- and dusk-tide from their very pores. For a moment he wondered if she had somehow managed to create her own “Nine” as Samal had—after all, Ren had bound Linriel, and Jawo could have learned the same enchantment.

He shadow-stepped through the slight gap in the flaps of Jawo’s tent into the darkness inside. It was a modest interior, sparsely decorated. Worn rugs covered the ground, and a single alchemical globe hung from the top of the central pole, its light not enough to disperse shadows. The space gave Tarrik options if he had to evade capture or death.

He recognized a couch with embroidered cushions and a silk blanket as the same one on which Jawo had compelled him to couple with her. Two tables sat against one canvas wall: one filled with alchemical apparatuses, the other with books and curiosities. The tent held an almost overpowering stench of exotic incense underlaid with musk and leather, just as her chamber had. The same wood-framed screen with windows of waxed paper stood inside the tent flaps, ready to be moved as needed. Tarrik positioned it two paces directly in front of the opening, so anyone entering would come face to face with the flimsy barrier. Then he set to work.

A few dozen heartbeats later he sat on the couch, waiting for Jawo-linger to return. If he had miscalculated, he was about to die.

Murmurs came from outside the tent, and Tarrik sat up straighter, forcing his breathing to steady and attempting to look casual. Reconsidering, he abandoned the attempt and stood with a snarl. Jawo needed to see him as a contrite demon. When the tent flap rustled, he lowered his head.

The voices ceased, and then Jawo’s beefy, red-skinned bodyguard, Nebash, sidled around the screen, one hand on the hilt of his sheathed saber. He sized Tarrik up, noting the lack of a weapon and his submissive pose, and seemed to discount him as a threat. He backed away a step, then said something too faint for Tarrik to hear.

Jawo-linger answered with a maimed chuckle.

She hobbled around the screen, her good eye regarding Tarrik for a moment before darting to take in all corners and shadows inside the tent. A goatlike stench came with her. Tarrik felt wisps of tidal power caress him before withdrawing, and then she waved a hand at Nebash. He moved to stand with his back to the screen, facing Tarrik.

“You are no longer bound,” Jawo said through the lipless slit of her mouth, revealing her blackened teeth.

She was dressed in silks even gaudier than the last time he’d seen her, but they only served to highlight her hideous burned skin and blackened bone. Her amputated arm was hidden in the folds of her robes, her good hand leaning on her orichalcum cane to keep her upright.

“Linriel is dead,” he replied.

“That, I know.” She laughed again, then uttered cants.

Her bindings hooked into Tarrik’s essence, though they lacked the power to compel him completely, fashioned as they were for a demon one order lower. Then the enchantments strengthened, and additional energy flowed through them. Lines of arcane force sizzled through the air, wrapping around him. Invisible white-hot hooks pierced his flesh and mind, scourging him with excruciating cruelty, tearing and slicing, threatening to unravel him. He crumpled to the floor of the tent, face pressed to the rug’s rough pile. Nausea churned in his guts, and his mind swam with panic. Blood and fire. They had underestimated Jawo. She knew, somehow, that he had ascended to the Fortieth Order and had fashioned the appropriate bindings to make a slave of him.

Despair took hold of Tarrik, and the fight left him. Suddenly his redemption pushed to the front of his mind, and his blood surged. He cast off all thoughts of surrender, fighting back against Jawo. But his efforts were as futile as the waves that crashed against sea cliffs. Her strength was too much, and all he could do was hold firm beneath the pain of the binding.

“Do you think I am a fool?” she demanded.

Tendons bulged in Tarrik’s neck as a reply was forced from him. “No.”

“I thought we were friends. More than friends—flesh joined as one, as you and Serenity were. I have a use for you, Tarrik. When Samal is freed, I will need someone to stand by my side, someone loyal.”

Even if that loyalty is forced, thought Tarrik. “I am that person,” he said.

Jawo-linger snorted, and spit sprayed from the hole in her cheek. “You are not a person! You are a tool. I grew curious about you, Tarrik Nal-Valim. As I said, I have powers at my command that make other sorcerers look like mere dabblers. I have plumbed the depths, walked in the realms beyond the abyssal, made pacts with the carapaced creatures of nightmare.”

She spoke of the Kasonna-Vulur—Tarrik was sure of it. Demonkind’s fell enemy. He had been one of the first through the breach at Ulrionaz, when the Kasonna-Vulurs’ sorcery and star-metal blades had killed even demon lords. He remembered their steel-hard ethereal discuses butchering demons, spraying blood that steamed in the frigid air, coursing through tears in the veil. It was fight or die. Move forward or perish, while all around him demons and lords were struck down by the accursed metal, vaporized into nothing.

He pushed himself up from the floor and leaned his back against the couch. Saliva trickled from his mouth, and he wiped it away with the back of his hand.

“They told me of you, Tarrik Nal-Valim,” Jawo continued. “Their hatred for you is great. Their hive remembers everything. Imagine my surprise when they told me that you had risen to a higher order! You allowed yourself to be bound and pretended to obey commands, thinking you had tricked both myself and Linriel. But I was always one step ahead of you. And I could sense you’ve grown stronger still. As for Linriel, you disposed of her, of course?”

Jawo would know if he lied. He had to be careful. “No.”

“No? Then who . . . ah, the Orgols. They are a harsh race. Uncompromising. Unwelcoming even of those who bear their blood. But they will learn to respect my power. They will have no choice but to join me. But you returned, demon. Why?”

“To kill you.”

She surrendered to laughter, which descended into a coughing fit. “You should have returned to your realms,” she said upon recovering. “Your desire for vengeance has killed you. But before I destroy your essence, I’ll use you once more. The freshest memories are always the sweetest, and I’ll want something to remember you by.”

She moved to stand in front of Tarrik, her eye roving over his body, the white boiled orb staring sightlessly. She grunted faintly; then another cough racked her skeletal frame. She staggered over to her workbench and clutched at its edge for a few moments to steady herself.

“Aren’t you going to ask me if we found the source of Serenity’s power?” Tarrik said. He knew he had to say something to intrigue her, else he was certain to die.

“I know what it is already, fool demon! Serenity stole the secret of the Orgols’ sorcery from them.”

Tarrik froze. If Jawo already knew how to harness the sun-tide, all was lost. But then he remembered the peculiar sensation and scent of Ren’s sorcery. He hadn’t sensed the sun-tide in Jawo previously, and there was no sign of it now. How much did she really know?

“Then why send Linriel and me to the Orgols?” he asked.

“To flush Serenity out. She’s close by, isn’t she? My allies told me she lived, once I asked the right questions and applied some pressure.”

“You are talking about the Kasonna-Vulur,” he said. He had to know for sure, in case he somehow survived this encounter and was able to get word to the demon lords that their ancient enemy was meddling here in Wiraya.

“Did you yourself determine the secret of Serenity’s power?” she said, ignoring him. “There are many details I wasn’t able to find out.”

“Yes.” His jaw clenched tight after uttering the word.

“Excellent. You will give them to me. But first . . .”

Tarrik felt her arcane bindings tighten against his flesh, squash his mind. “Do you see how beautiful I still am? Am I all that you desire?” asked Jawo.

An unwilling response was torn from Tarrik’s throat. “Yes.” She was depraved and insane.

Jawo slowly walked to Tarrik, then embraced him. He found himself moving her to the couch, laying her upon it gently.

“You are mine to do with as I wish, Tarrik Nal-Valim,” Jawo said. “Serenity made you hers; now I make you mine once again. My demon slave.”

Once again, Jawo’s scarred lips writhed against his.

Jawo-linger dressed herself and hobbled over to the workbench laden with her potion-making paraphernalia. Tarrik tugged on his clothes and boots and watched intently as she took a crystal goblet and began to mix her medicine.

He had been abused before, his flesh and mind defiled by humans, but each time opened up old scars. Previously, he had submitted to Jawo’s depredations in order not to expose useless bindings. This time was different. Forced pleasures of the flesh were an offensive assault that could not be forgiven.

Jawo added orange powder using a silver measuring spoon, then a dribble of viscous green fluid, a crushed leaf. As she was about to add the final ocher liquid, she stopped and sniffed the vial.

She turned to Tarrik, her gash of a mouth twisted into a hideous grimace. Icy fear gripped him.

“What’s this?” she said accusingly.

“I am not familiar with that alchemical,” he replied.

“What did you add to it?”

Tarrik was unable to lie. “Venom taken from a lizard.”

“Enough to kill me, I’m sure. I don’t know whether to be flattered you tried or disappointed you thought I’d be that easy to dispose of.”

“Perhaps both?”

Jawo-linger hunched over and coughed until her throat had to ache. With a trembling hand she discarded the tainted alchemical and produced another vial from a wooden box. She added the untainted liquid, then stirred the concoction while she spoke Skanuric cants and shaped the dawn- and dusk-tides, empowering her medicine with sorcery. Again, there was no hint that she used the sun-tide. Whatever she knew of Orgol sorcery and their shamans, she didn’t yet know how to harness their power for herself.

The cants stopped, and Jawo raised the crystal goblet to her lips and gulped its contents. She dropped the goblet onto the table, and the dregs of the potion spilled across the polished wood. For a score of heartbeats she leaned on the table; then she straightened and turned to face Tarrik. Her skin appeared healthier, renewed. When her hand reached for her cane, he saw it was no longer trembling.

“I claimed you as mine after you were summoned,” she said. “And it is still true. Your body I will use, and your soul will evaporate into the ether or the void—whatever happens to demons when they die and are not absorbed by another. Betrayal I expected from you, but my success is guaranteed. My beloved Samal will be freed, and we will dominate Wiraya together, then look to those worlds beyond the veil, including the abyssal realms. But first, I’ll find Serenity and torment her for eternity!” Her functioning eye stared at Tarrik. “Do you have nothing to say?”

“What is there to add? I was summoned. I helped kill Linriel and tried to kill you. This is our lot under you human slavers.”

Jawo drew her fingers through the patches of black hair that remained on her scarred scalp, all the while smiling and leering at Tarrik. She coughed and dropped her hand to cover her mouth. Another heave racked her frame, and her shoulders bent. She stumbled to the side, her cane slipping from her hand to fall to the ground.

“What . . . ?” she gasped, then gave Tarrik an accusing glare. “What did you do?”

Tarrik slipped his hand into his pocket, where his fingers found the wooden box Ren had given him that held a sliver of the Orgol god’s flesh. “I gave you the secret to Serenity’s power. With it you will be able to harness a tide hardly any sorcerers know about, and few still understand. All those who discovered it before Serenity died when attempting to master its power.”

He remembered what Ren had told him about the process of becoming a shaman: The sun-tide must be combined with the Orgol god’s flesh to transform one’s physical body. Each absorbed alone leads only to immolation.

Tarrik had rubbed the sliver of flesh around the inside of Jawo’s goblet, where it had shed enough of its substance to do its work.

A faint light seeped from both of Jawo’s eyes, growing quickly in intensity until it became a blinding coruscation. She opened her mouth and screeched, and light poured from between her lips, so bright it cast the rest of her face in shadow. Her throat glowed as if lit by an internal fire. One by one, pinpricks of light appeared all over her ravaged skin, multiplying by the dozen. They cast ruler-straight beams around the tent, spotting its walls and ceiling.

Jawo-linger staggered, her good arm crashing across a tabletop and sending paraphernalia tumbling to shatter on the ground. Alchemical liquids mixed with powdered herbs, and vapor rose from their bubbling masses.

Tarrik backed away and glanced at the bodyguard, but the man’s expressionless gaze was fixated on the sorcerer.

Jawo fell to her knees, and her fingers hooked into a rigid claw. She raised her face, golden light blazing from her eyes and mouth.

“I can see!” she shouted exultantly. “But . . . there is something . . . inside me.”

There was a roaring noise, like a burst of lightning or a furnace. Brilliant lines joined several points of light on Jawo’s skin. She screamed in terror now, but the sound was choked off as the dazzling illumination poured from her entire body. Tarrik saw her eyes turn an iridescent orange as a wave of heat washed across him.

Nebash broke from his trance and rushed for Jawo. Chaotic forces knocked him back as if he had bounced off stone. He regained his feet and tried again and was again savagely kicked away by the power inhabiting Jawo. He fell to the ground, facedown.

Flames licked between the cracks in Jawo’s skin. The remaining locks of her hair shriveled and disappeared in wisps of acrid smoke. Her skin turned to charcoal, fissures appearing, covering her with a spiderweb of flames. Her jaw worked, but no sound emerged.

Her frame desiccated before Tarrik’s eyes; then, between one instant and the next, it crumbled into a pile of ash. The Orgol god’s flesh had overpowered her mortal form.

Tarrik heard a rending, tearing sound, and the alchemical globe flickered and swayed as if in a breeze, but no wind caressed his skin. The pressure of Jawo’s bindings, her grip on his mind and body, vanished abruptly. He almost crumpled with relief and disbelief. He hadn’t really expected his plan to work, especially after Jawo had bound him.

Nebash had gained his feet. He stepped toward Tarrik, his head leaning awkwardly to one side. Tiny crystals of frost formed on his eyebrows, and his skin slowly turned white. He opened his mouth, tongue making clicking sounds.

“We see you, demon,” he hissed.

Shadows swirled around him as if he were a sorcerer or could manipulate the dark-tide. His movements were jerky and uncoordinated, though somehow familiar to Tarrik. And suddenly he knew what Nebash’s strange behavior reminded him of. He moved like an insect. A gryll-ensis. Or . . . one of the Kasonna-Vulur invaders.

Tarrik’s gaze took in the frost and the swirling shadows. Something had torn through the veil and possessed the bodyguard. It had to be a Kasonna-Vulur—Jawo-linger’s supposed allies, from what she had said.

Tarrik forced himself to speak, though fear and loathing constricted his throat. “Who are you?”

Nebash’s head trembled, and a hiss escaped his lips. “We see you, Tarrik Nal-Valim. We see this world, this decrepit plane. Our pawn here may be dead, but our plan remains.”

“What plan?”

Not-Nebash’s leg lurched, and he staggered a step forward. Blood trickled from one eye, as if the human body struggled to make sense of the consciousness controlling its actions.

“Mal-Innek will be the first to fall,” the creature said. “And then all of your realms. We are unstoppable.”

Mal-Innek . . . one of the abyssal worlds.

“You were defeated before,” Tarrik told it, “and will be again.”

“Pushed back, not defeated.” A series of clicks issued from Nebash’s mouth, and Tarrik had the horrible impression that the creature was laughing. “You are weak, demon. As are all your kind. Soon you will be no more.”

With a roar of rage, Tarrik barked a cant, then plunged his shadow-blade into Nebash’s chest. He yanked the shimmering blade free and slashed in a frenzy, until the bodyguard was nothing more than a mess of hacked flesh, sliced bones, and severed limbs.

The shadows swirling around the body dispersed, and the alchemical globe ceased flickering and shone steadily again.

Shouts of alarm came from outside the tent, and Tarrik sensed dawn- and dusk-tide building. Jawo-linger’s death had seemed to take ages, though only moments had passed. He glanced around and found nothing he wanted to take with him. Let Jawo’s subordinates quarrel over her corpse and effects.

He moved to the tent flap and, in the blink of an eye, shadow-stepped to safety.





Chapter Thirty-Two

Tarrik examined the spot where Ren had said they would wait for him. There was no sign of either her or Sekrie, nor their gear. A patch of sand had been melted to a glasslike consistency—presumably by Ren creating one of her traveling platforms. He trod on it, cracking through the thin layer, then knelt to touch the surface. Still warm.

There was a half-empty bottle of whiskey some distance from the sand turned glass. Tarrik picked it up, then threw it. The bottle shattered, sending the amber liquid splattering across the ground.

“Fool!” he raged. “You are a fool!”

His heart hammered, and blood surged through his veins, roaring in his ears until it drowned out all else. He had been abandoned. Ren had left him behind, a mere tool to be discarded. What matter if he’d died attempting to kill Jawo? As long as he’d delayed her enough to give Ren time to get to Samal’s pyramid first.

Without realizing, Tarrik had summoned his shadow-blade. He let his rage out with it, slicing through boulders, splitting rocks, leaving the freshly cut surfaces sizzling and smoking.

Abruptly his strength left him, and he collapsed to the dirt. He sat there, seething, whispering curses, imagining the torments he would visit upon Ren. And also Sekrie, who had conspired with Ren to forsake him.

Arcane detonations and flashes of light were visible above Jawo-linger’s camp: the sorcerers were fighting for supremacy now that their leader was dead. They would kill each other until one was declared victorious and then forget Jawo’s mad plan and return to wherever they’d come from. Tarrik considered disrupting them with some violence of his own—it would burn through his anger and cool his blood.

He rose to his feet and took a few steps toward the flickering eldritch assaults and spherical wards. But before he could do something foolish, his common sense reasserted itself. Human sorcerers were more than a match for him. To attack them would be suicide. He had come too far, endured too many torments, to throw his life away now.

Ren had betrayed him. Tarrik had been supplanted by Sekrie. Now that Sekrie had ascended to become a demon lord, she had far more power than Tarrik did, and Ren probably saw him as of no further use. In any fight against Samal, it was true that Tarrik would serve very little purpose. But surely that was his choice to make? What if Ren failed because something Tarrik could have done would have turned the tide?

She had jeopardized her chances by betraying him. Tarrik was no weakling. He was Tarrik Nal-Valim, demon of the Fortieth Order, survivor of Shimrax. He had emerged alive from battles in which only a fraction of a fraction had survived. He had fought through the breach at Ulrionaz against weapons forged of star-metal and ensorcelled orichalcum. He had wreaked bloody vengeance under the human empress and sorcerer Maluma the White. And he had been instrumental in annihilating many of the Nine, ensuring the demon lord Samal remained imprisoned. No, he was no weakling. He did not need to prove his worth.

He would join with Ren and Sekrie, somehow, and fulfill the role that would grant him redemption with the demon lords and an end to his exile. Tarrik wanted to curse Ren, for her stubbornness, for acting against his express wishes, but most of all for binding him to her—not with ties of sorcery, but with his own emotions. When he had thought all was lost, and he was doomed to exile forever, Ren had made him feel again.

Without another thought he drew upon his dark-tide repository and fashioned a scrying, sending it out into the arid wasteland. In moments it returned, bringing information he should have known: that both Ren and Sekrie were long gone, a great distance away to the northwest, where Samal’s prison stood.

Judging from the faint graying of the sky atop the eastern horizon, dawn wasn’t far off. He didn’t have much time. Tarrik turned his back on the arcane battle raging among Jawo’s sorcerers and broke into a sprint, heading north. When he was far enough away not to be detected, he focused on the darkness far ahead and poured himself into the void.

The first shadow-step of many.

Tarrik collapsed into the dirt, heart hammering, sweat pouring from his skin, breath rasping in his throat, burning his lungs. His final shadow-step had brought him to the shade cast by a wide tree stump. Then the rising sun had made the innate talent too dangerous to use, and he had run instead, as if a horde of Kasonna-Vulur were behind him.

He crawled forward a few paces before his traitorous muscles gave way and he crumpled to the ground, his face pressed into sand still freezing from the night’s chill. For long moments he lay there, awash with orange light as the sun’s rays glowed through a distant haze to the east.

In the distance, an earthen pyramid rose from the rocky landscape. Samal’s tomb. A pungent scent invaded his nostrils: his own sweat tinged with fear, as sharp as rotting fruit.

He rolled onto his back, tried to brush sand away that had stuck to his cheek, but gave it up as too much effort. Instead, he opened himself to the last of the stars before they faded, drawing in as much of the dark-tide as he could. And despite his exhaustion, his burning muscles, and his aching mind, the amount he was able to store amazed him. He felt replete with power. Ardent. Almost invincible.

Still, he was wise enough to know that he deceived himself—he wasn’t a skilled sorcerer like Ren, or even a demon lord. He had innate talents and was able to experiment with dark-tide sorcery such as generating his shadow-blade and armor, but his development was not in the same league as ascending to the level of a lord.

Tarrik groaned, then willed himself to his feet. They throbbed as if swollen. He licked his cracked lips and for one of the few times in his life wished for a cool drink of water. His body could cope with arid conditions, but only for so long without respite. He stumbled a few steps forward, and then his gait steadied as his muscles worked through their soreness.

The pyramid—or tomb or entrance or whatever it was—remained unchanged from when he had last seen it. Square based, with stunted olive-green bushes upon its slopes and a thicket of bones spread around its foundation. Mounds of stone surrounded the pyramid in random patterns; and on the south side, stacked rocks formed two waist-high walls that led like a promenade to the prison’s entrance—a squat, square tower dominated by a pitch-black maw that seemed to writhe and twist the senses. Tarrik looked away.

From the base of the pyramid, plumes of dark-gray smoke rose into the sky. In his exhaustion, Tarrik hadn’t noticed them before. He realized they came from rows of tents, pavilions, and baggage and provision wagons that stood on the shaded western side of the pyramid. All had been destroyed—and recently, it seemed. Craters peppered the ground, surrounded by charred bodies of humans and livestock.

The decimated camp had to have been populated by the luckless soldiers and sorcerers of the Tainted Cabal and whoever Jawo-linger had sent on ahead of her to prepare for her arrival. Ren and Sekrie had destroyed them with utter ruthlessness.

The air was eerily quiet, and not a soul moved. Where were Ren and Sekrie? Had they entered the pyramid already?

Tarrik’s eyes were drawn back to Samal’s prison, and he swallowed his fear, breathing in through his mouth and out his nose to avoid its sharp scent. To no avail. A vision of Samal Rak-shazza, the Adversary, flooded Tarrik’s memory: an immense, massively muscled body surrounded by swirling cinders, with fleshlike tentacles writhing from its back and shoulders, each studded with spikes and ending in talons. Glowing red eyes, curling horns, and a four-sectioned mouth filled with jagged fangs that emitted a bone-shaking roar, smothering all other sound. A demon lord driven insane by power. An obscenity. An abomination.

Tarrik trembled with remembered horror and fear but forced himself onward, eyes searching for any sign of Ren and Sekrie. As he did, he ran through what he knew of Samal, which was precious little.

Now, Tarrik knew the cinders were probably part of Samal’s shadow-armor, fragments breaking off and burning to vapor as the hard shell of dark-tide surrounding him constantly replenished itself. But Samal’s other innate talents, or what he knew of dark-tide sorcery, Tarrik had no inkling of. What he did know was that seemingly insignificant acts could turn the tide of a battle.

He was close enough now that the angular, primitive writing engraved around the opening in the tower was almost legible. Even at this distance, the pitch-black maw swam with darkness, drawing him into it. His mind swirled, and he swayed and fell to his knees, head spinning. His stomach rebelled, and he spewed bile onto the ground.

He remembered Ren’s explanation from the last time he had been here. Samal was imprisoned in another dimension, and the pyramid wasn’t so much a prison as a conduit, the twisting of reality bending the eye and mind.

“It doesn’t get any easier with time,” said a woman.

Tarrik lurched to his feet, wiping his mouth with a sleeve. Now that he was no longer gazing at the twisting maw, his stomach settled and his thoughts regained solidity.

The woman was Elisa, the crone he had thought insane the last time he’d met her. She stood almost close enough to touch, somehow having crept up on him unawares. She appeared unchanged, with the same balding pate spotted with a few scraggly gray hairs and rheumy eyes.

“You’re still alive,” he said.

“That I am, demon. My goddess is generous, though my task is onerous. And boring.” She held out a tin cup to him, and water sloshed over its side.

Tarrik glanced around, suspecting a trap. But there was only the old woman dressed in her fine robes with a few slightly charred patches. That she wasn’t affected by being so close to the gate to Samal’s prison was . . . curious.

He accepted the water and asked, “And what task is that?”

“The imprisoned one forever rails against the chains that bind him. His servants are slow learners and continue their efforts to free him. I watch them all. Study them.”

“Easy work, if you’re lucky enough to get it,” Tarrik said. He recalled that she believed herself a disciple of a human goddess.

“Lonely, though. There are benefits to having friends, demon. Companions. Lovers.”

Tarrik shrugged. He wanted to leave the old woman to her ramblings, but his gut told him not to dismiss her so lightly. She had to be significant in some way, or why else would she be here?

“Drink,” she said. “You look like you need it.”

Tarrik gulped down the cup’s contents. The water moistened his lips, rinsed dust from his mouth, and soothed his aching throat. He held out the empty cup to Elisa. She took it, and it disappeared somewhere under her robe.

“You pretend not to care, demon,” she said. “But my goddess sees through you.”

“And who is she?”

“The lady Sylva Kalisia, she who has dominion over the moons and pain.”

There was plenty of pain in this human world, Tarrik thought, without needing a goddess to add more. “Never heard of her. I don’t pay much attention to human gods.”

“She’s heard of you. You should be honored.”

Tarrik didn’t feel honored. He felt unsettled.

He turned away from Elisa, and his searching gaze found two figures standing before the gaping maw of the gate to Samal’s prison, almost invisible before the curdling backdrop. Ren and Sekrie.

“I have to go,” he said. But the sun’s heat was baking the earth now, creating a shimmering haze above the ground. Any attempt to shadow-step would be fraught with danger.

“You are too late,” said Elisa. “Your sorcerer and the demon lord will enter the prison momentarily. I know their plan. I let them pass.”

“You have control over the prison gate?” Tarrik’s thoughts churned at her revelation.

“I am a key, as were others before me. My goddess has decided that this attempt must be made. If it fails, nothing is lost.”

“You’re wrong,” snarled Tarrik. “Ren will be lost. I need to be there, to help her.”

Elisa smiled. “You care for her?”

“Yes.”

Admitting so wasn’t hard when Ren wasn’t present. And if it got him what he wanted.

“Be wary,” Elisa continued. “Samal has gorged on a surfeit of essence. Any demon lord that keeps taking without restraint will exceed the bounds of reason. They lose their identity and become tyrannical in their powers. To all intents and purposes, insane. And Samal Rak-shazza was flawed to begin with.”

“You seem to know a great deal about demonkind,” Tarrik said, but her assessment and warning rang true. He’d seen for himself what Samal had become.

Elisa touched a hand to Tarrik’s arm, and the lingering nausea and chaos in his mind settled. He jerked away, but her touch remained, as if her fingers had burned through his shirt and into his skin.

“Go,” she said, almost a command. “Before I change my mind. I think the dark wind has finally come. It’s just as well—I need a rest.”

Tarrik kept his eyes on the ground as he approached the opening to Samal’s prison, but even so he found his gaze constantly drawn to the roiling maw. A keening wail assaulted his ears, steadily growing in volume and intensity. By the time the doorway was just a few paces away, he could barely place one foot in front of the other.

He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, only that his feet had grown heavier and heavier, layered with dust, and the closer he came to Samal’s prison, the more the ensorcelled opening heaved his senses to and fro.

Tarrik came to a stop, his guts churning. To his left and right, bleached bones stretched along the sides of the pyramid, all that remained of others who had sought to free or perhaps kill Samal. More recent bones lay atop older, with crushed and brittle ancient bones beneath. Some were far too large to be human, and he recognized them as demon bones.

Don’t think, he chastised himself. Just act.

He was mortally tired. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept or even rested for a few minutes. But his weariness didn’t matter. Ren was in danger.

Tarrik leaped into the sickening, swirling maw that was the gate to Samal’s prison.





Chapter Thirty-Three

A dry, hot wind buffeted Tarrik, stinging his skin with abrasive sand. Pinkish sand, as in the Jargalan Desert. He frowned. There was no sun, only a diffuse illumination with no discernible source. He looked over his shoulder. On this side, the gate was a blank, mirror-flat silver plane that stood upright without visible support.

All around him, scattered across the ground, lay more bones, with a few waist-high structures surmounted by grinning skulls. Tarrik recognized some of the bigger spiked or horned skulls as belonging to demons, and the smaller ones presumably were human. The bones closest to him still wore shreds of clothes, partially disintegrated by time. Three carcasses were more recent, encrusted with blood dried to black and fragments of dried flesh hanging from thick mottled skin. The Tainted Cabal, most likely under initial instructions from the Nine, had been keeping Samal amused and fed, perhaps for decades.

Of Ren and Sekrie there was no sign. Nor of Samal himself.

A piece of wood stuck out from the sand. When Tarrik uncovered it, he found a cracked sorcerer’s talisman, its polished surface notched with numerical sequences and calculations. A demon’s claw was also nearby, severed at the wrist and sporting serrated talons.

A thunderous crack sounded in the distance. Tarrik stood and squinted toward it, shielding his eyes from the rasping wind. Though he could see upward without much difficulty, ahead and to all sides the swirling sand obscured his vision after twenty yards. Which meant the wind was mostly at ground level.

Through the churning sands he spotted flashes of golden light in the distance. Tarrik fashioned a scrying and sent it forth, tendrils of power laden with purpose. Almost at once, the majority were blasted from existence. Only one returned, the others smothered and torn to shreds—by what, or whom, Tarrik wasn’t skilled enough to determine.

But the single thread was all he needed. It bore the mark of what he now knew was sun-tide. Ren.

He launched himself forward. As he did, there came a great rumbling, and a column emerged from the swirling haze of sand, made of dense silvery mist and shot through with violet and obsidian lightning. To Tarrik’s amazement it continued to grow, ascending into the sky until the structure stood hundreds of yards above the ground. The lightning-struck mist evaporated to reveal a massive tower of rock that leaned to one side. Narrow steps wound around its circumference, built deep and high for long Orgol strides. The Eshar-Amare, Ren had called it. But . . . what trickery was this? Such a thing was impossible. How could the Orgol structure have moved to whatever realm Samal was imprisoned within? And why did the sand here look just like that in the Jargalan Desert? It was as if everything Tarrik saw had been pulled from his memories.

A golden sphere emerged from the swirling sands close to the base of the tower, followed by a figure rising on widespread wings of shadow. Ren and Sekrie, the latter having swiftly mastered using her shadow-wings. Tarrik suspected that Ren’s plan to abandon him had formed some time ago, and Sekrie had been a willing coconspirator, hiding her development from Tarrik.

Both forms rose swiftly and curled over the edge of the tower, disappearing from Tarrik’s sight. Sorcerous lights shattered the dark sky above with flashes of brilliance, and burnished golden globes arced outward, then curved sharply back behind the summit, followed by thunderous cracks. Shining silver and obsidian javelins materialized out of thin air and launched themselves toward the globes’ origin, the javelins formed from massive waves of dark-tide so potent Tarrik sensed them from his distant position.

He looked upward, preparing to shadow-step to the top of the tower to help Ren and Sekrie in their battle, but the shadows were too unstable. They writhed and changed, growing and vanishing under the golden and silver lights emanating from the sun- and dark-tide enchantments. He abandoned the idea as too risky and sprinted for the base of the steps instead. Sekrie might have mastered her shadow-wings, but he knew his were too feeble to manage the ascent.

A strong wind buffeted him as he ran. A hundred yards from the tower he heard a thunderous detonation. The ground lurched under Tarrik’s feet, and he stumbled, then fell.

Far above, the golden sphere and winged darkness arced out from the top of the tower as if thrown. A pitch-black shroud immediately descended over the tower’s summit.

Ren and Sekrie fell, tumbling and twisting, and slammed into the ground. Tarrik felt the vibrations in his hands. He regained his feet and sprinted toward the duo, though he could no longer see them through the churning sand.

He staggered down a depression to find a battered and moaning Sekrie lying in the center of a crater formed from her impact. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth and numerous gashes on her face and exposed skin. A spiderweb of black veins spread from a seeping brand on the left side of her face. One leg was twisted unnaturally to the side, as if the knee joint had been wrenched apart.

Tarrik fell to his knees beside her, but when he reached out to touch her—not knowing whether to shake or cradle her, whether she was dead or alive—her eyes opened and she gasped in a breath. She looked about her, wild eyed and panicky.

“Where’s Ren?” asked Tarrik. “Get up! We must find her.”

Sekrie’s hands grasped his arms. “Samal is too strong! We must flee!”

“We can’t. Our redemption is here, Sekrie. Our fate is in our own hands. If you flee, it will be to a slow death.”

“Dying slowly is better than dying now,” she spit.

He freed his arms from her grip. “And what of your lover? Who will avenge his death if not you? No one. The House of the Black Sun will continue its vile work. Ren and I aided you to become a lord so you could help us kill Samal. Fail in that task, and you condemn yourself to exile. Worthless, just like your word.”

“My word means nothing to humans,” she said. “They are beneath us.”

“Our word, our honor, is what holds our society together. And if you can’t see that, then you’re no better than the House of the Black Sun.” He stood. “Run, then. And enjoy your exile until you kill yourself. You are weak, a fool.”

He left her lying in the sand and ran up the crest of the crater. Ren should be somewhere to the left. When he saw a faint golden emanation glowing through the windblown sand, emotion surged through him, and he almost wept.

Throat tight, legs weak with fatigue and despair, Tarrik rushed toward the second crater. A golden nimbus surrounded Ren, but she lay unmoving within it, the Orgols’ artifact close by her outstretched arm. He remembered what Ren had told him about sorcerers falling from a great height: that a sorcerous shield wouldn’t cushion their fall.

“Even I would fail.”

Tarrik threw himself at her, fingers on her neck to feel for a pulse. Nothing. He could feel nothing.

“Ren,” he breathed, shaking her gently. When she didn’t respond, he cradled her close, wondering what he could do. He vaguely recalled Contian saying that you could breathe air into a drowning victim and sometimes they would resuscitate.

Suddenly Ren’s mouth opened, and she whooped in a massive breath, then convulsed in a coughing fit. She turned her head and spit bloody saliva onto the sand, then clutched at him to help her sit up. A trembling hand wiped her mouth.

“He is too strong,” she whispered. “I can keep him from my mind, but other than that . . .”

“We cannot just give up,” Tarrik said. “Is he still atop the tower?”

Ren met his gaze, her eyes narrowed in pain. “When have you ever known me to give up? I won’t. Not against Samal. He has caused me too much pain. It’s his death or mine. But he’s toying with us. He knows he can prevent us from escaping, and wants to kill us slowly.” Her hand tightened around Tarrik’s arm. “You must flee. Perhaps you can escape while Samal’s distracted by fighting me.”

Ren’s entire focus was on Samal’s death to the extent that she would die trying to fulfill her aim. But what would come after, if they succeeded? When the passion and stress that had driven Ren to kill a demon lord subsided? When her purpose disappeared? Her mind was already fragile, on a knife-edge, skirting insanity.

“She’s right, Tarrik,” said Sekrie from behind him. Surprisingly, she still clutched the blackwood spear, leaning on it. Her left leg was twisted to the side and bore little weight. “You should try to escape. You’re not strong enough to face Samal.”

Tarrik bristled. Surely he could do something, even if only to serve as a distraction. “Neither are you,” he growled. “I won’t leave.”

“Foolish demon! Why must you be so stubborn!” Ren said. She released Tarrik and groaned as she staggered to her feet.

He saw that her clothes were charred in patches, like Sekrie’s, revealing blackened skin beneath.

Ren shook her head. “I’m sorry, Tarrik. Even though your powers have grown, they are still insignificant.”

“If I’m insignificant, then I’ll go unnoticed,” he countered.

Sekrie barked a laugh. “True! Perhaps there is something—”

“No!” shouted Ren. “I forbid it. I will not be the cause of his death.”

“You don’t control me,” Tarrik told her.

Her eyes flashed with anger. “I could.”

He knew what she meant. “Then you would be as bad as Samal.”

“I am already! Do you not understand what I have done? What I became under his enchantment? If I bound you and commanded you to flee, at least you’d be alive. One of us would leave here, perhaps to continue the fight.”

“Enough chatter!” Sekrie cut in.

Tarrik glanced at her, and their eyes met. Sekrie nodded, and Tarrik knew she was still committed to the battle. Only the death of Samal would earn her redemption and the ability to prosecute her own vengeance.

“We’re wasting time,” continued Sekrie. “Neither of us got close to Samal, and a second attempt won’t be any different. I don’t fancy a repeat performance if there’s nothing to be gained.” She grimaced and gestured to her maimed leg. “We need to involve Tarrik.”

Ren was silent for a moment, then gave a curt nod. “Get the artifact, Tarrik.”

Tarrik picked up the Orgols’ artifact and immediately almost dropped it. The strange metals radiated an intense heat. He had to transfer the many-sided object from hand to hand to prevent it from burning his skin.

“Your armor,” Ren told him. “Create a gauntlet in order to withstand the emanations.”

Tarrik concentrated, drawing forth a substantial portion of dark-tide and cautiously modifying the cants Ren had taught him. As he spoke them, his hand turned coal black, and bands of what looked like segmented, charred iron wrapped around his fingers, hand, and forearm, covering his skin with a layer of flexible metal. None of the heat of the artifact penetrated to his skin.

“It’ll do,” said Sekrie, sounding unimpressed.

Ren nodded grimly. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” She spoke quickly, rushing through a sketchy plan. “We’ll only have one chance,” she finished.

Tarrik gazed up at the tower that loomed over them. He didn’t want to see the distress on Ren’s face or hear anything else she had to say. This was his only chance, too: to redeem himself and end his exile. He could not—would not—let it slip through his fingers.

“Let’s go,” he said. “I’ll need a ride.”

A moment later, icy darkness surrounded him.

When the shroud dissipated, Tarrik was standing on the summit of the tower. Ren was ahead to his left and Sekrie in front of him to his right.

The Adversary stood facing them, twenty yards away and highlighted against the hazy sky. Burning cinders surrounded his immense form, which stood ten feet tall and was muscled like a bull. His shadow-armor was fluid obsidian, slick and shiny and rippling like water, a mesmerizing effect that drew the eye. For Tarrik, the menacing figure twisted in his vision, as if Samal were somehow strung between two realities. Shadowy tentacles studded with spikes writhed from his back, each ending in talons that clawed the air as if searching for something to latch on to. Twin horns curled from his forehead, their tips almost touching his chin, and his sectioned mouth opened like a flower, revealing lines of sharp fangs.

The demon lord’s glowing red eyes locked on to Tarrik with an intensity that weakened his knees, almost forcing him to make obeisance. But he would not bow; he was Tarrik Nal-Valim of the Fortieth Order.

Tarrik repeated his name and rank inside his head, and the sound of his internal voice and the reminder of how far he had progressed gave him strength, something to hold on to. He straightened and returned the Adversary’s fiery stare.

“Samal Rak-shazza,” Ren said, her voice amplified by sorcery. The name fell hard, as if the syllables themselves were a sorcerous muttering and were layered beyond just what could be heard.

Samal’s answering roar suffocated all other sound. Tarrik’s bones vibrated with its intensity. He took an involuntary step backward and felt his heel sliding over the edge of the summit. He dropped to one knee, his free hand clutching the ground to steady himself.

Immense power radiated from Samal—ripples of dark-tide washing over Tarrik like ocean waves. Such might! Who was Tarrik, not even a demon lord, to face off against such a being?

The infernal voice rang out, hammering the air like thunder, its weight pressing Tarrik down until he could barely move.

“You who come against me: my servant and my beloved; traitorous demons, weak and wanting—I shall cut out your eyes, rend the flesh from your bones, and feast!”

“You will not bind me again!” Ren shouted in reply. “I reject you, as do those of your kind!”

Her defiance grounded Tarrik, brought him back from the brink of despair. She stood against Samal, defiance etched on her face.

He was not alone, he realized. A mighty sorcerer fought by his side. And Sekrie, a demon lord. After many decades of hoping and weeks filled with turmoil and danger, the moment of his redemption was here.

Tarrik summoned all his strength, courage, and desire to survive.

Samal barked a coughing laugh, and his gleaming bulk began to pace back and forth atop the tower, curiously silent apart from the whisper of his tentacles and the clacking of their talons. His armor rippled and twisted as its ink-black surface splintered and distorted light.

A spear of dark-tide power threaded with emerald essence pierced Tarrik’s mind, tearing at his strength and will. Molten fire hammered at his being as Samal’s alien spirit pounded and wormed its way inside him, burrowing like a parasite. Tarrik convulsed and screamed as Samal slithered between his thoughts, working into his very will, his essence. An evil enfolded him, rending and impaling all that he was.

“Adore me,” the evil demanded.

This was true power, Tarrik realized. This was a being worthy of worship, unlike the unseen human gods. And who was he? Only a higher-order demon, not even a lord. A worm, compared to the brilliance and might of Samal Rak-shazza. The world around him shrank to a pinprick as he focused only on the demon lord. And for that he was grateful. Grateful! He wept for the love he had for Samal, tears torn from his depths, from a barren place he’d thought would never feel again after Jaquel’s death.

He rose and stepped toward his lord, his light.

“Tarrik!” something screamed into his face. Another demon.

He frowned, tried to push it away, but it was as immovable as a mountain.

“Tarrik, come to your senses!” it shouted.

A slap rocked his head to the side, and he tasted the copper of blood as his teeth tore the inside of his cheek.

Hands clasped the sides of his head; blue-black eyes stared into his. “Resist,” another voice said. “Resist, Tarrik.”

But why should he resist? He was a demon. It was only natural to place his fealty at the feet of a demon lord far greater than he. Tarrik would bask in Samal’s glory and join him to fight by his side against the malevolent humans who had imprisoned him. Foul creatures! They were less than animals, only good for meat.

A warmth filled Tarrik . . . an overriding love that scoured his being and cleansed away all inferior feelings. The demon lord exemplified their race: the struggle of the individual to become greater, to grow, to absorb others in order to develop and evolve. And Samal had become something more than demon, something holy.

“Praise Samal, lord of life,” whispered Tarrik.

“No, no, no!” said a voice. “I cannot lose you too!”

There was a crackling noise, like a burst of lightning, and heat enveloped Tarrik, searing his nerves and invading his mind. His skin felt bathed in sunlight, and he could smell the scent of sunbaked stone.

He recognized the eyes boring into his now. They were Ren’s. Foul human!

A sheet of coruscating fire cascaded over and through Tarrik, roaring like a furnace, scalding, scorching. He cried out in agony, his face and frame contorting, hands clenching into fists, nails digging into his palms.

He tried to push the filthy human sorcerer away, but his muscles were held rigid and trembling. Colors swirled in his mind: black tendrils thrashed around golden, creating writhing masses. Violet and crimson threads squirmed, to be hacked apart by the black, but some remained, winding tightly around the dazzling gems of emerald—his essence.

Tarrik was frozen in space and time, a victim caught in a web of competing sorceries. He tried to break free, to strike down the filthy human sorcerer who had corrupted him, but he stumbled over his shadow-blade cant, powerless to act.

The golden fibers flattened to ruler-straight lines, slicing through the black as they rotated, leaving trails of shining motes. Visions came to Tarrik of Jaquel—her laugh, her warm hands in his as she taught him how to dance, her glowing face and tangled hair as she sat astride him.

She dissolved into mist to be replaced by Ren as he’d seen her for the very first time. Dripping sweat, chest heaving, black hair plastered against her scalp. Desperate. Defiant. Fighting for all she was worth for something she believed in. Fleeing from her inner torments. Chasing her own redemption, though frightened that it would be forever out of her reach.

Something snapped in his mind then, and all at once control flooded back to him. His thoughts coalesced, and his limbs trembled with relief.

The release kicked him savagely away. Tarrik fell and lay face down on the bare stone of the tower, his thoughts swimming with confusion. Samal was his lord. Samal was an obscenity. Ren was a foul human. Ren had saved his life. Sekrie was a traitor to their race. Sekrie only desired an end to her exile.

An end to exile. The memory flooded through him like hot wine. Redemption. That was why he was here, why he was trying to battle the Adversary.

“Tarrik!” said Ren. Her hands clasped his shoulders and turned him onto his back. Arcane concussions rolled over him like thunder. Fragments of stone slammed into him, stinging his exposed skin and drawing blood. A seething resentment in his guts turned to anger. Once again someone had attempted to enslave him. Worse, Samal sought to warp his mind and force his worship.

Tarrik struggled to his knees and saw Ren now crouched a dozen yards away, encased in a golden sphere. Her clothes smoked, and vivid red welts scarred one side of her face, which was etched into a snarl. Obsidian tendrils snaked into her shield and the stone around her, latching on like vipers and then becoming solid, an inverse form of lightning frozen in place.

To Tarrik’s right, Sekrie hovered in midair, her immense wings creating gusts of wind with each flap. Her blackwood spear pointed directly at Samal, its metallic tip alight with silvery dark-tide power. As Tarrik watched, blazing missiles of enchanted energy exploded from the spear’s tip and slammed into Samal with hammering force. They materialized and struck ferociously, Sekrie conjuring in furious silence.

Most were dissipated by the demon lord’s armor, leaving only scratches that were smoothed over almost instantly. The few that broke through the gleaming carapace created smoking holes with glowing edges in the flesh beneath, but these were rapidly healed, and the armor replenished in a heartbeat.

Samal bellowed defiance, and flat planes of screaming force emanated from his outstretched hands. The powerful discharges hummed through the air, setting Tarrik’s bones to vibrate with echoed power. Sekrie cried out as they struck her, and Tarrik heard her armor crack like shattered glass. The force sent her spinning head over heels, and her wings disintegrated. She plummeted from the air, curling into an inky ball of polished obsidian, and smashed into the top of the tower with a thump that Tarrik felt right through his body. She tumbled spread eagled across the stone.

As Sekrie clawed herself to her feet, Ren shouted cants that rained fire upon Samal. But the demon lord shrugged the blazing sorcery off as if it were water.

Why was Ren only attacking now, Tarrik wondered. Why hadn’t she joined in with Sekrie’s assault on the demon lord? And then he remembered. A realization that chilled him to ice. Rather than being a part of their plan, his role was key. Everything Ren and Sekrie did was to give him a chance to get near enough to Samal to press the Orgol artifact against him. And he’d just stood there watching while they fought—frozen by the immense power of the three beings locked in combat.

Tarrik pushed the icy fear in his stomach aside. He spoke a cant to bring forth his shadow-blade and charged at Samal.

Before he had gone ten yards, he slammed into a concussive force that knocked him back as if he’d struck solid stone. Tarrik tumbled across the ground and screamed the cant to dissolve his blade before he decapitated himself. He rolled to a stop, slapping at his clothes, which had somehow caught alight. Searing knives of pain penetrated his flesh, burrowing deeper, clawing and rending.

He cast an agonized glance at Ren and found her screaming, mouth wide, as inky lightning battered her golden shield, which sputtered and sizzled. Words of defiance left her mouth—ancient Skanuric curses combined with cants of such puissance that the very fabric of reality twisted to her will. The tides danced around her—dawn-, dusk-, dark-, and sun-—all four woven together with a skill Tarrik had never seen before. Ren’s power eclipsed that of her father’s, Contian, grandmaster of the Red Gate Covenant, as a bonfire overwhelmed a candle.

It wasn’t enough. Not even combined with Sekrie’s newly absorbed potential. They didn’t have enough raw power between them to vanquish Samal.

But they had known that all along. That was why Ren had risked her life to steal the artifact from the Orgols.

Ren glanced at Tarrik, and he nodded. She turned back to Samal and slowly stood, raising one hand to the sky, plumbing the depths of her despair. Chaos and violence answered.

Nails of incandescence materialized out of the ether and struck at Samal like a hailstorm. Thousands of coruscating strikes that pelted his armor, pummeling and cracking, and hammered his skin and face. Samal raised an arm to cover his eyes against the barrage of sun-tide spikes. They drove back his taloned tentacles first, and then his whole body, his feet stepping backward involuntarily against the force.

He extended his other arm in front of him, and a shimmering circular shield sprang into existence. Ren’s arcane missiles hammered into the barrier, sending ripples across its surface and motes of silver and charcoal spinning.

Sekrie let out a roar and launched herself into the air on her shadow-wings. She soared upward and to the side, sending shadowy javelins around Samal’s shield to shatter against his armor. Very few punctured his skin.

Samal uttered a terrifying laugh and strode forward. He spoke a cant, one Tarrik was intimately familiar with. A shadow-blade extended from the demon lord’s outstretched hand.

“Tarrik!” shouted Sekrie, her face contorted with fear.

He looked down at the artifact in his gauntleted hand, its facets shimmering with reflected tidal forces. Somehow he had to get past the demon lord’s shimmering blade and dark-tide armor, but even if he were to shadow-step . . . there were so many flashes of light, the shadows were disordered, ceasing to exist and then reappearing. An attempt would be madness.

Ren cried out, a despairing wail that penetrated to Tarrik’s very core, and crumpled, her hands clawing the ground, blood trickling from her nose and ears. She shouted a cant, then coughed a spray of crimson across the stone.

A mirrored despair gripped Tarrik, an immense pressure that threatened to crush him into nothingness. He staggered a step toward Ren, but a shout from Sekrie halted him in his tracks.

“The artifact!” she screamed.

She was buffeted by the swirling wind, clothes flapping, hair unbound and streaming around her head. As Tarrik watched, Samal sent crackling hoops of force slamming into her. Sekrie rocked backward, tumbling through the air. Frantic flaps of her wings righted her, but she had lost height. Samal took a step toward her, brandishing his scintillant blade.

Tarrik tasted salt, realized that tears of rage flowed down his cheeks. He found a patch of darkness behind Samal and tried to shadow-step—but an emanation coursing from Samal thwarted his capacity. Some demon lord talent Tarrik had never encountered before.

Sekrie gave a barking shout and beat her wings, flying straight toward Samal, her blackwood spear extended.

Blackwood. With its ability to absorb sorcerous emanations.

The concussive barrier that had blown Tarrik back cracked into shards as the spear’s tip passed through it and the shaft burst into flame. Weak though the breach was, it was just enough. Sekrie swooped down, straight as an arrow, screaming as she sent an obsidian lance streaking ahead of her. The lance struck Samal’s shoulder with a solid crack, and his shadow-armor sundered and weakened. Then the blackwood spear’s yard of steel struck the exact same spot and sank into Samal’s flesh. The demon lord bellowed.

Sekrie folded her wings, allowing her weight to drag down the shaft of her burning spear, twisting the blade inside Samal’s body. Then her eyes opened in shock as Samal’s shadow-blade penetrated her armor and sank into her stomach.

She screamed, an anguished sound torn from her throat. Her hands clutched at her wound as the spear’s shaft burned to ash. The metal blade emerged from Samal’s flesh as if pushed from the inside and dropped to the ground.

But Sekrie had given him an opening.

Arm first, he thought and then focused on a patch of shadow beside Samal.

Tarrik poured himself into the darkness, his essence dissolving into the void. His arm re-formed first, clutching the artifact.

Before he had shaped a conscious thought, he smacked the faceted metal hard against Samal. There was a sharp crack as it stuck to the demon lord’s armor like iron to a lodestone.

Light flashed, disrupting Tarrik’s pool of shadow, and his essence shattered, splintering into fragments.





Chapter Thirty-Four

Memories swirled around him. Emerald shards that skipped away even as he tried to catch them. For every fragment he managed to clutch, another hundred spun out of his grasp. Sensations and visions assaulted him, tossing his mind into confusion. A figure with a shimmering blade. Violent assaults against hard-shelled creatures. Blood splattering stone. Ichor spraying. A woman with dark hair and blue eyes. A burning sun that seared his skin, then transformed into a black orb. His wrists tied as a sorcerous brand pressed into his back, screaming agony and the stench of burned flesh. With each memory he grew stronger, but there were so many—far too many to catch. Was there any point? He didn’t know, though there was a niggling sensation that he should push himself to do something.

He could not draw breath. His body was numb, or had it ceased to exist? He didn’t know, but the thought surprised him. He had a body?

A fragment hit him hard—a vivid scene that exploded and obliterated all others. A woman and a child under an apple tree, their hair and clothes rippling in the breeze. The image sent him reeling with despair, although he didn’t know why. He tried to right himself, to find a purchase to steady his being, but there was nothing.

A mass of churning emerald encased in white-golden lines slammed into him. But instead of sending him tumbling, it seemed to make his being grow. The thoughts swirling around him coalesced, became sharper, stronger, more organized.

Another bundle of emerald sparks slammed into him, greater than the first. He was sent spinning again—and then he felt something. An agonizing pain that simultaneously grounded and sent shivers of fear coursing through him. The pain grew in intensity, more and more balls of roiling emerald slamming repeatedly into his essence, until his whole being was on fire.

He had essence now, he realized, and a body. The thought made the agonizing pain bearable, as if he had endured worse before and come through it.

And as more and more of himself aggregated—for that was what was happening, he now knew—his mind and essence expanded and developed pathways of their own. A pocket of power formed, grew, filling with a force that churned with shadows. Dark-tide.

Memories and experiences flooded into him, carried by glowing spheres of golden-caged emerald.

A demon, I was.

Tarrik.

Tarrik Nal-Valim.

“Tarrik!” a voice screamed in his ear.

He felt something hard pressing against his back, legs, and head, and tried to push it away.

“Tarrik, I need you!”

His eyes wouldn’t open. Some kind of gumminess held them closed. Finally, he managed to lift his lids and stared into Ren’s deep-blue eyes.

“Get up, now!” she snarled, then turned and uttered a cant that encased her in an iridescent golden sphere. Sparkling orbs formed above her head and then hurtled away.

Booming cracks sounded, vibrating through Tarrik and the rock he lay on. He struggled to move limbs that felt as heavy as void-stone.

Ren shouted more cants, and concussions drummed through the air. Far above, the sky was the color of a bruise—bloody browns and mottled purples tinged with yellow—shot through with violet and sapphire lightning that circled a center mass of writhing tendrils of dark-tide energy. The mass was so focused and strong it seemed to warp the light around it.

Tarrik clenched his jaw and levered himself upright. His thoughts were sluggish, still confused, but if he had survived his essence shattering due to a disrupted shadow-step, then he was extremely lucky to be alive. Samal! Where was he?

He took in the summit of the tower and saw a charred mass of flesh and bone where the demon lord had stood. Smoke rose from the blistered flesh, and a luminous light shone from cracks and holes in the ruptured skin, as if sun-tide sorcery ate the substance within.

A midnight lance slammed into the rock to Tarrik’s right, the force of its impact sending him staggering. He looked up to see Sekrie encased in her black armor, wings outspread, swooping and diving, rolling and twisting to avoid Ren’s searing globes. Strangely, with the serious wound Samal had given her still leaking blood, she showed no sign of debilitation.

The sun-tide missiles exploded into lances that cut through the air with hideous shrieks. A few slammed into Sekrie, sending her lurching, but their force was insufficient to penetrate her dark-tide armored skin. Her face was twisted into an ugly, hateful expression that stripped her of all empathy.

“Foul human!” she yelled, and more dark-tide missiles rained down toward Ren. Tarrik threw himself to one side as they peppered the ground, sending shards of rock flying. “Your kind shall be slaughtered until none remain. This world will be devastated and drained of all essence. Praise Samal, lord of life!”

Tarrik reeled in confusion. He glanced at the demon lord’s ruined body. Samal was dead, wasn’t he? Then how could he have control of Sekrie’s mind? That explained her being able to ignore her injury: Samal’s control of her mind overrode any weakness in her body.

More inky javelins pounded Ren’s wards, and she staggered. She threw a fleeting look of panic at Tarrik before straightening and flinging a hand toward Sekrie. Power responded, bright and pure and sparkling, a bar of light so intense it left echoes in his vision.

The scintillant lance slammed into Sekrie and sent her tumbling end over end. Golden lightning coursed over her armor, cracking and prizing her protection away until it evaporated. Sekrie’s wings became transparent, and she lost height. Then they vanished altogether, and she plummeted down to the barren ground beyond the tower.

“Quickly,” Ren told Tarrik. “We don’t have much time before she recovers.”

Tarrik’s thoughts hadn’t recovered sufficiently to make sense of the situation, but it didn’t take much reflection to determine that he and Ren were still in danger. Even if his physical form was dead, Samal wasn’t finished with them.

Tarrik stared up at the circling storm above, which hadn’t existed when he had shadow-stepped. “What is that?” he asked, though he feared he knew. “Did Samal create this storm?”

“No,” replied Ren. “Samal is the storm. His essence survives. He was too powerful to be constrained to mere flesh. That is why he was imprisoned. We must assault the heart of the storm, and I’ll need you to carry me, Tarrik.”

Tarrik drew on the dark-tide and generated the thought to manifest his shadow-wings. It failed. He couldn’t draw enough tidal energy, as if his repository were diminished.

“Blood and fire!” he snarled and assessed his essence. He had fallen to Thirtieth, perhaps Thirty-First Order. Ren had saved him and reassembled his essence, but she hadn’t been totally successful. Fragments had been lost: his essence, his power, perhaps his memories too. He was diminished. Baser. He could still sense his innate talent of the shadow-wings and armor, but they were inaccessible with so little power.

“I cannot,” he admitted to Ren.

She nodded grimly, an expression of resignation coming over her face. “I’m running out of sun-tide fighting both Sekrie and Samal, and there’s no source here to draw upon. I have enough left for a final surge—a last-ditch effort.”

Fear gripped Tarrik in an icy embrace. “We have to try,” he said.

“I know. But I cannot ask this of you, Tarrik. I cannot!”

“Blood and fire—you don’t need to! I do this of my own free will. I am not bound. I am not a puppet.” A calmness descended on him. Death and dispersion were inevitable. “Come, Ren: we die together.”

Light blazed from her eyes. “Not if I can help it,” she said, and she spoke a cant.

Energy slammed into Tarrik. His marrow spiked with torment, and his flesh sizzled. He tried to fend the surge off but couldn’t begin to touch the coruscating power. Then through the pain he sensed his repository fill to bursting—not with dark-tide, but the white hotness of scorching steel. Dark-tide with a golden edge, he realized. The sun-tide.

“Use it,” commanded Ren.

Tarrik reordered his thoughts, then used dark-tide threads to weave nets to hold the sun-tide power he’d thought it impossible for a demon to use. Spikes drove into his back as gold-crusted shadows spread out to form mistlike wings that blazed with golden light.

He scooped Ren into his arms, and her body pressed against his, warm and trembling.

Tarrik launched himself into the bruised sky. As soon as his feet left the ground, a cacophonous wind buffeted them. The violet and sapphire lightning circling the writhing threads of the dark mass of clouds above crackled.

“Higher!” urged Ren.

Tarrik focused on simultaneously trying not to be scorched by the energy Ren had given him and using the power to propel them upward.

A screech brought his attention back to the tower’s summit. Sekrie was perched on its edge, her rage-twisted face sneering up at them. She launched herself toward them, her midnight wings spread wide, and shot forth midnight spears.

Tarrik flew an erratic path to avoid the missiles and carried Ren higher. The air around them was laden with energy that stood his hair on end and rippled over his skin.

A lance of dark-tide sliced through one of his wings. He lost control and twisted to one side. Ren shrieked. He tightened his grip on her, pressing her head to his arm and chest as they careened through the air.

He could see that the shadow-wing was hanging in shreds. He cut the supply of tidal forces to it, and the wing vanished, sending them plummeting faster still. Tarrik snarled and grasped for more power, re-forming the wing and arresting their fall. Another of Sekrie’s lances sliced past, cutting a furrow along his back. He felt warmth as blood trickled down his skin.

Ren spoke a cant and sent white-glowing concussive lances stabbing down toward Sekrie. They slammed into the demon with hoary brilliance, limning her with iridescent coals. Her flight became erratic as the puissant sorcery clung to her armor and wings. Pearly flames fell like petals from her, drifting in the wind.

“I cannot spare any more sun-tide,” gasped Ren. “We’re almost there. Just a little more power!”

Tarrik pushed himself to greater effort, ignoring the headache that pounded through his skull and the heat of Ren’s sun-tide power scalding through his mind. The level of his repository fell rapidly as he burned through the borrowed energy at a furious pace.

He heard Sekrie’s wings beating a fast tempo behind them as she strained to come within range.

The clouds above grew in size until Tarrik could see nothing else. The twisting center of the storm swelled until he felt like a gnat approaching a bonfire. It was a blaze of dark-tide energy larger than any he had ever sensed before. He squashed down the gibbering terror that rose within him.

An acrid swirl buffeted them, viscous and stinging. Cobalt and violet lightning crackled around them, and the clouds churned in endless insanity. Tarrik could not sense any consciousness within the storm, but he knew that some form of Samal had to remain. Just as Tarrik had tried to gather his own essence to himself when he was shattered into pieces, so, too, would Samal. And if the demon lord had succeeded, his threat was still strong.

Ren’s grip tightened on Tarrik’s arm. “It’s time!” she shouted above an arcane thunderclap. “Samal is greatly weakened. He has devolved into his essence, and much of his power has to be used to prevent himself from dissipating. Let’s end this.”

Cants flowed from between her lips as Tarrik flew them into the center of the whirlwind of clouds and lightning. Tarrik had no idea what Ren was doing.

A deafening detonation erupted, pulsing with sound that went beyond the scale of his hearing. Flames erupted all around them, shattering light into an iridescent furnace.

Tarrik’s vision went white, blinded by the explosion. All sound ceased, then was replaced by a ringing in his ears. His stomach rose to his throat as they fell, his shadow-wings shredded beyond repair. Far below, he could see Sekrie also falling.

The wind grew to a gale as they plunged, whipping at his clothes, his hair. He blinked furiously as the whiteness of his sight faded to a dull gray, then began to dissipate. Ren lay in his arms, her hands clenched into fists, eyes closed, head lolling to the side, insensate.

Tarrik clutched at the remnants of sun-tide energy that Ren had forced into him and pushed them into his tattered and mangled wings.

It wasn’t enough.

They arrowed toward the ground, completely out of control.

Tarrik cradled Ren closer as the sandy earth of Samal’s prison grew in his vision. Agony erupted in his mind as his wings gave out, damaged beyond mending, and his tendrils of power snapped back into his awareness. Their plummet accelerated. Tarrik grasped for what tidal forces remained in his repository.

As the ground rushed toward them, Tarrik gathered all of his remaining energy and shoved the tidal force into his wings, then enveloped himself and Ren in the tatters, not sure if it would do anything to lessen the impact.

The ground rose to meet them.





Chapter Thirty-Five

Tarrik groaned as awareness flooded back to him. His head ached, and his body felt as if it had been buried under a rockslide. Even turning his head slightly sent shooting pains through his frame.

He could see the sky. Orange, with purple clouds at the horizon’s edge. Both of Wiraya’s moons, Chandra and Jagonath, were rising—crescent slashes against the sunset.

And an old woman stood beside him.

“Well,” Elisa said, “I didn’t expect you to survive. Or to succeed. But here you are.”

Ren. Tarrik forced himself to stand, but his bruised legs betrayed him, and he fell to his knees.

Elisa gave an amused cackle. “You look a sight and probably feel like you’re almost dead. But better than being dead, I expect. You almost were, but I healed you.” Her toe prodded the Orgols’ artifact, which lay on the ground. The black, crimson, and violet many-sided object rolled a short distance. “And I believe this abomination is yours. I can’t say I approve of it, but it got the job done.”

Tarrik looked around, and his sight found Ren. Alive. She sat a few paces away, knees drawn to her chest. There was a wildness to her eyes, but her face itself was blank, as if she couldn’t quite believe her ordeal was finally over.

Behind her lay Sekrie, twitching and moaning. As he watched, she raised her head and spit dirt from her mouth.

He looked toward Samal’s prison. The twisting gateway in the tower wall had vanished to reveal the ensorcelled contrivance behind it: orichalcum sheets graved with Skanuric words and diagrams. Whatever enchantment it had wrought must have begun to disperse after Samal’s death, and now the opening to the demon lord’s prison realm had completely dissipated.

“When Samal was finally vanquished, his prison collapsed, as it was designed to,” Elisa said. “And you three were ejected. I’m not sure what to do with you, though.”

“Leave us,” replied Ren without emotion.

Tarrik glanced at her, then back to Elisa. “It is over, and we survived. I thank you for healing us. You may leave us in peace, servant of a human goddess. We will not trouble you.”

Ren nodded numbly.

“I know that,” said Elisa. “But in the end it’s not up to me. You’ll have company soon enough.”

Tarrik frowned; then his eyes widened as he noticed frost crystallizing across the ground and a swirling mist to his right. He breathed in an all-too-familiar stench of sulfur underlaid with rot.

Someone, or something, had torn the veil between worlds.

The air hummed and then split in a flat plane to reveal a mirror-sheened doorway. A swirling darkness poured out of it—a sight he had last seen when he’d been summoned by the Council of Lords.

What were the demon lords doing here? Why appear now?

A spark of hope ignited within Tarrik, and he ruthlessly quashed it. He crawled across the sand toward Ren, wincing with every movement. She didn’t react even when he reached her.

“Go,” he said, then made a gesture urging her to leave.

She ignored him.

He lowered his head, went down on one knee, and averted his gaze from the doorway between worlds. His braid slid across his cheek; it was covered with dirt and sand. He must have looked grimy and unkempt. Well, it couldn’t be helped.

“Tarrik Nal-Valim, demon of the Thirty-Seventh Order,” said Shax-Ronovel in her throaty voice.

The demon lords hadn’t known of his ascension to the Thirty-Ninth Order, and it seemed they were also blind to his brief ascent to the Fortieth, as well as his descent of perhaps nine orders to his current state. Perhaps his precipitous fall could be to his advantage, at least as far as his redemption was concerned. It would make him less of a threat.

“Much reduced, I’m afraid,” Tarrik said. “I lost a great deal of essence during the battle with Samal.”

“He is still a human-lover and race traitor,” said another voice.

Tarrik’s heart sank. Drog’ramath, who had previously voted for his death.

“Rise, Tarrik Nal-Valim,” said Mazral-Klame.

Tarrik lifted his head and stood.

Stick-thin Shax stood to the right of the tear in the veil, armed with her two swords. Next to her was Mazral, covered in his faint nimbus, his smoky-bladed sword, Sunless, resting across one shoulder. Both had their wings folded behind their backs, though their edges fluttered as if in a breeze.

Mazral had previously seemed overwhelming to Tarrik, his power beyond that of the other demon lords. A prime of their race, almost godlike. But after Samal, he seemed diminished.

To the left of the tear stood the less important lords, Drog’ramath and Tolgis-tanir, the latter wearing the same enormously wide-brimmed hat as last time. Both their wings were flimsy and see through.

“Who are these two?” said Mazral, gesturing toward Ren and Elisa.

Ren stood straight now but swayed slightly, as if only just holding herself upright. “I am a shaman, ordained by the Orgols, a sun-child.”

As Sheelahn the Eternal Sorceress had called her, thought Tarrik. He started when Elisa chuckled softly. None of the demon lords seemed to notice, and when Tarrik looked at the crone, she winked at him.

“We are aware of the Orgols and their shamans,” replied Mazral. “They escaped the clutches of their god and freed themselves from his slavery. We bear them no ill will.”

Ren inclined her head. Tarrik noticed that the Orgols’ artifact had disappeared.

Elisa shuffled forward, her rheumy eyes squinting toward the lords. Her focus seemed to encompass them all rather than settling on one. She didn’t seem at all worried that four demon lords had just appeared in her world.

“I’m a high priestess of the lady Sylva Kalisia. And I thank my goddess that the abomination of Samal has finally been killed. Now I can rest.”

Mazral and Shax exchanged a look.

“You are a slave, then,” said Shax.

Elisa frowned and scratched the side of her neck. “No, I serve willingly.”

“The worst kind of slave,” replied Shax. “You are worthless. Begone from here.”

Elisa turned her back and began to wander away. Tarrik watched her for a few moments, wondering if she would glance back, but she kept walking. He blinked once, and she disappeared.

“The Augurs informed us of what was occurring here, Tarrik Nal-Valim,” said Mazral-Klame. “And that you were once again involved with this human world. I distinctly recall telling you another infraction would mean your death.”

“It was not my choice,” Tarrik said. “I was summoned again and bound. There was nothing I could do to resist. I committed no crime against our kind.”

He shifted his weight. Not quite the truth. He had revealed Sekrie’s true name to Ren so she could be summoned.

He flicked a glance at Sekrie, but her attention remained on the lords. And Ren watched the proceedings with interest.

Mazral-Klame fixed Tarrik with a steady glare. Tarrik had to look away from the burning gaze.

“What happened to Samal Rak-shazza?” asked Mazral. “I would hear it in your own words.”

The demon lord was trying to get Tarrik to lie. He probably knew from the Augurs exactly what had happened.

“We killed him,” Tarrik said. “Myself, Sekrie-Zurlaya here, and the shaman Serenity Branwen. Samal is no longer a threat.”

All four lords regarded Ren before turning their attention to Sekrie, who bowed her head.

“Power he was too weak to control destroyed him. What happened to his essence?” asked Mazral. There was an intensity in his voice: eagerness, or hunger?

“Gone,” said Ren loudly. “Dispersed within the realm of his prison. Have your Augurs check. His essence was not released into this world, and Tarrik and Sekrie did not absorb it.”

“We would sense it if they had partaken of what was not theirs,” Mazral said, sneering at Ren.

She returned his gaze evenly.

Tarrik frowned. Demons normally absorbed the essence of any demon they killed. So why was Mazral claiming that Tarrik or Sekrie wouldn’t have been entitled to Samal’s essence?

“The loss of Samal Rak-shazza’s essence will be felt keenly,” continued Mazral. “His hoarding of others’ essence diminished our race, made us less than we could be. But there are other ways to regain what was lost. Sacrifices were required to bring about this outcome—for which the demon lords thank you, Tarrik Nal-Valim. But it was for the best, as you cannot progress as others do.”

Tarrik knew Mazral referred to his shadow-blade talent, which was feared by the demon lords. He bowed his head, fearing that if he held Mazral’s gaze, the lord would see him as defiant and punish him for it.

“The Augurs told us to gather. The same five who judged you previously,” said Mazral. “Though they were unclear what would be required of us, as is often their way. But we are one vote short. Barnath has not responded to the summons.”

“And he will not,” said Sekrie, stepping forward.

“Sekrie-Zurlaya, you are exiled,” said Shax.

“I was summoned to this world, the same as Tarrik. But my exile has ended, one way or another,” said Sekrie.

Shax snorted. “You will not be judged for some time.”

Sekrie gave a feral grin. “That’s where you’re wrong. I killed Barnath and absorbed his essence. I give you permission to assess my powers, or to consult with the Augurs to ascertain my truthfulness. I have ascended to the rank of lord. Recognize me, as is my right, and then rescind my exile. I’m sure you would rather have another lord working with you instead of rotting away on Shimrax.”

The other lords looked to Mazral.

He was silent for a long moment, then nodded. “She speaks the truth. She has absorbed Barnath and is indeed a lord, though she will need to be guided until she is able to control all of her abilities and is inducted into the confidences of the demon lords. I will take on this responsibility. Join us, Lord Sekrie-Zurlaya. You are my ward.”

Sekrie frowned at his words but strode over and stood beside him.

“And Tarrik?” said Shax. “He should know his fate now that we have five lords here to vote.”

Tarrik tried to swallow, but his throat was too dry. He ended up coughing, which brought the lords’ attention back to him. He struggled to think of something to say. With a chance at redemption so close, all he could think about was another stretch of exile. Or death.

“Let my actions speak for me,” he managed to croak. “Samal is dead. A threat to all demons has been removed.” He looked at the ground, but his legs were so weak he fell to his knees.

“Five lords are here,” intoned Mazral. “And five shall pass judgment. A majority is needed for a final verdict. How do you all vote?”

“Redemption,” said Shax-Ronovel.

“Death,” said Drog’ramath.

Tolgis-tanir glanced at Sekrie, then at Drog’ramath. “There is a pattern to Tarrik’s behavior,” she said. “He seems to enjoy being in this human world and meddling in their affairs, willingly or unwillingly. I resent being summoned here to deal with another of his infractions. I vote for death.”

Tarrik’s heart pounded. His chest went tight, and breathing became difficult. Two votes for death—it didn’t seem fair. Another mark against him, and he was doomed.

But Mazral had voted for redemption previously. And Sekrie . . . well, she owed him, didn’t she?

“Redemption,” said Mazral-Klame. “Sekrie, you have the final vote.”

Sekrie and Tarrik locked gazes. His pulse pounded in his ears. She offered a warm smile, and her gaze flicked to Mazral, then returned to Tarrik.

“Death,” she said.

Tarrik’s eyes widened, and his mouth twisted in disbelief. Blood pumped in his ears, drowning out all other sound. He had misread Sekrie’s smile. It had been sadistic.

A rapid fury surged, scourging away his despair. He clenched trembling hands into fists before he could launch himself at Sekrie and be slapped down by the lords.

“You have betrayed me!” Tarrik shouted. “It is you who should be chiggruul! You are without honor, Sekrie. I should have left you to rot on Shimrax.”

“But you didn’t,” she replied.

Tarrik’s head dropped as ice gripped his chest and a weary numbness flowed through his body, his hot anger dispersed as quickly as it had come. He’d survived the impossible at great sacrifice, and now, on the verge of redemption, his ally had betrayed him.

It was all over. He’d tried his hardest, done his best, but Sekrie had decided to do away with him.

Mazral barked a laugh. “As you are my ward, Sekrie-Zurlaya, I overrule your vote. Yours is cast for redemption. Tarrik is a shadow-blade, and his skills will be needed to face the menace that is coming. The Kasonna-Vulur are stirring, and all will be needed to meet their threat.”

Tarrik scarcely trusted himself to breathe. The world seemed to tilt around him, and he closed his eyes, but that only made his dizziness worse. He felt off kilter, as if this weren’t real.

“Kasonna-Vulur?” he said numbly. He glanced at Ren, saw that she smiled at him. For him. His eyes burned, and he wondered if she understood the depth of his feelings for her. If, after all she had suffered, she was capable of trusting another enough to let her guard down—even after all they had endured together.

Tarrik took a breath, his first in a long time that wasn’t tainted with the shame of exile.

“Me?” he said to Mazral. “You need me to fight them? Does that mean . . . I’m free?”

Mazral nodded.

Finally.

Redeemed. Free from exile after all these years, despite Sekrie’s betrayal. He closed his eyes and focused on calming his racing heart, his quivering limbs.

“I would speak with Tarrik before he returns to his realm,” said Ren.

Tarrik opened his eyes and saw she was bowing low to each of the lords, except for Sekrie, who scowled at her.

“Be quick about it, shaman,” said Mazral. “We are eager to leave this vulgar world.”

Tarrik and Ren walked a short distance apart from the lords. Despite his relief, Tarrik’s feet felt as heavy as void-stone, and his steps dragged across the ground.

Ren stopped, looked up at him, and smiled. “I wish you well, Tarrik,” she said softly.

“And I you,” he replied, voice wavering.

“You do not belong here, in this human world. Your exile has ended. You are finally free.”

Her eyes were penetrating and intelligent, obstinate and mercurial. Even with the demon lords waiting for him, her gaze held him fast. His throat grew tight, and there was a pain deep inside his heart. There was so much he wanted to say, he hardly knew where to begin.

“Where will you go? What will you do now?” he asked, inwardly cursing himself for such inane questions.

Ren pursed her lips and sighed. “I’ll return the Orgols’ artifact to the Sanguine King. After that . . .” Anguish suffused her face, an agony so intense the echo tormented Tarrik. “There is no peace for me, Tarrik. I did such great evil under Samal’s thrall . . . I will never be clean. There’s no redemption for one such as I. No act of goodness can atone for what I’ve done. It’s best if the world just forgets about me.”

“Enough, Tarrik,” commanded Mazral. “We must be gone from here.”

Ren smiled sadly and gave Tarrik’s forearm a friendly squeeze. Then she turned to leave him. He reached out and clutched her arm to try to hold her back. She snapped her head around, eyes glistening, then pulled her arm free.

“My father loved you, Tarrik, in his own way. I understand what he saw in you. I wish . . . I wish you all the best.” Ren turned and walked away.

Tarrik watched as her hesitant steps became firmer until she was striding across the dry earth, hair singed, clothes tattered, one arm clutched to her stomach, head bent. He stared after Ren, not quite believing it was all over.

As he turned and trudged back to the lords, his mind was in turmoil. Ren had sacrificed so much to bring them to this point. He knew she was broken mentally. She had given up parts of herself, her memories, to ensure she survived long enough to bring about Samal’s downfall. It hardly seemed just that she was left alone.

He knew there was pain here, in this world. And humans were wretched.

But not all.

Ren needed someone, or he feared she might succumb to a despair similar to that of many exiles on Shimrax and take her life.

“Tarrik?” said Shax-Ronovel. “Are you well?”

All the lords were staring at him. Tarrik realized that one hand clutched his shirt at his chest, where his heart beat an unsteady tattoo. In his other taut fist, he clenched his braid.

Sekrie met his gaze and gave a slight nod, causing Tarrik’s numbness to recede slightly. She could have ensured his execution by accusing him of revealing her name to Ren. That would have sealed his fate. But she hadn’t.

When she had voted for his death just now, had she known that Mazral would overrule her vote? In which case, she’d engineered the situation to appear as though she was betraying Tarrik. She’d given the lords the impression that she wasn’t his ally . . . if he was right, her action would presumably help her own situation among the lords, and he would be an unexpected resource she could call upon.

Someone to be used. Again.

Tarrik glanced over his shoulder at Ren’s diminishing figure. His heart stopped for a moment with a feeling that defied words. He remembered touching her skin when they’d made a pact, the taste of her blood, her strength of will.

Nothing was ever simple.

With a sudden resolve, Tarrik turned back to the lords. He watched their faces carefully. One misstep and he would either be killed or returned to exile.

“During the fight to prevent Samal’s release, I killed a sorcerer who was one of his followers. She claimed to have made a pact with the Kasonna-Vulur to free the Adversary. I also spoke with a human one of them possessed. It spoke of Mal-Innek being the first to fall. With your permission, I would seek to remain in this world to find out more: of the Kasonna-Vulur presence here, what their designs are.”

Mazral and Shax bent their heads together and exchanged whispered words. Sekrie, who could hear their exchange, looked disappointed.

Mazral looked at Tarrik. “Agreed. Report to me with your findings. And do not tarry in this world overly long.”

He headed toward the tear in the veil, the other demon lords following. Sekrie, trailing behind, paused and regarded Tarrik. She bowed from the waist, then followed the others through to the abyssal realms.

Tarrik turned and ran after Ren, his lurching steps raising dust all around him. They had endured much together: fought and been wounded, murdered and protected, grown and diminished. Tarrik’s kind would believe that what had developed between them was wrong, an abomination. He believed otherwise.

Ren must have heard his approach, for she turned to face him, her head lowered so he couldn’t see her expression.

He came to a stop a pace away from her and reached out a hand, then dropped it, uncertain.

Ren laughed then—a tinkling, broken sound. She rushed forward and flung her arms around him. Tarrik clutched her tight, but then just as abruptly Ren pushed him away and backed off a few steps, hugging her arms around herself.

She flung her head back and looked up at him. Tears streamed down her face.

“I don’t know about you,” she said, her voice trembling. “But I could use a strong drink.” She wiped her face with her fingers.

“I finished off my last bottle on the way here,” replied Tarrik. “And I don’t think any taverns are near.”

A drink would settle his emotions, though he wasn’t sure he wanted that just yet. His life of despair and bitterness had receded. For the first time in quite a while, he felt hopeful.

They had survived.

THE END
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