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        “This is the paladin tale we have been waiting for.

        

        Religious knights have been a staple in myths and legends and fantasy for centuries, but THIS story is how I’ve always wanted them done. Religious vows aren’t treated as a punchline or a weakness to overcome, but the idea of being dedicated to a higher power is handled with all the nuance and complexity such a vow deserves.

        

        The religious aspects of the different paladin are showcased in all their glory and corruption, all their divine strength and very human weakness.

        

        And it’s all couched in a gripping story of puzzles and lies, treachery and devotion, doubt and faith.

        

        Victoriana and Adalbrand, (and even the enigmatic Hefertus) have reset the standard for paladin.

        

      
        I loved every minute of this tale.”

        J. A. Andrews, Author of The Keeper’s Chronicles
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      In summer of 2020, my best author friend suggested we read Tamsyn Muir’s “Gideon the Ninth” together, and as I raced through that book and the following book, I was in awe of the ability of Muir to trace the various lines and musings of what it would be like to live in a world dominated by necromancers. Her deep dive into that magical bent was masterful. And from my admiration of it was born the desire to write my own deep dive — not into those who dance in death but those who dance in faith.

      From these inspirations, came the makings of this book and the others that will follow it. They are not an ordered series but rather individual tales of valiant bravery and terrible magic. I hope that by them I will do paladins justice.

      Some books I write for readers. I know what they want and I try to give it to them. This book is not one of those. This book is written for one, and I hope it is pleasing.

      Sarah K. L. Wilson

      March 8, 2023
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      Aspect of the Rejected God — Vagabond Paladins

      This aspect travels the word intent on casting out demons. They renounce wealth and may ask any favor of the God — though he may not answer as they hope.

      Victoriana Greenmantle

      Sir Branson

      Brindle

      

      Aspect of the Sorrowful God — Poisoned Saints

      This aspect renounces affection and is given by the God the gift of healing.

      Adalbrand Von Menticure

      

      Aspect of the Benevolent God — Prince Paladins

      This aspect renounces worry and may speak a blessing over anything and see it miraculously take place — but they pay for this with their sanity.

      Hefertus Shannamara

      

      Aspect of the Creator God — Holy Engineers

      This aspect forswears lies and must speak the truth if asked outright. They have the ability to fashion holy items.

      Sorken Driftalan

      Coriand Parterio

      Cleft

      Suture

      

      Aspect of the Sovereign God — High Saints

      This aspect forswears mercy but if they keep to the precepts without fault, any other servant of the God must grant their requests.

      Joran Rue

      

      Aspect of the All-Seeing God — Holy Inquisitors

      Forsworn to physical strength, this aspect can winnow out essences, but must give up part of their own essence to do this.

      Plenum Hexilan

      

      Aspect of the All-Knowing God — Seers

      Forswearing enjoyment, this aspect may see glimmers of the future, but the God slowly takes back all other senses.

      Blanta Ecember

      

      Aspect of the Majestic God - Majester Generals

      Forswears individuality and privacy but can offer companions the blessing of the god in a group, such as unity, power or wisdom.

      Roivolard Masamera

      

      Aspect of the Holy God — Penitent Paladins

      Forsworn to comfort, this aspect is granted immunity to many physical ills. They have an uncomfortable method of reverence.

      Owalan Cantor

      

      Aspect of the Vengeful God — Hands of Justice

      This aspect forswears leadership and power except in matters of judgment. To them is granted the ability to judge and execute rightly, however, if they are wrong in their judgment, it is they who will be executed.

      Kodelai Lei Shan Tora
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        “Take into thy heart noble brother,

        Take into thy heart great pain,

        Bring with thee the hand of no other,

        Or call all your efforts vain.

      

      

      

      
        
        Drink down each poison offered thee,

        Drink it right down to the dregs,

        Now weep till your tears fill the myriad seas.

        And we’ll barrel them up in kegs.

      

      

      

      
        
        Let faith hold you fast, noble brother,

        Let faith hold you tossed and spent,

        Fix your eye or never recover,

        Fix your eye — and quick! — repent.”

      

      

      

      
        
        - Songs of the Poisoned Saints
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      I fiercely opposed killing the dog. I was not entirely sure I could commit so black a deed, no matter how much it was warranted.

      “Now you do what I say, unholy fiend,” I growled as I jammed his snapping jaws into the wet clay.

      Brindle’s teeth had never seemed overly large when we played tug-of-war. Now, their dreadful size held an ominous threat.

      The dog scrabbled hard against the ground, his claws tearing gouges into the hardpan just as they’d torn gouges through my flesh. Desperation shot hot through my limbs, granting me strength to hold him in place. It was a burning brew when it mixed with my hot tears.

      “Hold, curse you. Just hold.” My voice was raw — of course. Screaming will do that.

      I cinched the rusted chain tight around the dog’s neck. Already it was slick with spittle and blood. It painted my hands ruddy.

      Here’s my advice: never fight a dog unless there’s no other choice.

      Brindle’s huge body — easily as large around the rib cage as my own — thrummed under his short fur and his wild eye rolled up, searching, the whites gleaming. The moment his gaze met mine, he snapped again, and I had to lean even harder onto his round skull with my greave to hold him in place. This was a battle of will alone and I wasn’t sure which of us was winning. Or even if I wanted to win. I’d raised this dog from a pup. Every hurt to him hurt my heart.

      He barked roughly, teeth snapping at air, and strings of drool flying outward like seeds of a blown dandelion. They clung to the pewter earth, adding to the churned slickness of the clay.

      Let me be clear. Of all the places to fight three opponents, I’d chosen the worst. If you could call it a choice. I didn’t feel particularly like someone who had been offered options.

      I was trembling straight through when he finally stilled and I could ease back. The chain was securely rigged through metal loops on the long pole. It had been a lantern pole affixed to my paladin superior’s saddle before I forced it to serve this way. Likely that was why his horse continued to throw dark looks my way from where he hid among the shadows of the surrounding trees — he saw me as a robber.

      Yes, I know, Dandelion. I’m a traitor to us all. By all means, judge away.

      Brindle swung to snap at me, stymied by the pole but undaunted. I jammed it hard against him, a reminder that just because he couldn’t reach me didn’t mean I couldn’t reach him. I knew the look of betrayal in his eye was my imagination. It didn’t make me hurt less.

      I took each step backward with absolute caution until the length of the pole was between us. Former friend or no, he’d turned on me, too, and if I wasn’t going to kill him outright then I’d need to secure him.

      My breath sawed through the sudden stillness of the evening, loud and uneven.

      How long can you keep this up, Victoriana? You must dispatch the dog, or what will you do with poor Brindle when you finally stop to bury my remains?

      Yeah, there was a voice in my head talking to me. And it knew my name. This was a new development and I was not grateful for it. It might be part of our creed to “accept with gratitude that which we do not understand” but I’d never really been very good at keeping the creeds. Or at accepting things I didn’t understand.

      I was pretty sure it was some kind of shock or trauma or something that had me hearing my mentor’s voice in my head when he was very clearly dead.

      Well, I’ll be the first to admit I’m not quite well, but I’m not sure I’d go so far as to say “dead.”

      Swallowing down a wave of unease, I spared a miserable glance for the corpse whose voice echoed in my mind.

      Sir Branson lay sprawled in the clay not far away, limbs akimbo, my longsword pinning him through the chest, and quite neatly to the ground. Which, I might add, had done little to stop him when he tried to tear out my throat before the demon leapt out of him and into his beloved dog, Brindle.

      Remember when I said I was fighting three opponents? That’s them.

      One mentor. One dog. One demon.

      There were swirls of clay all over Sir Branson’s armor and thick tracks and whorls scored into it around him, as if a potter had been forming a pot and set him in the wall of it as a grisly stamp. I’d seen worse things pass for art in our time journeying through the great cities — Dancartia has a grotesque statue that looks like children formed it from blobs of mud — but I’d never seen anything that wrenched me in two like this did.

      Beyond my mere sorrow, this was terribly unholy.

      I made the sign of the Aspect of the Rejected God — a holy tap of knuckle to forehead and then sword arm.

      God forfend my spirit be stained by communing with the dead.

      God forfend the demon jump to me next.

      I’m doing my best to prevent that, dear girl, but if you’d stop with all the doom and gloom, I’m sure it would be easier. You’ve cast out demons before. Just do it again, quickly now, my cheerful — and very dead — paladin superior Sir Branson said in my mind.

      Look, I know it’s because I’ve gone mad. I’m under no illusions about this.

      Sir Branson had been a Vagabond Paladin of the Forsaken Aspect in life and now, even in death, he did not seem to have a set course to take. It was disheartening, really, to think that I might suffer cold and loneliness all my life only to have it continue past the gates of death.

      Well, I’m not exactly staying here for me. It’s just that I may possibly, sort of … well, it pains me to admit it, but I may have skimped just a little on your training and this death situation has brought that screaming realization to the forefront and it feels just a tad irresponsible to sidle off now.

      The dog crouched low, growling with a vibration so deep that I felt it more in my bones than heard it in my ears.

      “Are you still in there, Brindle?” I coaxed. Who knew, maybe there was an epic dog-versus-demon battle going on within. Maybe the dog would win. He’d nearly beaten me. “Who’s a good boy?”

      A flash of red rolled through the dog’s eye and then an eldritch voice — the demon, no doubt — replied, “NOT ME.”

      Send the denizen to hell, girl. One deep strike to the throat of the dog! I think you know how stories like this end. No need to turn them on their heads.

      Sir Branson was very confident for a man I’d been forced to kill. If he couldn’t cast out the demon, how did he expect me to do it?

      Well, I didn’t want to murder a human. A dog is different.

      Was it though?

      I hesitated. It should be stated most adamantly that I am not a dog murderer and did not wish to become one.

      You didn’t have such qualms with me.

      I hadn’t had time to think with him. It had been mostly instinct.

      You really have no option here, my squire.

      I had some option. Seeing as I was the one holding the sword.

      The dog sat on his haunches and whined.

      “I don’t suppose you’ll dig the grave?” I asked him hopefully. I was bleeding far more than I liked. My blood alone might soften the clay — though not enough to make any headway. In hardpan like this, I’d be digging all day. And I’d be doing it with a demon-possessed dog watching me and a dead man talking in my head.

      Don’t you fuss. I’ll be right here the whole time, Sir Branson said gamely. Just, do me a favor and maybe turn my body so I don’t have to look it in the, well, not the eyes, obviously. In the place where eyes once were.

      “Go with the Rejected God, Sir Branson,” I intoned the sacred words, trying to dismiss his ghost while swallowing bile. Look, don’t judge, it’s hard to give last rites to a man with no face.

      I stumbled over to his horrific corpse and made the holy sign on the place where his forehead used to be and where one of the bends in his arm that I was relatively sure was the elbow was located. I touched a second one just in case. The God would forgive me … possibly.

      “Blessed Lord take from me this knight, consecrated by water most holy, dipped in the cold of sacrifice, given now into thine —”

      Blessed Saints! Wait. I’m not taking last rites!

      “You are extremely dead, and you should take last rites,” I said aloud to the miserable corpse. I refused to speak with him in my mind. He had no right to be in there with me.

      I shot a sad look at Brindle. We were both possessed. He, with a demon. Me, with a dead knight. What a sorry pair we made.

      Except I will remain with your mortal coil, though I am bereft of my own, while Brindle will be relieved of his haunting spirit.

      Remain?

      I’d hardly abandon you when you need me the most. Like I was saying … there are things I forgot to mention that you probably should know …

      I closed my eyes and sucked in a long inhale. It was how I handled frustrating situations — that and prayer — although this time I got a nice whiff of dog and death for my trouble. Wonderful.

      “Rejected God, I beg thee send to me some means by which to bury Sir Branson with honor,” I prayed aloud.

      Good. Prayers. This is excellent. Your faith is unblemished!

      He sounded so cheerful at this that I didn’t want to point out that desperate prayers were hardly a measure of godliness.

      I pushed him aside to look at the situation reasonably.

      I had three problems now.

      Night approaches.

      Fine, I had four problems now.

      First, I had a demon to deal with.

      Second, I was bleeding badly from multiple lacerations and they needed to be cleaned and tended.

      Third, my former paladin superior was now a paladin excisis and he was haunting me.

      Rude.

      I must prioritize.

      I squatted down on my haunches in front of the dog.

      “Perhaps we could make some sort of a deal,” I said coolly. “I have you by the neck, after all.”

      “AND I HAVE YOU BY THE BALLS.” The demon laughed — or at least, I took that stone-crunching sound in my brain to be a laugh.

      “How unfortunate for you, as you’ll find that means you have nothing at all,” I said acidly. “I could kill you right now, but I’m fond of the dog.”

      Kill it! Kill it now!

      “SILENCE, REVENANT! LEAVE ME WITH THE MORSEL.”

      I paused. Was it possible that the demon could hear Sir Branson and Sir Branson could hear the demon? The only thing worse than two voices in my head was two arguing voices in my head.

      “Wuff?” Brindle asked, tilting his head.

      I find myself in an embarrassing position, Sir Branson said in a tone I had never heard when he was alive. It seems I can no longer possess my body, as it has expired.

      “Indeed,” I agreed. “I bid you farewell as you enter the heavenlies. Go now, with my blessing and gratitude.”

      Cough.

      “Did you just say cough instead of coughing?”

      Dogs, it would seem, don’t cough on command.

      I blinked at Brindle. He blinked at me and then yawned one of those bone-cracking full-body doggy yawns. One of his eyes was still glowing red, but the other … the other shone with a heavenly light. And it was the watery blue of an eye I’d looked into every morning over breakfast for the past ten years.

      “Blessed Saints.”

      That curse was not ladylike at all. So, it was fortunate I was no lady.

      You are a supplicant squire of the Paladins Rejected and, as such, it befits you to act in a way both godly and dignified. Sir Branson always sounded more formal when he was miffed. Additionally, you know I don’t like that curse. And I have asked you not to use it in my presence. Repeatedly.

      I glanced at my dead paladin superior, who looked anything but dignified. It would be best not to speak of what happened to corpses upon the flight of the soul to glory. That he was a knight remained obvious in that armor. The holiness, however, had evaporated with his soul.

      I turned my eyes to Brindle. A dog now possessed of three souls: his own, my dearly departed mentor’s, and a demon of questionable origin.

      And that reminds me, Sir Branson said stiffly, you have five problems.

      Wonderful. I now had more problems than I did gold coins.

      There are four gold coins in my left boot.

      I stood corrected.

      Tonight, you must stand vigil and accept my cloak as my heir apparent, the anointed successor chosen by the God and the journey. Well, I say stand, but you must kneel in vigil throughout the night until the first blush of dawn. On your knees. Where it hurts.

      “Great. Great. Great,” I said as if considering.

      You should probably take the cloak now. If you can wiggle it out from under me.

      He paused as if waiting for me to obey, and when I didn’t move, he went on.

      And if the Aspect of the Rejected God speaks to you on this night and puts his mark on you, then you, too, will be a paladin blessed in the Holy Order of Vagrant Knights — the Paladins Rejected. And I’m sure he will, so no need to be skittish about that. It will work out, is what I’m saying.

      If it wasn’t obvious by the fact that all my armor was sub-par and my cloak was ragged, or that little hint about the distinct lack of gold, my master and I were beggar paladins. Knights Vagrant. The God’s Own Rejected. Vagabond Paladins. Etc. Etc.

      Only, Sir Branson, unlike me, was God-touched. He was a paladin called to the small places of this world, and if I were lucky — wait, we are not to say lucky — if I were blessed then I could be one, too. And I could join him in everlasting poverty and duty. Which might sound like hell to some people, but what can I say? I chose this. I actually want it. And if that didn’t make me God-touched then who knew what would.

      Okay, problem one. Nighttime. I limped to where the gnarled, ghastly trees edged the clay riverbanks, hauling poor Brindle with me.

      “Were it my choice, I’d set you free, Brindle,” I told the lanky dog as he looked at me with sad, liquid eyes. “I don’t like keeping you tied like this, but I do not know who controls your furry form and I do not want to have to kill you, too. Gifting death to Sir Branson was bad enough.”

      I think I nearly have the dog under … aislhtrpoetn.

      HHHTHERLJFPSDLKNG.

      I gritted my teeth, falling to my knees as the two voices screeched over one another, whatever they meant to say lost in the tides of their private war. The sound was like the tearing of metal — a sound I’d heard once when the massive Oakencrest drawbridge closed over one of the Oakencrest guard, pinning him in its great jaws and tearing his steel plate chest guard in twain. I will not say what it did to his remains. It is enough to note that I’ve seen sorrier corpses than poor Sir Branson.

      The pain in my head from the sound split it so hard that I forgot momentarily that I had a dog to mind and I dropped the chain, covering my ears as if I could block out the internal maelstrom.

      Beside me, Brindle sat down, whined, and then shuffled forward, shuffling a little farther and a little farther until he could lick my hand.

      When — at last — the screeching subsided, I was gasping and trembling. I blinked, the world buzzing with the sudden absence of sound. Brindle put his round head into my lap.

      Blessed Saints.

      Well. It must be the dog in charge of the body.

      For now.

      So, that was nice.

      It’s hard to control another creature’s body for long even if one possesses it. Drains the strength.

      I froze. The voice that had spoken just now was neither Sir Branson’s nor that of the demon but some terrible combination of the two, and it rang in my head with the terrible certainty of a hanging-day bell.

      “Which are you?” I asked, shuddering.

      Which, indeed, the voice replied, and then followed it up with, I’d think you would know, even if our voices have somehow merged into something new.

      “How would I know?”

      Well, you could hardly confuse the thoughts of a most holy paladin and a demon.

      It would seem that I could easily mistake them. I did not know which was speaking to me now. This was like one of those puzzles where two keepers guard two gates, and one always tells the truth while the other always lies, and the puzzler must form the perfect question to discern between the two. I did not yet know the perfect question, but at least Brindle wasn’t currently trying to kill me.

      I can tell you’re very upset and that’s understandable. Maybe you should take a moment.

      I didn’t have a moment. I swiped away the tears still wet on my face. Useless things. They hadn’t protected any of us. Not the dead knight, not his devastated squire, and not the dog currently infested with a demon.

      Brindle snuffled against my palm and I petted his head absently. This was hardly his fault.

      “I suppose this will go more quickly now that you’re not about to rip my throat out,” I told him. “But what am I going to do with you?”

      Obviously, you must keep him by your side.

      Devil or Branson? Branson or devil? Either way, he wasn’t wrong. Demons could jump to other creatures — a fact I had been made well aware of when this one hopped from the beggar who had found us on the derelict bridge over the Wendilclay River and into Sir Branson, and then from Sir Branson into the dog.

      The beggar was dead, too, or I assumed he was, since Sir Branson had been trying to cast the demon from him and been dragged waist-deep into the water by the ravaged man. When the demon had leapt from the beggar to Sir Branson, my mentor had drowned the poor soul he’d been trying to save, before coming after me. The poor beggar’s corpse had washed down the river. Were I not bleeding from multiple places, I would be honor-bound to find it and offer last rites. Given the current circumstances, I’d have to leave that to whatever priest was near the shores where he washed up.

      I’m starting to suspect that you shouldn’t cast the demon out.

      That had to be the demon.

      Cough.

      I was terrible at this game.

      Well, from what I can tell now that I’m elbows deep, as it were, had you tried to cast Hxyaltrytchus out without killing me first, he would have leapt from me to you, necessitating that I slay my supplicant squire, and killing a friend is not a thing a man gets over easily.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the broken corpse behind me. He was not wrong on that last point. Abruptly the tears tried to surface again. I throttled them with all the heartlessness I had left.

      There, there. It will be fine. I’m not really gone, am I?

      From someone else that might have sounded sweet. From him it sounded dry and impatient.

      But I was wasting time, even if I’d finally brought my shaking hands under control. With haste, I gathered the dead wood from the peeling trees along the edge of the forest and then hurried to light a fire.

      Problem one under control.

      Problem two. I was still bleeding badly and now it was making my vision shiver and darken, and if I did not deal promptly with that, then I may find I’d dug a grave only to collapse dead in it myself.

      That would be such a waste.

      Thank you, Sir Branson.

      Cough.

      Blessed Saints!

      Listen, it’s all in the tone. When I speak, it’s in a humorous tone, and when he speaks, you can hear the clang of hell’s gongs in the background.

      Hell had gongs?

      Did I forget to teach you that, too? I hope I remembered to warn you against going to hell. Terribly dreadful place. An eternity without a drop of tea. I shudder at the thought.

      He’d warned me often. He had no need for guilt on that count. I struggled not to roll my eyes.

      Well, he said with the air of one holding up his hands in innocence, that really was the main thing.

      Removing the trappings of a knight or paladin requires patience and laborious care. Fortunately, we Vagabond Paladins do not wear quite as many accoutrements as some of the other aspects are known to do. I didn’t regularly wear a helm and wasn’t wearing one now, but the light breastplate I usually wore was removed, along with my pauldrons, and gauntlets. This way I could get to my wounds.

      Sir Branson had the same advantage I had when the two of us faced off — each of us was well aware of the other’s strengths and weaknesses. After all, he’d literally taught me everything I knew. And I’d lived with him for a decade.

      He’d taken advantage of that to bleed me with neat cuts in every vulnerable spot. I’d taken a different approach and simply jammed my sword straight through the patchy mend in his breastplate that I knew was there from polishing to gleaming every day. I’d put all my weight behind the blow and all my prayers for his soul behind the force that kept going right through his body. It was a tidy death in the end.

      But not before the end. I swear I thought we’d end up beating each other to a pulp until both were nothing more than feasts for crows, and all we’d left behind us were some very unusual designs in the hardened clay. That would have been tricky to explain.

      To whom?

      Anyone, really. Take your pick.

      When I’d been taught my commandments at the knee of my mother and she’d taught me that murder was a great sin, she had waxed eloquent on the family of the victim mourning his loss, on the great guilt one must bear, and the stain upon the soul. I think she felt she’d impressed the need to not be a little death windmill upon me with great effect, although she had been disappointed that I was less moved by holy fear than she would have liked. Now, I think she may have missed a great opportunity. If she’d told me that I’d have to discuss the murder with the victim afterward, she’d have had the terrified devoutness for which she’d been angling.

      It is rather inconvenient, isn’t it? Can you not cast him out and leave me here alone?

      Demon. That time I knew it. Sir Branson could leave any time he wanted.

      Cough.

      “Really?” I muttered. I would need to clean and stitch these wounds. And water and thread were both with my horse. “Are you trapped in there, Sir Branson?”

      Not trapped, exactly, though it may seem somewhat undignified that I remain. It’s rather like being a paupered houseguest with nowhere to go. I must tread a little longer on the patience of my host.

      He was worried about his dignity when he’d already lost his face?

      An apt metaphor, to be sure. But I really don’t feel I can abandon you at this juncture. And I do think I might be able to keep the demon in check. For a time.

      “Just stay,” I told Brindle miserably, making the sign with my hand. I hoped he’d listen.

      I could hear my horse snuffling just past the tree line. She was a good mare, Halberd, well trained in what to do in a crisis. We saw a surprising number of crises as Vagabond Paladins. Beggar demons were really just the tip of the spear, though this time the tip had stuck deep. Halberd had followed her training and stayed close by but away from danger.

      I found her cropping up small plants and trailing her loose reins not far into the forest. She rolled an eye at me and gave me a horsey snort. To my humiliation, I buried my face in her ochre mane for a moment before leading her out to the fire. Touching another living thing that was not currently possessed by a demon was more of a relief than I would have credited.

      Meanwhile, cleaning and stitching your own wounds is not for the faint of heart — a lesson Sir Branson had taught me my first week with him when I’d slashed my arm with his knife, and he’d handed me a sewing kit and started to brew a cup of tea.

      “It works best if you can keep from fainting,” he’d said helpfully as he’d sipped his lavender tea. “Tea helps, too.”

      “To clean the wound?” I’d asked, determinedly piercing my own skin with a needle and trying not to pass out. Sir Branson had been awkward with children. He never seemed to know whether to treat them as adults or dogs.

      “Oh, no, for the nerves. Your stitches are too wide just there. Closer will give you less of a scar.”

      I never said Sir Branson was a Saint. He most certainly was not that, though he said his prayers very regularly, gave to the poor — ironic, since there were few poorer than those of us dragging around our vow of poverty — and kept to the precepts of the Aspect of the Rejected God. Or at least, I thought he did. Since he was the one who taught them to me, I could be all wrong and I’d never know.

      That day he taught me two important lessons, though. How to stitch your own wounds, and that you can’t even rely on kind people to be there when you really needed them. They might decide to brew tea instead.

      The demon took that moment to remind me of its presence.

      I’d help, but I’m afraid I’m missing the thing you’d need most. Opposable thumbs.

      I was nearly done stitching. One of my shoulders was quite tender. One of my legs didn’t like taking my weight but could do it. As far as the paladins of the Aspect of the Rejected God were concerned, that was fighting-fit.

      We don’t take whiners or the callow. Or people who are too picky about who we do or don’t take. Or anyone overly fussy about dietary restrictions. Or anyone who doesn’t like tea.

      Maybe it would be nicer if the demon spoke more.

      When I leap from the dog to another human, I will flay you slowly and then roast you alive over a pit of coals, little morsel, tasty snack, tiny bite, delicious … oh yes, delicious … also, I love tea. Especially when made from eyelashes.

      On second thought, Sir Branson was clearly the more cheerful of the pair. But that did leave me with a problem. If I couldn’t bring Brindle near people, then I would need to kill him after all, or vow to live far from humans for the rest of my life.

      But that was a problem for tomorrow morning. Right now I needed to dig.

      Right now you need to stand vigil, my girl. Night falls. Fail to stand vigil this night and all chance of being touched by the God will be lost. You will be forever supplicant and never paladin — forever unblessed. Your fate will be like this demon’s — to wander the earth with no hearth, no home, no purpose, no reward.

      It seemed I would stand vigil.

      On your knees, of course.

      On my knees.

      I’d best get on with it.
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          Vagabond Paladin
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      They found me while I was filling in the grave. Which was lucky for them because time had not improved Sir Branson’s corpse.

      I’m endlessly embarrassed about that.

      Their silence was the loudest thing along the river. Louder than the murky trickling water or the fierce blast of the growing storm peppered with ice pellets. Louder, even, than the harsh scrape of Sir Branson’s shield across the half-frozen lumps of clay and hardpan I was dragging into the hole to fill it.

      I heard them in that silence, and when I stood they flinched as one man, though there were three. Their eyes were wide. Their shared gasp clouded the air around them like triplet hearths in the late-spring air.

      No wonder they fear you, you terrifying thing, the demon paladin dog reminded me. You stand as a warning to anyone fool enough to tangle with the power of the demonic. It’s a wonder they don’t run screaming from you to their wives and sweethearts. I set a woman on fire once and made her dance and she looked better than you do before the end.

      I set my hand in its wet, tattered glove upon Brindle’s head in warning, and he whined loudly, sitting back on his haunches.

      The lead man watched this, swathed in a deep grey cloak, his beard torn by the edges of the wind, and his eyes trailing up my arm from the dog’s head to my unbound hair, likely thick now with clay, or blood, or snow, or the God Himself knew what. A ripple of terror ran over his lined face, but he clenched his jaw hard and it subsided enough for him to snap sharply.

      “Revenant. We seek the Vagabond Paladin, Sir Branson the Rejected.”

      “Good for you,” I said between huffing breaths. I was winded. I’d lost feeling in my hands and feet sometime during my vigil in the night. I had not slept and my belly ached with hunger.

      As the newly minted Lady Victoriana the Rejected, can you not show more dignity? You look like you crawled out of the river and forgot that algae hasn’t been in fashion for a few thousand years.

      I pushed aside the voice.

      I believed in the God, that he revealed to us his Rejected Aspect, and that he called paladins to his service. Even so, from the outside, I couldn’t imagine a formula better designed to induce hallucinations and the belief that one had “heard” a call than to make one kneel in metal armor on hard ground with a storm whirling around them, blood still leaking out to mix hot with the cold, indifferent clay. Adding to that the horror that I had “stood” vigil beside the cold body of my only friend in the world only made my recollections more suspect. And yet, I’d seen no hallucinations during my vigil. Or at least, I didn’t think I had.

      It’s fine that you haven’t had a blessing. You’re with me. And I am blessed. Always have been, really. Did you notice I didn’t lose my hair? Old as pond scum but I kept it all.

      “Have you seen the good paladin, Ghost of Our Fathers?” the man behind the first asked me with a quaver in his voice. He was, perhaps, ten years my senior and thick across the shoulders. Stout, and while not exactly beautiful, the strength of youth made him seem so. How delightful that he thought me a dead woman walking.

      “I’m no ghost,” I said shortly, jamming the shield in the ground. It would suffice as marker for Sir Branson. Bent and sullied as it was from serving as shovel, it was still the only piece of his armor above ground. I’d buried the rest with him — including his sword — and I was already sorry I’d done that. I could use a second sword, and his had been a good one, but it was disrespectful to bury a knight without his weapon. The dog had views on the matter.

      Might as well bury him without his feet. Or his hands, it had said when I hesitated over the matter. Or his hair.

      Or at least I thought it had. I was not at full mental capacity at the moment. To say that the night had been long was a wicked understatement. It had been nigh on a decade.

      “But you know where Sir Branson might be?” the second man pressed.

      “I do,” I agreed, pointing to the shield. “And now you do, too. And may this marker remain in his memory for many years to come.”

      It’s a terribly sweet gesture. Honestly, I really can’t thank you more. It’s rare for one of us to get any kind of a marker when we die.

      The looks exchanged between the three men showed a marked concern. Perhaps they knew, as I did, that the shield would last about as long as a marker as the road remained empty. Sir Branson was no decadent, but he hadn’t skimped on steel when the shield was made and it would fetch a price for whichever thief found it first. The God forfend.

      I certainly hope he does forfend!

      I ought to say a prayer by rote, but after an entire night of them, my mind came up empty of suggestions.

      When, sometime in the middle of the night, the snow started to swirl around me, I had redoubled my prayers, certain that they were my only hope of remaining still as the cold leached into every bone of my body.

      “Cast upon the lake of sorrows all your hopes and gathered dreams, Let the ancient waters cover ‘til hope is not as it seems,” my thick lips had chanted in the darkness.

      An owl had hooted in response and the small things that fled from it in terror made the grasses rustle. My horse huffed an annoyed breath from where he slept standing. Perhaps, as the horse of a soon-to-be-paladin he was doing vigil, too, but on his hooves rather than on his knees. They were likely better suited to it.

      The wind had picked up, making the trees creak and groan their annoyance and whispering so intently that I heard a thousand possible voices with a thousand possible messages, but since all were echoes of my internal monologue, I didn’t credit them. If the God called to me, I doubted he’d use my own voice.

      “This is madness,” they had whispered through the trees.

      Perhaps you are not called at all. Your prayers are feeble, the demon in Brindle had suggested. If I were a god, I’d reject you, too.

      Not everyone is called, dear girl, the paladin in the dog had said later. And when they are, sometimes it’s hard to hear. Or it’s not in the way they might think.

      Which was a solid point, because how was I supposed to hear anything at all when I would not stop speaking? In conversation, one didn’t natter on and on and expect that the other would speak over them. If the God had remained silent, mayhap he was merely tired of waiting for his opportunity.

      “Lady? Lady?” The third man’s voice burst into my memories. I was swaying on my feet, my mind wandering sinfully.

      “I am no lady,” I told him. I wasn’t nobility, that was certain. And I may not be a paladin either.

      “Would you grant us your name, then?” he asked. He was the youngest of the three. He looked almost like a royal messenger. Or a church messenger. But they didn’t come so far into the wilds.

      “I am Victoriana Greenmantle, Squire Supplicant —”

      Cough, Brindle said.

      I cleared my own throat. “Paladin of the Aspect of the Rejected God.”

      It was my first time saying it aloud. It felt like a lie, and that twisted something deep in my gut like a festering wound.

      We demons know more about religion than you’ll learn in your short mortal lifetime, delicious morsel, the demon had told me last night, when it seemed I could no more hear the God than I could ignore the terrible pain in my knees. And I can tell you with certainty that you are not called to anything other than a swift death and perhaps my amusement.

      Demons knew nothing about faith. Which meant this one knew nothing about the God’s call.

      Perhaps the calling was within, a firm certainty of spirit that this was the right course. Perhaps the light from heaven and the voice were just … symbols … of what was occurring, like how a lover might offer his beloved his heart. He did not mean to cut it beating from his breast. It was merely a metaphor.

      That’s an adorable loophole you’ve found. Now, find one for me. Excuse the God’s silence to me the same way, the demon had snickered. Tell me all is forgiven and I am free to follow my heart.

      I had hoped it was the demon snickering and not Sir Branson. If my mentor was so bereft of belief, it would throw an uncomfortable light upon our shared history.

      My prayers stuttered again and went out like a guttering candle.

      “I offer up this well body and this quick mind, honed by faith and service, and presented for your use,” I had said aloud.

      And is this a bargain, then? You give the God something and he gives you something? You’re closer to demon than Saint. We’re the ones who do everything by transaction.

      “It’s not a transaction,” I’d said aloud, considering. “Perhaps I must open myself up to receive the blessing.”

      Just listen. It will come if it will come. You can’t make demands of the God like you’re negotiating with a stingy fishwife.

      And what if he didn’t call me?

      I explained that part, didn’t I? I’m pretty sure that I did. Do you remember Sir Lysander? We stayed in his father’s loft once just outside Saint Hermake’s Rim?

      I did remember him. A rough man, hard and cold, but he softened when Sir Branson started talking horses and breeding lines, and the pair of them had been up all night debating which sire had got a foal who had grown up to win a race in some city I’d never heard of.

      Yes, that’s the one. He didn’t hear the call. Pity, really, he was such a nice fellow. But I suppose it makes sense that the God didn’t require him. He didn’t have much compassion, and it’s hard to be a good Beggar Paladin without compassion.

      I wished he wouldn’t call us that. It was a slur.

      It’s not a slur if you say it yourself. Or something. I’ve always thought it had a nice ring to it. Anyway. When the God didn’t call him, he left his full kit behind, walked to the nearest town, and submitted himself to the magistrate to be assigned where he could be useful. The magistrate had him fed and shod and sent to the nearest keep, where he was kitted up and made a knight to serve the local lord. That’s the way for those the God passes on. They’re far too valuable to just be left drifting in the wind. But they can’t keep anything from the old life.

      Nothing at all? Not even their underbritches? Quite the audacity there, ghost knight, to claim your underthings are holy.

      That’s not what I said!

      I had not wanted that future, and having him lay it out for me only made me more determined.

      I wanted this future.

      The road forever open before me, the past forever at my back, the goodness of the God in my actions, and the certainty of his favor in my thoughts. Loyalty, duty, and service. The want of it felt like a hunger. It howled long and intent within my chest.

      Well, the wanting alone might be enough, you never know.

      Bold words for a knight who has just been arguing about underbritches.

      Desperately, I had opened myself up, clearing my heart and mind of all else, ready to accept whatever came to me.

      And at that moment, the demon struck, leaping from the dog and attempting to leap into me, and had I been anywhere but on my knees already, I think it would have knocked me off my feet entirely.

      I shuddered again at the memory. I could still feel his fingers, like thick oil, trying to seep into my heart.

      “You’re a paladin, then?” the first man asked, shaking me out of my memories the way Brindle would often shake a caught mouse.

      To my surprise, the light in his eyes was pure relief. The other two sagged with him at my nod.

      “Thank the God in all his aspects,” the broad-shouldered man muttered.

      “I have a message for Sir Branson,” the third man said. “Or the nearest God-touched representative of the Rejected Aspect.”

      “That would be me.” My voice rang in a way it never had before. Which was comforting, since I still wasn’t entirely sure I was telling the truth.

      Look, when the demon leapt, clawing into me, something had stopped him. To me, it had appeared as if the heavens opened and a glory shone forth, struck the demon, and washed me of all guilt. In that moment, a bell rang in my head, bright and resonant.

      But I would have been remiss if I did not point out that the demon’s leap had startled me, flinging me to the side, where I struck my head on a rock. It was entirely within the realm of reason that I could have seen a bright light and heard a ringing bell because my head was injured and now — when I declared myself to be what I was not — the God himself would strike me down.

      So far, he had not done it.

      I waited.

      But perhaps he had merely stayed his hand.

      Rejected God, throned in the glory men do not see, have mercy.

      That prayer is a bit redundant if you’re a paladin, and if you are not, you deserve the fires of hell for your blasphemy.

      Demon or mentor? Mentor or —

      I’m really getting annoyed by how you harass her. Is it not enough that she’s stuck guarding the dog because of you? You have to also taunt her constantly?

      One must pass the time how one can. I could practically hear the demon shrug. I’ve made a bet with myself that she will cut her own hand off before the full moon. And when she does, I will leap, and then I will feast on the inside of a pretty, tormented faithful one instead of a dog. I can hardly contain my excitement. She’s going to taste sooo good. I think I’ll make her last a very long time, consume her a single lick at a time, like nougat. Have you had nougat, knight? Do they give it to beggars? Or is it just one more way I best you?

      “I’ll take your message,” I told the trembling youth, pushing my thoughts free of the two bickering in my head. The messenger was about my age, if I was any judge, his beard wispy and eyes furtive, but he nudged his horse forward and drew a missive from within his coat.

      I stepped forward, hand out for the letter, but all three backed their horses up as if unconsciously wanting to be away from me.

      “I don’t bite,” I said acidly. “Though you’re making me reconsider that stance.”

      Trembling, the youth offered the letter a second time, and this time I snatched it from his pale fingers while I could.

      It was elaborately sealed and ribboned. The feel of the fine parchment through my clay-smeared, torn gloves was so elegant that it made my skin crawl. Whatever this was, it was not good news.

      You’re doomed, girl! And we get to watch! Brindle crowed in my mind and then dissolved into spine-tingling laughter.

      I was pretty sure he was the one who was doomed. I wasn’t trapped in a dog.

      I froze.

      Trapped. In a dog. I looked from Brindle to the men and back again. The demon had not jumped to one of them.

      Yet.

      God forfend. God grant to me that this demon remains trapped, unable to savage another soul, I prayed.

      It was in the hands of the God now. Though, in my experience, he never acted as I expected.

      “I’m chief man of Loxburn,” the first man said, misunderstanding my silent prayer as hesitance. I smeared my hands on the only bare patch of cloak I could find to clean them. “When the messenger came from Saint Rauche’s Citadel”—he nodded at the trembling messenger—“and announced his purpose, we set out at once.”

      “Sir Branson stayed in my inn night before last,” the second man said, frowning. “I don’t recall another paladin with him.”

      I cracked the seal, barely listening. The letter was addressed to “Rejected Paladin,” which could be any of us, and I was far too worried about what contents were so urgent as to send a messenger riding off to find any random paladin to feel the thrill I should have that I now qualified.

      “I was attending to the horses,” I said simply.

      The letter was written with great care and sealed with the holy seal of the Paladins Rejected. A smaller letter — also sealed — fell out of the first into my hand. It was not addressed. My breath caught in my throat as I read the words on the opened letter.

      “With my own hand, I write this, I Verdictian the Third of the name, Paladin Rejected, from our seat in Saint Rauche’s Citadel. I send out five letters on all the roads that go north and pray to the God that the first to find hands belonging to us will have found the right destination. May those hands take up this burden. And may all the other missives be as dust.”

      Perhaps I should pause here and tell you that each aspect of the God granted his paladins certain dispensations that were for them and them alone. As much as he demanded, so he also gave. For our aspect, we were forsworn to wealth and required to live in poverty. But the God was merciful. If we asked a boon of him with a pure heart, he would grant it to us — though sometimes he chose to hear that request in his own way. That’s why it was not all that odd that the leader of our aspect had simply jammed five of these letters into the hands of messengers and then prayed they were delivered to the right person for the job.

      He had — in the way of our aspect — given the whole matter into the hands of the God. And the God had — apparently — decided to delegate it further into the very muddy hands of the paladin who had just trapped both a Saint and a demon within a dog.

      I am no Saint, though the sentiment is appreciated. You’ll recall that you often washed my socks. They were not Saintly socks.

      Truly, the God worked in mysterious ways.

      Back to the letter.

      “I cannot impress upon you enough the urgency of this moment.” As if to press the point home, he wrote the next sentence on its own line of the map. “The rim has moved. It is confirmed by moon map. Have you any doubt, you have only to look up into the night sky to verify my words.”

      I had been slightly preoccupied last night, to tell the truth, and had barely noticed the moon.

      “The movement has exposed a key remnant of the past — the Aching Monastery. A place of legend and much speculation. It is to this monastery that you must journey immediately. I charge you, do not pause to eat or drink or wash. Do not pause to sleep.”

      For the love of …

      I could hear the demon cackling in my mind. Or maybe that was Sir Branson. Could this Verdictian really make these demands of me?

      Well … sort of.

      I didn’t like the sound of that.

      Well, he can’t take the God’s blessing from you, or your role as a paladin, but he did send you a divine assignment. We know it’s divine because it reached you and he blessed the letters to only reach the right person.

      Solid reasoning.

      Don't think I don’t hear that sarcasm, my girl. But no, he can’t take the blessing. But he can put you in stocks for a year and a day, which … well, I’ve yet to hear of someone who survived that, and I don’t want it for you.

      That was a severe understatement. I read on.

      “Take from those who delivered this missive whatever supplies they will give, and ride as if this is a quest from the God himself. I have included a map, though a prayer will serve you better. There is also an amulet. Wear it. If the monastery contains — as we believe — the most holy cup that once held the tears of our God, then it is essential that our aspect claim this artifact, for who knows tears as the Rejected do?”

      This was highly suspicious. If there was one thing we were not prone to as an aspect, it was the hoarding of treasure. Our God would never allow it.

      “But far worse, we fear that our quest will be found out immediately and you will need to deal with that to which the Rejected dedicate their time and service — the eradication of demons. For they will be drawn to such a place. Trust no one. Anyone you meet may be in their thrall.”

      Or anyone you bring with you might be in their thrall, I supposed, in the case of Brindle. I gave him a long look out the side of my eyes. He whined dramatically.

      “Go with the God, my child.”

      How trite, coming from a man in the safety of a southern city.

      “What does it say, Lady Paladin?” the messenger asked breathlessly, as I ripped the seal from the other paper and unfolded the vellum map and the amulet within.

      I donned the amulet and then looked up, calling my horse with a whistle. She trotted up smartly and I mounted her, still covered in mud and my own blood. By the looks on the faces before me, I was a hideous sight indeed.

      Beauty is as beauty does, Brindle told me tritely, before cackling and adding, And beauty often does terribly cruel things.

      “The letter bids me beg you for any supplies you may be carrying and be willing to part with,” I say grimly.

      I expected them to shake their heads and show me empty hands, but to my surprise, they hurried to give me all that they had, which was three water skins, a few small loaves of bread, some dried meat jerky — I was careful not to ask what kind of meat — and a carrot. The messenger, with a sigh, offered me a multi-colored patched blanket. It was surprisingly soft.

      I made the sign of the blessing for each offering.

      “Did Sir Branson find the demon?” the chief man asked, and when my eyebrows rose, he felt the need to clarify. “The one we begged him to dispatch at the bridge?”

      Well, then. Sir Branson had some explaining to do. He had not told me that he knew of the demon before we rode up upon it.

      Cough. Yes. Well, I thought maybe this would be your first solo exorcism.

      In the end, I supposed it had been. Though I wouldn’t be asking myself back if I’d been the one with the request.

      “It won’t trouble you again,” I assured those who had come for me — truly it was the kindest blessing I could offer them.

      I turned my horse, whistled to Brindle, and rode like hell itself was at my heels — because apparently, it was.
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      He finds me curled in a ball and shaking so hard that my teeth chatter together. I have ways to deal with this. Prayers, mostly. I run the beads through my fingers, murmuring prayers in three distinct languages as I try to distract myself from the feeling of my bones breaking again and again, twisting in my body one after another, the seizing of my guts, turning hard and sharp within me, the terrible blurring of my thoughts as time leaks out from every crevice.

      I do as I always do. I call to mind the faces. A whole village taken by bone-break fever. Tiny children with pixie faces. Anxious mothers, slick with the sweat of their own fevers while they labor to help their babies breathe, to comfort them through the agony. Fathers collapsed on floors or woodpiles, trying to haul wood and water for their families while the world spins around them.

      I was guided here by the God just in time. Most of the village was taken with it, but none had perished yet. I went from house to house, healing the sickest first, but going back afterward to heal all the rest. Not one slipped by me. Not one grave is being dug today. Not one.

      I cling to this like a man clings to a faltering sapling as he clutches the edge of a cliff.

      I remember it in the cold of night when nothing can warm me, as my stomach twists within me like one of the great boas of the southern jungles I saw when I was a squire supplicant learning at the feet of Sir Augussamana. He’d been a kind knight. Tender in every way. Washed over the side of the ship in a storm, I could not save him. I miss him yet. Miss his wise council. Miss his gift of joking with the young ones. He had a way of slipping sugar treats into tiny palms that made a whole room light up.

      Were he here now, he would brew me something for the pain. Something to warm me. Or just say prayers with me, begging for courage, begging for endurance.

      I’ve taken all their pain, Lord of Sorrows. I have taken it into myself. I have taken their ills. Bless me with endurance. Put your hand on me. Bless me with faith. I want to die. Give me the strength to live.

      I’m not sure how long my visitor is there before I hear him, but he’s not one for compassion. We were called about the same time, we two. Both from high houses. But he was called by the Aspect of the Benevolent God while I was called by the Aspect of the Sorrowful God.

      Even so, he knows my name and he says it, and the name itself is a salve.

      “Adalbrand. It is you. When the villagers told me some fool Saint had taken all their illnesses at once, I knew of only one so great in pride that the God must humble him.”

      “Hefertus.” His name falls from my lips like a groan.

      I feel his hand on my head. His fingers dig into my hair like questing worms.

      “Father, I beg thee, grant this poor servant of thine the peace to ignore all pain this night.”

      “Blessed Saints,” I gasp.

      The pain is suddenly gone. The relief is so good it is a physical sensation. Like the feeling of cool water going down the throat after a long run. Like the feeling of a warm bed on a cold night. It births tears in my eyes. I let them fall as my breath gusts out, my limbs unfurl, my mind suddenly clears.

      “Hefertus,” I say again, and this time it is the closest thing to a prayer I can make it and still be reverent. “You fool of a knight.”

      “Paladin,” he corrects me, turning away to examine the room. “Is that a set of stag’s antlers? Someone has inlaid them.” He makes a hum in his throat. “Gorgeous things.”

      “Hefertus, you know the consequences of your pronouncements.”

      He waves an idle hand. He’s sitting in the rocking chair by the fire, feet kicked up on the top of a chest, a flagon of wine in his hand. He’s made himself at home.

      “Lovely place the chief has here. Wasted on you when you’re like that. I told them as much. ‘Next time,’ I told them, ‘just throw the fool in any hovel. He’s feeling all the sickness he took at once. He doesn’t know he’s ruining your best furs on your only clover mattress.’”

      I hope that isn’t true. Furtively, I smell my clothing. I smell like sickness.

      “Yes, you’ve a lovely stale scent. I very nearly dumped a bucket of water over you, but I didn’t want to ruin the mattress further.”

      “You’ve only given me tonight,” I say, forcing myself to think rather than to sink into slothfulness or relief. “Which means you need something from me right now.”

      He barks a laugh and shoves a medallion into my chest.

      “We’ve been called,” he said. “And I’d rather get a head start, especially if you’ll be playing invalid most of the way.”

      Hefertus is a god of a man, towering at nearly seven feet, his entire body a mountain of muscle, his face bearing a short-trimmed beard, and his hair tawny. He has a smile formed in a way to make women swoon, and his order is not celibate, so he makes use of it readily. He is my opposite in every way.

      “We’ve both been called,” he says shortly.

      “By the God?” I ask, suddenly breathless.

      He shrugs. “Perhaps. By the church, certainly. We must ride and ride hard. I’ll ask these peasants for rope. Go saddle your horse. I’ll tie you on for when the God’s blessing wears off and then lead your horse from there. We ride for the Rim.”

      He slaps me playfully on the chest. I try not to take it personally.

      “The Rim?”

      He quaffs the rest of his wine in one go and then shakes his face with his lips relaxed like a great dog, spittle and flecks of wine flinging out in every direction.

      “I’ll explain on the way. Wear the medallion. Gather your things. Get into the saddle. I promised your Bishop I’d get you there no matter what state I found you in, and I mean to keep my word.”

      “Is that why you wasted your blessing on me?”

      “Not a waste,” he mutters, but his answer is proof enough that he has been at this too long. The paladins of the Aspect of the Benevolent God — Prince Paladins, as the rest of us fondly know them — can’t serve long, or at least can’t serve long on their own. For every favor they beg of the God, he takes from them some of the sense he gives the rest of men. Perhaps he spins it as an alchemist, not by transmuting lead into gold, but by forming sense into something more serviceable and breathing his breath of life into it. That’s how I’ve always seen it, though Sir Augussamana had a different explanation.

      “Overweening arrogance,” he’d told me. “If you could speak a word and make it so, you’d be just as bad.”

      “But they don’t stop,” I’d argued. “Surely that is a curse.”

      He’d laughed. “Doesn’t seem like one to me.”

      Perhaps he’d been right. Had he been blessed with the same, he would never have drowned. He could have simply asked the God to make his armor float and not drag him to the depths.

      “Any hints on where we ride, Hefertus?” I ask.

      “When we get outside, take a good look at the moon.”
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      By the time I reached the edge of civilization — a place where farms and tiny hamlets dotted the landscape like freckles — most of the clay had dried and fallen away, leaving only stains where once I was coated in muck. If you think it’s ridiculous that I had done as bidden and not stopped to rest at an inn, then you aren’t the only one, but here was my dilemma: I had with me a dog possessed by a demon. I dared not leave him anywhere, so that left inns out — the inns of Northwark were not inclined to let their rooms to people who bring beasts within their doors.

      Though I followed instructions on taking no rest, I broke the precept on disdaining supplies. Look, I could only go so far on the few things that the village men and messenger offered. They lasted me a whole seven-day and then I’d paused at a small hamlet and spent all of my paladin superior’s gold coins on hardy supplies — mostly dried meat and oats, a few slabs of trail bread, and a thick fur robe. I’d never been so far north before, but I was aware that cold could kill.

      A thoughtful person watching all of this might wonder how a sensible and generally cynical person like me had become a follower of the Rejected God in the first place — much less a dedicant intent on the role of paladin. After all, a life renouncing all wealth and living out of saddlebags and on the road is hardly the choice most people would make.

      Those people have misunderstood me. They do not know what commitment and dedication are. They do not realize that I am subject to them every day. I know my place in the world and that place is serving the God in this way — the way of the Vagabond. Without it, there is no point to me at all.

      I had left Sir Branson’s mount in the first town we came to — the God gives and he takes away and we give back with open palms. The friar there promised me he had the means to keep a horse well.

      I wouldn’t have it any other way, but I already miss sweet Dandelion.

      Cough. So do I, demon. As she was my horse. Keep on trying to imitate my voice all you like, but you won’t fool Victoriana long. She’s a skeptical girl with a skeptic’s caution.

      When night had fallen once more, I had looked at the moon and my mouth had gone dry with the certainty of what I saw.

      The scholars call our moon “The Great Mirror,” and she does, indeed, reflect. Some would say she reflects the sun. But others say she reflects the surface of the land, and from my earliest infancy, the adults around me would point to the sky when the moon was full, and trace out Tiberia to the south and the great Madriiveran Plains to the west, all right there reflected on the moon’s surface.

      “There,” they would say, “is the Opal Sea, and just there is the Sea of Storms to the north. See how the Spine of the Forest ends abruptly at the edge of the moon? That is the Rim of the World, made entirely of ice. Impenetrable by even hammer and chisel, blade, axe, or fire. It awaits the turning of the age.”

      And I would say what every child was taught to say: “And that will be the beginning of the next age, when the wisdom and follies of our forebears will be unhidden and the secrets of another age laid bare.”

      And everyone would “hmmm” their agreement. It’s easy enough to agree with a story when it is only a story with no relevance at all to you. After all, who would believe that in their lifetimes the ice of the Rim might recede and open new places, while it advanced in others to cover whole cities in ice too thick to break through? It is hard to accept that you are about to see the results of the turning age with your own eyes. I had not yet quite made peace with it.

      Some paladin aspects put their squire supplicants into many years of training in which they stoop low over scrolls and books. My aspect believed in action, so scholarly knowledge was passed through oral traditions from paladin to supplicant. I found I wished I’d had more book training for this quest. It felt awkward indeed that those others who set out on this journey would know the lay of the land much better than I, and all from their books.

      Don’t worry about it. I’ll be there to tell you whatever you need to know, one of the spirits possessing Brindle told me that first night as I rode deep into the darkness, mulling on what I had read in the letter. Book learning isn’t very attractive in a beggar anyway. People don’t give freely to those who seem superior to them. It feels wrong. Makes their palms itch. They want that warm feeling of having blessed a lesser person. The demon — I hoped it was the demon — paused for a round of mad laughter before he continued. Do you know anything about the Aching Monastery?

      It had been mentioned to me once, grimly, in a long list of those places lost with the turning of the second age, long ago.

      And?

      And I’d been told little else that I recalled.

      The Aching Monastery was a place renowned for its ability to impress upon men the holiness of the God and their own insufficiency.

      Well, thank you for that, Paladin Superior.

      The hollow laugh that sounded told me I’d guessed wrong again.

      One day I entered that place — I recall little except I made a monk speak in tongues until he was thrown from the top of the highest tower. He was tasty, but not as tasty as you, snackling. I’ll be feeding off your drama for years.

      A wave of sickness washed over me. That did not sound like a thing monks would do to one of their own. Even if speaking in tongues could be … hard to interpret.

      I think it was how I demanded he take the tongues of anyone who didn’t speak in tongues that sealed his eventual fate, the demon said casually. But I remember that — ahem — monastery being an opulent warren of puzzles and holy smells. We’re going to have some fun, little snackling. The kind of fun you tell about for years to come. Well — the kind of fun I tell about. You’ll likely be dead well before that. Your kind is delightfully fragile.

      Well. That settled it.

      I leapt from my horse, caught Brindle by the scruff of his neck, and brought his doggy face up to mine under the light of the moon. His eyes were glowing again. They didn’t do it all the time, only when the spirits were in full ascendency, but it lit the darkness in an eerie way that called to mind stories of fairy rings and magic trickery.

      “We need to talk,” I said firmly as the dog tried to lick my face. “I cannot bring you as you are to a place where other humans dwell. Not for supplies, and most certainly not on the task given us by the Aspect of the Rejected God.”

      Brindle whined, his huge doggy eyes rolling up into mine trustingly and sending a pinch of nerves through my heart. He put a paw on the arm holding him by the scruff and I sighed.

      “I have told you already that I am no dog murderer. But what shall I do? I dare not risk this demon jumping to a poor, innocent soul.”

      I believe I have the other soul under control. I just need to tweak a few things …

      “Then you are the demon speaking.”

      The laughing response confirmed it.

      “So I put it to you. I will hear vows from you twice. Once from each soul within this doggy body. I have no need of a vow from Brindle, who is a good doggy, yes you are.” Here, I chucked the dog under the chin, for this was hardly his fault. “And I know that Sir Branson will pledge without hesitation and will not allow himself to pledge a second time to free you, demon, from having to answer. So, I will hear the pledge twice. Once from each of you. You will vow to me that you will not leave this dog unless you are crossing on to realms beyond this bodily plane. You will further vow to accept my dominance over you in all things until that time has come to pass.”

      What good will a vow do you?

      “I know as well as you do the power of words to bind. While you have no honor, your word will bind you.”

      Not as well as you think.

      “I’ll have it all the same. It is you and not I who will dance to the tune of the other, or our paths end here.”

      I thought you loved the dog.

      “My soul I dedicate to none but the God,” I quoted. “And he, only, will I serve.” I cleared my throat. “As I said, I don’t want to end poor Brindle.”

      I allowed Brindle to lick my face, feeling like there was a brick in my belly. Despite the cold of the evening, I felt feverish but I forced myself to keep going.

      “One dog for the sake of many innocents? I will wear the stain of his death on my hands, if I must, to achieve that end.”

      I swear I will not leave this dog until I am crossing to realms beyond this earthly one. I will accept your hand as master over me in all things until then.

      That was certainly Sir Branson. I swallowed miserably. I’d been working very hard to try not to think of him, but it was hard. I missed him brewing tea in the morning. I missed his rambling chatter about people he’d known and things he’d done. I missed how he fussed over how I pitched our tents and tended our horses and the absent-minded way he always forgot to tell me about details or deadlines until it was almost too late.

      I was mourning my best friend and the man who had been father to me since I was eleven years old. It wasn’t just the road-weariness, exhaustion, and the worry of having a major undertaking shoved into my hands while I was still coated in the earth of his burial place that was making my throat thick and eyes wet. It was also a wound deep and bleeding from losing someone who mattered.

      I had the strangest sensation of being a boat set adrift without a port to which I might return.

      I didn’t want to kill the dog his ghost had taken refuge in. Not just because Brindle was an innocent, trusting dog, but because he was the last link to the man I knew.

      And yet. If I must render this one black deed to stop a thousand others, I would.

      It’s adorable that you’re waiting for me to surrender. If only I had a painter here to record it and a few weeks to watch him depict your caught-fish gape. That would please me enormously.

      I clenched my jaw until it ached, but I couldn’t see another way forward. With a sigh, I drew my belt knife as Brindle rolled onto his back and put his doggy head in my lap, begging for affection. I rubbed his belly as I seated the blade in my palm. My heart was in my throat, choking me, making my breathing painful. I wasn’t ready to do this. But I dared not flinch from it. Hesitate, and I’d make the poor boy suffer more than he needed to. I must be quick and certain.

      Sometimes I still had nightmares about a child we found early in my time with Sir Branson. He’d been only a few years younger than I had been. He’d killed his parents in the most grisly of ways. I do not like to speak of what the demon did with him and to him after that, or of how it ended.

      “I didn’t mean for you to be seeing that,” Sir Branson had said at the time with a heavy sigh. His gaze had trailed me for a week after that as he clutched at his hair and beard distractedly. I could never tell if he was more distraught by what we’d both seen or by the fact I’d seen it with him. Now that I was grown, I thought maybe it was the latter.

      There are nights even now when I relive pieces of that day and wake retching.

      So, would I kill our beloved dog to prevent that from taking place again? A dog whose only goal had been to love me? Yes, I would. Even if it meant crying over it for the rest of my life.

      My vision was blurry as I set the tip of the blade against Brindle’s neck and prayed for strength. I drew in a long, sawing breath.

      The vow tumbled into my mind, words said with the steaming snap of the demon’s original mental voice.

      I swear I will not leave this dog until I am crossing to realms beyond this earthly one. I will accept your hand as master over me in all things until then.

      Well then. My breath whuffed out, unshed tears spilling with a suddenness I hadn’t expected. I swiped them away violently, put my knife away, gave Brindle his belly rub, and then got back on my horse.

      Don’t think it will hold me for long, snackling. Words are just words. I have no honor to hold me.

      But I knew that was not entirely true, for the God heard them, and his listening made them powerful.

      Best to stop whining about it. She’s bested you and you can’t even make coy jokes about underbritches to hide your pain.

      The demon retreated into sulky silence after that and I could only hope it meant he was fenced in adequately.

      We traveled long through the darkness, and if Brindle seemed lively and untroubled, I was the opposite — haunted by memories and too troubled to pitch camp and sleep.

      By morning, I was wrung out and past exhaustion. I built a pitiful fire on the side of the road, curled up in my small tent with Brindle, and fell asleep to the irony that my last friend in the world was a danger to anyone but me and would have to stay by my side for the rest of his natural life whether he liked it or not.

      Brindle, for his part, seemed largely unconcerned. He merely yawned, tucked his nose under his tail, and went to sleep as he had every night of his life.

      You did the right thing. God-touched or not. Don’t let that red-eyed demon tell you otherwise. You should never trust anyone who treats you like a banquet dish rather than a human.

      Good advice. The ladies I’d seen riding through great cities could use the same advice.

      I went to sleep that morning not sure if I were clinging to words from my old master or from a demon. Not even caring, I was so exhausted.

      When I woke, it was with relief.

      The dog remained with me. The vow must have taken. And if I was stuck now for the rest of Brindle’s natural life with the most concerning of companions, well, at least I had not been forced to kill a dog. We must count our blessings.

      And now can we get on with this quest? I am itching to learn more and you haven’t even looked at the maps, bite-sized confection. Are you as allergic to knowledge as you are to coin?

      The maps, it had turned out, had envisioned us riding almost straight north — not a problem, since I’d known that already — though we’d veer slightly easterly to avoid rough country and a large lake. From what records we had, and though those records were ancient we believed them true, we knew that the old monastery was located along the side of the sea on a rocky peninsula called, portentously enough, the Saint’s Finger.

      The Saint’s Finger. The voice in my head practically purred. It’s been a long time since I heard that name. What do you think Saints use their fingers for, snackling? Nothing fun, I’d wager.

      I shivered when he said that. I had no desire to know what demons would use a finger for. And I shivered again when I heard the purr every time I opened the map again on the way north.

      He purred again when we reached the last huddled hamlet to the north, a sorry place where the thatch was thin, the chimney smoke thinner, and there wasn’t a single village dog to be had. I felt so bad for them that I didn’t even beg, just rode through town where the villagers were celebrating Break Fast Day with loud singing and rather more alcohol than was likely wise for people whose village was now on the frontier of newly revealed territory.

      I was wearing the thick fur cloak over my armor and sometimes I put the patched quilt underneath it when the wind howled on the lonely parts of the road.

      “This road peters out just north of the last farm,” the old man in the street had told me over the hubbub when I leaned down to see why he was gripping my stirrup. “The others are a day or two ahead of you. One group went through around noon today.”

      “Others?”

      “The other paladins,” he said, nodding knowingly.

      He was missing an eye and two fingers, though the fingers looked like they were lost to frost and not to accident. I was surprised he wasn’t celebrating with the rest. With the Rim moving, the sun would change courses as it always had, and this village would grow warmer. No more lost fingers for this old man. Probably.

      “It does the heart good to know the God’s holy warriors are defending us from the north.”

      I wondered if I should set him straight. I was no holy warrior. Nor were we about any business that would benefit him.

      Do not reveal the truth to this man. Why cause him distress for no reason? Let him enjoy a little hope. A little taste of joy on a sour tongue.

      Good advice, Sir Branson.

      The hollow laughter within me made me grit my teeth in annoyance.

      Saints take it!

      Don’t fuss yourself, my girl. The hellion is good at pretense. Imitation is all the devils have. They cannot create or reproduce on their own. They require men for that. And so they will always be pale shadows and wavering echoes.

      “Can I help you, Father?” I asked the old man with what kindness I could manage. It was hard to focus on what was before me when there was a constant tussle inside my own mind.

      In the background, Sir Branson began to recite the creeds. Sort of. He tended to get creative with them, adapting them to the situation or his own preferences. I was reasonably sure there was no actual belief that tea was from the table of the God and should be treated as such.

      At least it was less distracting than direct conversation.

      “No, it’s how I can help you,” the man said, pulling on my stirrup so hard that my poor mare danced to the side.

      “And how is that?” I put a little steel in my voice. It was as much my duty to keep a fear of paladins in the hearts of the people as it was to aid them in need. Failure meant the next paladin might see her armor stripped away and her horse stolen.

      “I had a vision,” he said, his milky eye on me. “A vision of hands reaching out — hands that looked like tree roots — and they held within them a bitter cup. Do not drink the cup.”

      “I’ll be glad to avoid it,” I agreed. “Blessings be on you for your prophecy.”

      He laughed then and shot a look at Brindle, who I’d laid across the front of my saddle for our walk through town. I still didn’t trust him near people, even with the vow in place. He did that thing dogs do that is half whine and half yawn, ending it with a snap of his jaws. If I squinted, I could still remember what those jaws had done to Sir Branson’s face. Fortunately, his eyes weren’t glowing demonically. Even a half-blind man might be startled by that.

      “You think you can avoid it, but some of us carry our own evil around with us, don’t we, Lady Paladin?” His gaze looked like it was trying to light Brindle on fire. “And yours might yet tear your throat out.”

      I gritted my teeth harder as the old man rolled his good eye. My belly rolled along with it. How did he know?

      Well, he is a seer. Look carefully, pretty Seer. Enjoy your stolen glance before I rip out your throat.

      Pretty? Who would have thought the demon had such odd taste.

      He cackled in my mind and I gritted my teeth. If an old man had known, what would prevent the other paladins from knowing?

      If they do, then they’ll know also that you have chosen to bear a burden for the sake of mankind. There’s no shame in that.

      I had considerably less faith in my common man. You heard stories, after all. Stories of people being burnt at the stake.

      You’re too damp to light up easily. A true wet blanket among women. You should have more fun, enjoy a little fire. Taste the world a little — as I shall taste your flesh.

      Or you heard of them being hung up in crow cages. Was that worse or better? I wasn’t sure.

      Your imagination is too small, snackling. Think of what I’ll do to you when I take over your body, the demon purred in my mind. I will make you dance unspeakable paths. I will baptize you in cruelty and wash you in heartlessness and make your name a byword of terror whispered in the darkness. You shall be the sweetest dainty I ever feasted upon. Your dearest dreams I shall twist until they choke you.

      I shivered.

      “There were two paladins in that last group that went through here,” the old man said, suddenly clear-eyed and sober-speaking. “If you aim to follow them, mind the tracks. Beelder, the hunter’s boy, says they’re clear and easy to follow from the end of the main road, though what fool would follow a dozen paladins is the real question. The church wouldn’t have sent so many on a mission of peace, yes? No sane man would go to new lands without the paladin’s blessing first. No sane man would follow holy knights into the blind night, either.” He opened his mouth as if he’d say more but then shut it with a snap and said curtly, “Go with the God.”

      “And you as well,” I told him, and then I rode out from the thin village as quickly as my horse would take me, taking care to light a lantern and hang it from my lantern pole before I was far beyond the feast lights.

      I did not want to stop anywhere near that hamlet. Or any hamlet. People made me nervous. And now, I felt as though my sin was writ large upon my forehead for anyone to read.

      Maybe I’ll make your eyes glow to betray you, too.

      I didn’t think he could do that. Probably.

      My eyes drifted several times to the sorry clumps of white snow along the path, hoping that any glow might be reflected there. I saw nothing.

      By the time I left the hamlet behind, I found myself at the end of the road. My map showed all the details of the rest of the route with question marks added to the ends of names and the features sketched vaguely by an uncertain hand. Unhelpful.

      The other map was a suggested layout of the monastery, though it seemed to me that any map of a place that existed ten thousand years ago would likely bear little resemblance to reality. It was the typical collection of cloisters, cruciform main floor, bell tower, and sanctuary. I’d seen the same pattern a hundred times before.

      “It was a great civilization that lived there,” someone had scrawled on the bottom of the scroll. “We know little of it beyond this single monastery and a few scraps of recorded history that depict this place as devout and possibly more advanced than we in both technology and faith. One historian claims it was the source of ‘miracles and powers beyond anything seen in this world before or since.’”

      We would see about that.

      Look, and not to be morose  here or anything, but I don’t like the sound of that, Victoriana. If they’re so powerful, why are they not around today? Why did they not bring such wisdom elsewhere with them? I have no recollection of these people even mentioned.

      When the Rim moves, no man may stay the change of the shape of the world, the other voice in my head argued.

      But the God may stay it.

      Certainly. But why would he? There’s no fun in that.

      The God does not exist for fun.

      Are you completely certain of that? If so, I’ve certainly slipped a lot in under his nose.

      I blocked them out as I set up my tent at the end of the road with no light except the faint luminance of my lantern. An inn could have been three steps from the road and unless the windows were lit, I would not have seen it, so deep were the clouds.

      I offered Brindle a second night sleeping in the tent with me. He used to sleep in the tent of Sir Branson, from the time he was so small that he rode in a saddle bag. It had always puzzled me why an impoverished knight who could barely keep himself fed, never mind curb the appetite of an enormous dog, would keep one with him, but I was starting to understand his thinking now. Even possessed, the dog eased the loneliness of the road. I had expected him to be nervous and anxious with the idea of sleeping with me instead of the old knight, but he had adapted without complaint.

      He turned a circle, spreading the scent of doggy wetness everywhere, and then plopped down, panting and huffing.

      Tomorrow the true fun begins, the voices in my head reminded me. Don’t forget your prayers.

      And thus, I spent my last night in a land touched by men and aspects in prayer. And if it helped with what came next, then I dread to imagine what it might have been like had I not prayed at all.
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      I would be the first to admit that my education was slapdash at best.

      Well, yes, do excuse me for that, my girl. There was just so much to show you, and the things people think of as education are … well, sometimes they don’t seem like a real priority when you can be looking at how a blue jay puffs in the cold or how to best make a fire draft well. I mean, seriously, one must enjoy life a little.

      One must. In fact, could I suggest enjoying it right now? Maybe find a nice treasure to steal and break all your vows, hmm?

      While I knew one hundred and forty prayers by heart …

      See? I did teach you some things. Though, most of the rote prayers came from your dearly departed mother.

      And while I could sing both the melodies and harmonies of the Hymnal Vox, and could recite the thirty-seven ways to ceremonially cleanse a site of demonic influence and the twelve great castings for the removal of a demon, along with the four ways of discerning between spirits, and the smoke rites of the dead and dying …

      I did better than I thought. That’s a prodigious list. I wonder if I could be awarded a posthumous medal of some type …

      I knew all that, but I knew very little of ancient architecture and geography.

      Stuffy nonsense, anyway. Which Vagabond Paladin need know those things? Tell me the name of the puffed-up fool.

      Me. I was the puffed-up fool.

      The geography of the current world is enough to keep our feet on the path and the quick reading of other humans tells us whom to help and whom to fear. You may yet thank me that you learned those lessons well.

      When I pushed my way out of the tent, it had snowed in the night. I bit my lip so hard in my effort to control my frustration that I drew blood.

      Not confident of your ability to track in the snow?

      There was a mocking note to that.

      It was not tracking in the snow that was the challenge. It was following tracks under the snow that was problematic.

      This close to the Rim, it was still winter, though south of here it was deep into spring.

      The sun rose in that strange way it sometimes does in a snowstorm, where a snow mist has risen up, cloaking the world around you in a fog of ice particles thick as milk, but glowing so brightly in the area close to you that it seems nearly as golden as the heart of an egg.

      It was almost heavenly. Almost divine.

      Hardly. Your theology knows perfectly well that heaven is not merely a golden haze but the next adventure for the righteous.

      That was certainly Sir Branson. He had lectured me on the same often in life, since the day I found him in the village square and begged to be made his squire supplicant. I had eleven years to me at that time. My parents were taken by the grippe quite suddenly. I was lucky to have survived it. When I came to Sir Branson with my request to join him as squire, he sold his second pair of boots to buy me a teddy bear. I was far too old for it. But I kept it anyway until I gave it to another child just last year. I wished now that I’d not gifted it away.

      That’s not a sniffle I hear in my mind, is it?

      It’s harder when you’re distilled to just your heart. You lose the outer shell. Defenseless as a newborn babe. Don’t look. It’s embarrassing.

      There was nothing to look at but Brindle, who was occupied with cleaning his underside with a thick pink tongue.

      Ha! Don’t lie, old knight. You’re hardly defenseless or you would have caved to me by now and relinquished this agonizing stalemate. Tell me then, where is this soft point? Where ought I to send my next barb? What pity shall I twist and ply you with until you beg for merciful relief?

      Well. I guess that explained a few things. Their battle was not settled. At any moment, I might find I had only my former paladin superior following beside me … or I might find I must contend with a newly escaped demon. He’d made vows to me … but I couldn’t rely on that.

      Have no fear of my valor. I will stay the course.

      I wanted to sigh. But what would be the point?

      Instead, I packed camp, tended poor Halberd, who liked the snow no better than I, ate a meager breakfast of a small handful of oats, and offered a piece of jerky to Brindle, who snapped it up in a bite and nuzzled my hand for more.

      “You’ll have to hunt on the way,” I told him sternly while I rubbed behind his ears. “I’m low on supplies and have no way to get more.”

      Brindle put his nose to the ground and made a solid job of sniffing anything available before making his mark on a fallen tree. It was hard to believe that such a very doggy dog could be anything else.

      My side ached, and I possibly should tend it, but I hadn’t been warm in days, not even with the tiny cook fires I was kindling, or the quilt, or the cloak, and I didn’t want to take off even one layer of clothing if I didn’t really have to. Besides, my orders said no delays.

      By the time I had everything packed, Brindle was dancing back and forth across what I could only guess was the trail. I hoped he was right. It would be enormously embarrassing to have to confess to my superiors that I had been misled by a demon.

      I rested one hand on the head of my dog as the wind tore at my long, loose hair and my tattered cloak and tabard. The land behind me was all I’d ever known. The land ahead, a crooning mystery.

      It was maybe an hour after we set out that the fog began to lift, and by the time it was clear enough to see, I drew Halberd up in shock.

      We were moving through a forest, alright, but not a forest of trees. The land here was strewn with ancient grave markers — the type I’d only ever seen when Sir Branson drew them in the dirt for me during a lesson.

      Yes. Gravebars, he said now in my mind as I swallowed. They used to decorate them with dangling strings of bones sometimes.

      The uprights were tall and carved precisely of stone that was probably older than anything I’d ever seen, barring the bones of the earth herself. At least two-thirds of the lichen-etched markers had been pushed over — all in the same direction, I noted — and some crumbled to chunks of rock or even nothing more than a depression filled with broken debris.

      As if the ice slid across them and tumbled them. Which, obviously, it did.

      But then why were any still standing?

      Let some things be a mystery.

      I didn’t like unsolved mysteries.

      Then life will be difficult for you. How grand.

      I rode between the denuded grave markers, Halberd’s hooves squishing into pale sod as the snow quickly melted to rubble-strewn pools. Everything had gone grey. Sky. Markers. Path. I misliked it. It made this place feel dead.

      I almost felt relief when I stirred up a flight of crows. They screamed their annoyance as they launched into the sky. Something lived, at least, though they’d find little carrion here so soon after the Rim moved.

      I looked around me nervously. This world had been thickly encased in blue ice not a turning of the moon ago. Did that mean that even now, the Rim was moving somewhere to the south, eating up lands we would not hear were gone for many months and — possibly — trapping the people of those lands in place, dead, yet preserved in grisly perfection?

      It’s not our problem one way or another. The sun rises and sets over the plane of the earth. Beneath us, the great depths of hell lie cold and uncomprehending in the darkness beneath the earth.

      I waited to see if there would be more “wisdom.” There was not.

      Blessedly, the fog cleared quickly, revealing a trail beat into the long, damp grass where about a dozen horses had recently passed, and since it was well-trampled and clear, I kicked Halberd into a solid pace and called to Brindle to follow. We covered ground as quickly as it was possible to cover it.
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