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The way is open to all who seek power, 
The low road ends at one’s heels 
And the bloodred path, lined with bones and petals, lies 
at one’s toes

Alone

This is the path one must walk. 
But not the only way.



- the last spoken words of the Tongueless God
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All shite stinks 
But from it blooms the most fragrant roses.

 



- an unsubstantiated proverb from a rogue god
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In Darkness . . .

It glides, a shadow seeking the light.

Its true name cannot be spoken within the logics of flesh and breath. It is no more than a trembling, a dark vibration along the plane that lies beneath rock and storm. It has no form, no shape, no substance.

Naethryn.

That is its being, but not its name. It is a creature of the naether, that vast and empty void.

It glides up to one of those rare places where its existence overlaps into the world of substance. Few know of these moiety points. But they exist. Just as the sea rides up onto a rocky shore, so do the tides of the naether roll against the world above.

The naethryn finds a hidden estuary, an opening where its world and the upper world blend and shift. Rising, it swims up a choked channel, silty with substance, into the world above.

Abandoning the naether far below, it enters the depths of a black sea, birthing into the icy waters. Light never reaches these depths. Here is eternal darkness, blurring where one world ends and another begins. But the  naethryn knows its way. It’s been told, instructed, willed.

The shadow creature rises through the cold, dark sea. It shudders and gains form, drawing bits of luminescent life from the ocean.The deaths are small, but they thrum through its being, vibrations of pleasure. It sails upward. More and more life is drawn. Substance builds, layer by layer, like barnacles on a ship’s keel.

Form and shape bloom out of nothingness.

Pressure lifts as aquamarine moonlight bleeds down, bathing the naether creature’s new form. As it nears the surface, schooled fish flee in clouds of scale. Even a monstrous rill shark flicks its muscular tail and vanishes.

Unconcerned, it allows them to escape. It has all the structure it needs for this world. It tests its black limbs, its long snaking tail, and swims upward out of the dark womb.

At last, the naethryn breaks the waves with a crested head and breathes the night’s salt-soaked air, testing its lungs. Lidless eyes shine with a light that does not belong to this world. It stares across the foam-limned waves toward the distant shore.

Islands breach the waves: shoals, reefs, atolls, volcanic peaks.

An archipelago.

The Summering Isles.

A hiss escapes the broken fish bones that make up its teeth. It swims toward its destination, the largest island of the archipelago. Eyes reflect the flickering lights that sparkle from the isle’s crowned peak and spill down its slopes to the sea, describing homes, streets, and ramparts. A few lamps even skip out into the waters, marking moored fishercraft and masted deepwhalers.

The naethryn ignores all, knowing its purpose.

As it crosses the ring of reefs, none note its undulating passage. Even the lesser moon hides her face behind fog and cloud.The naethryn moves through the seawater as easily as through the insubstantial reality of its home.

Land rises beneath the waves. The naethryn resists touching such solidness, gliding through the shallows, remaining in water for as long as possible. But soon, force and blood and promise drive it from the waves.

Clawed feet dig into sand. Climbing upright, it balances with a long tail.Though it wears flesh and bone, edges blur with the shadows of the dark beach. It does not belong here.

It steps forward.

It must.

Water sluices from the assassin’s shoulders as it lurches forward. Steam rises from its scales. Claws drip with more than water. It moves across the sand, turning each step to molten glass behind it.

It has come here to slay.

To slay a god.




 First

 Fall from Grace


Hu.mour, u mêr, n. [Old Littick [image: 005], to be moist.] (1) any functional fluid of an animal (2) one of the quadricals of greater bodily fluids (blood, sweat, masculine seed, feminine menses) or quintrangle of lesser bodily fluids (tears, saliva, phlegm, yellow and black bile) (3) the blessed fluids from which flow the nine Graces of Gods.

 



- Annals of Physique Primer, ann. 3593




 1

 Punt

Some nights simply never end.

Tylar de Noche rolled to one knee atop the broken cobbles and wiped blood from the scrub of dark beard under his chin. A moment ago, tossed out of the Wooden Frog, he had landed hard on an arm that was more club than limb. His support had given way, slamming him facedown onto the unforgiving street.

As he kissed the stones, he was reminded of an old adage concerning the Summering Isles: A good night can last forever, but a bad night lasts even longer.

On his knees now, Tylar prayed for this particular evening to end. Forget raising a pint and acknowledging, if only to himself, the thirtieth pass of his birth year. He wished only for his lone bed in the garret over the fishmonger’s shop.

But that was not to be. He would be lucky to see sunrise.

Tasting blood from his split lip, he swept his gaze right and left as he sought any means of escape.

Upstreet spread the terraces, palacios, and gardened heights of those with enough wealth to enjoy the cooler  breezes of the isle’s cliffs, leading up at last to the white castillion that blazed atop the Summer Mount. Guarded heavily, there would be no escape in that direction.

Nor downstreet. That direction led to the crooked alleys, whored corners, and dark narrows of Lower Punt. Safety never lay in that direction.

So, trapped in the middle, he faced his adversaries.

Bargo and Yorga.

The pair of bulky Ai’men bore matching tattoos on their shoulders. Two halves of the same slave ring. Once bonded and linked combatants in the blood circuses, they were now freemen.

Only their sport hadn’t changed.

Yorga fingered ebony guild beads woven into a lock of his mud-brown hair.Tavern shield beads. Marking him as a hired guardsman to the alehouse.

At his side, Bargo, the one still with his tongue, barked, ‘Goodly Master Rind don’t take to Punt scabbers crawling into his tavern a’beggin’.’

Tylar, his eyes narrowed, kept his post in the street, knowing better than to protest his innocence. He’d come to the tavern with two brass pinches, plenty for a pint. But it seemed he had chosen the wrong tavern. He knew better than to risk the establishments of the high city. This wasn’t his place. Yet sometimes he forgot himself. Sometimes he simply sought some memory of a different life.

He shut out such thoughts and crouched on the cobbles as a warm black rain misted from the dark skies. It was not the pleasant, cleansing downpour of a true storm, but more of a fog that trapped the day’s heat and held it to the islands.

Still, it wasn’t the weather that pebbled Tylar’s brow  with sweat and made his ragged clothes suddenly seem too tight.

Yorga balled up a fist, and a garbled sound flowed from his scarred throat. Laughter.

The pair of Ai’men strode out from under the creaking sign of the Wooden Frog.Tylar was to be their amusement this night.

 



Yorga came first, all fist and muscle. Little finesse. But skill was not needed against Tylar - at least not any longer. Once a Shadowknight,Tylar previously could have taken both with hardly a wind.

But the Graces had been stripped from him, along with rank and title. Additionally, the empty vessel left behind had been broken by a half decade spent in the slave rings of Trik. His sword arm was a callused club, numb from the elbow down. His legs had fared no better - one knee was a knot of locked bone from an old hammer blow, the other slow and painful. Even his back was crooked, tightened by scars from the whip.

He was no knight.

Not any longer.

Yet his Shadowmaster at Tashijan had taught him not to depend on the Graces. A cuff usually accompanied his instructor’s gruff words: Remember, the deadliest Grace comes not from a God, but from the heart and mind of a cornered man.

It seemed a small lesson compared to the size of the combatants here.

The hulking Yorga, bare chested and sweating of ale, outweighed Tylar by half.

‘When we’re done with you in the streets,’ the Ai’man warned, roughly grabbing his crotch, ‘we’re going to  finish you in the alley. We always wanted to bugger a Shadowknight.’

Tylar narrowed one eye. Finally it was clear why these two had chosen to harangue him. It wasn’t his shabby attire, nor even his broken form. It had been the stripes tattooed on the sides of his face, running in jagged lines from the outer corner of each eye to ear, heralding his former rank, forever marking him.Three stripes. One for page, one for squire, one for vowed knight. What he had once borne with pride was now a mark of disgrace.

A fallen knight.

He kept the stripes hidden as much as possible, letting his black hair grow long and ragged, hanging over his storm-gray eyes. He kept his head bowed away from the sight of others.

Still, anger burned deep behind his ribs, a fire that never dampened. Though it might smolder to embers, it was always there. Always ready to flare.

Yorga lunged an arm at him, meaning to grab a fistful of hair.

A mistake.

Tylar rocked out of the way, pivoting on his clubbed arm. He lashed out with his other, swiftly, bringing his elbow around to strike the bridge of Yorga’s nose as he leaned down.

Bone crushed.

Tylar didn’t feel it - but he heard it, along with the howl that followed. It wasn’t a cry of pain so much as outrage. Yorga lurched backward, blood spraying from both nostrils.

Bargo roared, coming around his partner’s side.

Tylar rolled to his scarred back, kicking out with his legs. He knew where to strike. The heels of his boots  smashed into the larger man’s knees. Bargo’s legs flew out from under him. He toppled forward, toward Tylar, arms outstretched, face a mask of rage, spittle flying.

Tylar, still on his back on the cobbles, rolled to the side, wrapping himself in his tattered cloak. Bargo crashed to the stones beside him, landing as Tylar had a moment before, face-first.

But the slave fighters knew how to work together.

Yorga’s fingers clamped onto Tylar’s ankle. With blood flecking from his snarled lips, Yorga hauled Tylar toward him. As a squire, Tylar had once fallen off his horse, tangling a boot in the stallion’s stirrup, and had been dragged behind the beast. Yorga was stronger.

With a grunt,Tylar flipped from his back to his stomach. The Ai’man had a grip on his mangled leg, the one with the frozen knee. It was like holding a bent shepherd’s crook.The twisting forced Yorga to loosen his grip, lest his own wrist be broken.

Partially free, Tylar slammed his boot heels together, catching three of Yorga’s fingers between them. Yorga half-lifted Tylar and tossed him away.

He rolled on a shoulder and allowed the momentum to put distance between himself and his attackers. He stopped in a half crouch, back to his enemies, glancing over his shoulder. He ached everywhere, his small reserves of strength ebbing.

Yorga helped up Bargo. Fire burned in both men’s eyes. Tylar had caught them by surprise. That was over. Together the Ai’men approached, stepping to either side to flank him.

‘Hold!’ The voice froze them all.

It came from farther up the street.

Bargo and Yorga parted to reveal a single figure in a  black surcoat trimmed in silver, with a matching cloak, standing still. No chain, no armor, no shield. Only a sheathed sword hung at his waist.The black diamond on the hilt’s pommel glowed with its own light. That was all the protection needed here. The figure had been blessed in Grace.

A Shadowknight.

The same light from the diamond shone in the eyes of the warrior.

Tylar could not match that gaze. He turned askance.

A wind caught the edge of the knight’s cloak, willowing it out. Maybe it was a trick of moonlight, but as the cloak swept across the knight’s form, darkness consumed the figure, vanishing him half-away.

Tylar knew it was not a trick of the light . . . but a blessing of shadow. The Grace of such knights: to move unseen, to shirk into darkness and away. At night, there was no greater foe.

Bargo and Yorga knew this and bowed out of the way, heads lowered, backs bent. Yorga dropped to a knee as the knight stepped past him.

‘What is the mishap here?’ the knight asked, his heavy gaze settling on Tylar.

Rather than looking up, Tylar maintained a focus on the knight’s boots. There was much to tell from a man’s boots. Calfskin and mullerhorn. Fine tooled leathers from the Greater Coast. Worn well at the arch from riding hundreds of reaches in the stirrup. Since none of the Summering Isles were more than five reaches across, the knight must be an outsider to this sea-locked realm. Perhaps a blessed courier from another god-realm. Or perhaps a new conscript called in service to the god here, Meeryn of the Summering Isles.


Either way, he’s new to his cloak, Tylar concluded, or he wouldn’t scuff his boots on such a petty street brawl.


Bargo finally coughed loose his tongue. ‘This scabber were a’beggin’ in Goodly Master Rind’s tavern house. We were bending his arm a bit to send him back down to Punt.’

‘Is that so?’ the knight asked. Tylar heard the wry amusement in the other’s tone. ‘From my vantage, I’d say he was the one doing the bending.’

Bargo blustered.

The boots Tylar had been studying stepped closer. ‘Your name, sirrah?’

Tylar remained silent. He didn’t bother to look up. There was no need.The knight’s features would be hidden behind a wrap of masklin, a facecloth cut from the same blessed material as the knight’s cloak. All that was ever seen of a knight’s face were the eyes and the triple stripes that blended into the masklin.

‘Is what they claim true?’ the knight continued. ‘You are aware, sirrah, that begging of coin is not allowed after sunset.’

As answer, Tylar reached into his pockets and tossed the pair of brass pinches on the cobbles before the knight’s toes.

‘Ah, so it seems the scruff here has a coin or two. Sirrah, perhaps your pinches are better spent in a tavern of the lower city.’ A toe nudged the bits of brass back toward Tylar.

Such rare kindness earned a curious glance toward his benefactor.The knight was tall and lithe, a willow switch in a cloak. His face was indeed wrapped in masklin. Eyes glowed at him. Tylar saw them pinch in surprise. A step was taken back.

‘He’s a stripped knight,’ Bargo said. ‘A shiting vow breaker.’

Tylar pocketed his coin and gained his feet. He stared the knight up and down, anger burning away shame. He read the disgust in the other’s stance. He met the other’s gaze fully for the first time. ‘Fear not. Disgrace is not contagious, ser.’ He turned swiftly away.

But not swiftly enough . . .

‘Ser Noche . . .’ The knight spoke his name with raw shock. ‘Tylar ser Noche.’

Tylar’s step faltered.A thousand reaches from his home-lands and he still could not escape his cursed name.

‘It is you, ser, is it not?’

Tylar kept his back to him. ‘You are mistaken, ser knight.’

‘Curse my blessed eyes if I am!’ Boots scuffed closer. ‘Face me.’

Tylar knew better than to disobey a Shadowknight. He turned.

Beyond the knight’s shoulder, he spotted Bargo and Yorga slinking back to the Wooden Frog, happy to escape the knight’s attention.They knew their game had ended, but Bargo stopped at the threshold. He wiped blood and snot from his lips and cast a murderous stare toward Tylar, a promise of pain to come, a debt he meant to collect. Then the brawlers pushed back into the tavern.

Tylar’s attention focused back to the fellow before him. ‘As I was saying, you mistake me for someone else, ser.’

As rebuttal, the knight reached to the clasp at his throat. A shadowy waft of masklin fluttered free.

Tylar instinctively glanced down. Only a knight was allowed to see another knight’s features.

‘Face me, ser.’ Command lay thick on the other’s tongue.

Tylar trembled and obeyed.

He found a familiar countenance framed within the cloak’s hood.Tylar knew those features: high cheekbones, white-blond hair, amber eyes. The young knight was all sunlight and autumn fields, in contrast to Tylar’s stormy and dark countenance.Time sailed backward.Tylar recognized the peach-faced boy behind the bearded man who stood before him now.

‘Perryl . . .’

The last time he had seen this face there had been only two stripes. Perryl had been one of his three squired lads back in Tashijan, under his tutelage before . . . before . . .

He glanced away, his heart aching.

The Shadowknight dropped to one knee before him. ‘Ser Noche.’

‘No,’ Tylar refused. ‘No longer ser Noche. It is simply  de Noche.’

‘Never! To me you will always be hailed as ser.’

Tylar twisted and stumbled away. ‘Get off your knees, Perryl.You shame yourself and your cloak. It seems even in this small task I have failed the Order . . . training you so poorly for your station.’ He continued down the street.

A scuffle sounded behind him as his former squire gained his feet and fled abreast of him. ‘All that I am, I owe to you.’

The words cut like poisoned daggers. Tylar hurried on, knowing he could never flee a blessed knight, but perhaps he could escape his own memories.

Perryl kept beside him. ‘I would speak to you, ser! Much has changed back at Tashijan. If you will meet with me on the morrow—’

Tylar stopped and swung toward Perryl. His chest heaved on swells of shame and misery. ‘Damn your eyes! Look at me, Perryl.’ He held up his crooked arm. ‘The knight you knew is gone, long buried. I’m a scabber out of Punt. Leave me to my hole and seek me out no more.’

His outburst thrust the other back a half step.

In the knight’s face, he saw the boy again, wounded and at a loss for a response. The young man stared up at the lesser moon’s glow. ‘I must be away,’ he mumbled apologetically, fixing his masklin back in place, then met Tylar’s eye firmly, a knight again. ‘Whether it bring you pain or humiliation, I would still speak with you.’

‘Leave me be, Perryl,’ he begged with all his heart. ‘If you ever loved me, leave me be.’

‘For now . . . only for now.’ He swung his cloak and backed into shadow, blending away. Only a pair of eyes glowed back at Tylar. ‘A dread and perilous time is upon us . . . upon all of us.’

Then Perryl was gone, moving with the speed born of Grace.

Tylar stood a moment longer. His fingers clutched the pair of brass pinches in his pocket. Would that he had a silver yoke to drown away this night. But he doubted that even a pouch of gold marches would wash this pain away.

He let the pinches slip between his fingers into his pocket as he continued down the street. He skirted around the darkest alleys of Punt, aiming roundabout for the docklands and his lone bed.

On the morrow, he would seek a boat to another island. He did not want to be known or remembered. He would lose himself again, sinking into the solace that came with anonymity.

Still, Perryl’s words stayed with Tylar as he hobbled along. A dread and perilous time is upon us all. A streak of dark humour cut through his pain and shame. A dread and perilous time? That fairly summed up his state of affairs since he was stripped five years ago. How was any of this a new tiding?

With a shake of his head, he shut out such thoughts.

It was none of his concern.

 



As the night wore thin, Tylar walked from streets lined in cobbles to those simply worn from the natural sandy rock. Here the houses were shuttered and dark, hiding their faces.

Off to his left, the alleys and narrows of Punt echoed with cries, shouts, and sounds to which it was best to be deaf. But one could not escape Punt’s smells. It shat and sweated and pissed like a living creature, ripe with corruption, pestilence, and decay.

One never developed a nose for it. It was too changeable - by day, by season, by storm, by fair weather.

Tylar kept his shoulders hunched, skulking through pockets of gloom. One learned the value of being inconspicuous in the lower city. He crept along shadows. Though now Graceless, he was not without skill at moving unseen.

He rounded past Gillian Square with its empty gallows and cut through Chanty Row with its tanners and dye works.

Still, he could not fully escape Punt’s gaze. It leered at him as he crawled home. It screamed and laughed and watched him from a hundred dark windows.

He hurried over Lumberry Bridge as it stone spanned the stagnant canal that drained the upper city, carrying  away its refuse and bile. Beyond the bridge, the canal dumped into Lower Punt, the island’s chamberpot.

Past Lumberry, Tylar had his trickiest traverse. Here the boundary between Lower Punt and the more stable dockyards blurred. Taverns and wenchworks occupied every corner. Dark alleys crisscrossed blindly.

Tylar entered the gloom, and while shadows had always been his home, here there was no safety. The very air was heavy and thick, moving sluggishly, a fetid exhalation from Punt. It was a common lay for thieves seeking a quick slice and run or hard-pricked roughers looking for a bit of alley rutting, willing or not. Neither was much threat to Tylar. He seldom carried enough coin to be worth the effort, and his bent, scarred form hardly fired anyone’s loins.

So he hurried through these last alleys, already picturing his straw-filled bed. But as he rounded out the darkest patch, entering a small square of derelict buildings, his feet suddenly stopped as surely as if he had run into a wall. A waft of scent had almost dropped him to his knees. Not foul, but the sweetest bouquet, lavenders and honeybloom, bright against the darkness.

It was silk and a child’s laugh.

Tylar stood, planted on the sandy stone of the square. How could he walk away? He doubted he could even be forced away. Tears welled in his eyes. The darkness scintillated with the sweet-water scent. All he could do was search for its source. What beauty could bloom in such shite?

Then a scream shattered the night, startling him back to the dangers that lay in the shadows of Punt. It was a man who cried out, and Tylar had never heard such terror, not in all his years.

There followed the bright sound of sword on stone. Shouts accompanied in chorus. Panicked. Close. The neighboring alley. Footfalls echoed, running away—

No . . . toward him.

Tensing, Tylar twisted around. He was momentarily unsure where to flee. Then a figure unfolded from the darkness before him. A silvered sword, held aloft in his hand, split his dark form like lightning. Above the blade, eyes matched the shine.

A Shadowknight.

Instinctively, Tylar knew it was not Perryl. The form was too broad of shoulder.The man dropped to his knees - not in supplication as Perryl had moments ago, but in prostration.

Tylar stepped toward him, a hand rising in aid. But he was too late.

As the knight’s body struck the street, his head rolled impossibly from his shoulders, bouncing obscenely to Tylar’s toes.

Slain . . .

Gasping, Tylar stumbled away.

Other bits of darkness fell out of the shadows. More knights, wrapped in masklin and cloak, appeared. They fared no better than the first, seeming to come apart at the seams. Limbs dropped away, bloodless but dead. Innards burst, pouring in tortuous loops from bellies. One knight collapsed in on himself as if his bones had suddenly jellied.

Horrified, Tylar fell back. What deadly Grace was at work here? He found his back pressed to the mortared stone of a burned-out structure. He huddled into a doorway’s alcove, seeking refuge inside, but the entrance was boarded tight.

Trapped, his eyes widened, seeking any clue, any answer to the slaughter. Something shared the shadows with the knights - but what?

Across the alley, a fog of light swelled between two soot-painted buildings. A glowing vessel flew into the square. It was a mekanical flutterseat, an open carriage held aloft by a pair of blurred wings. It bore a lone woman, crouched on the single seat. Other knights flanked the carriage and trailed it.

But one after another, they fell, afflicted like the others, until there were none.

Alone and unguarded, the carriage canted, struck the cobbles, and spilled over. Broken wings shattered against stone.The passenger, a wisp of a woman, flew free of the wreckage and landed spryly. She twirled in the center of the shimmering mist. A dance of panic and wildness.

Tylar was again struck by a swell of sweet-water scents, stretching from some distant spring. But now it held a touch of winter’s frost, too.

Fear.

Tylar knew the woman was the very bloom of this bouquet. She was also the source of the glow, a living lamp. The cold sheen of terror on her skin cast its own light. She must be richly blessed in Graces to shine with such power. Perhaps a noblewoman, or someone of an even higher station . . . Her dress was snowy finery and lace, her hair loose to the shoulder, as dark as her skin was pale.

Somewhere deep inside, he knew he should go to her aid. But he remained in place. He was no longer a knight, but a broken man. Shame burned as bright as his fear.

The woman fled to the center of the dark square, still dancing warily, eyes flashing with glowing tears. She was  indeed powerfully blessed, rich in humoural Graces. The blessing of the gods flowed from her every pore, misting from her body as she whirled. But with whom was she dancing?

The answer was not long in coming. Darkness took form at the edge of her glow, coalescing out of shadow.

It stood upright like a man - but was no man. It was scale and snake and shattered teeth. A crest trailed from crown to whipping tail.As it approached, a mist of Gloom steamed from its skin, a contrary Grace to the bright glow of the lone woman.

She faced her enemy, stopping her dance. ‘You will not win,’ she whispered.

As answer, a hiss of fire licked from its burned lips. There were no words, but a sound accompanied the flame, distant, yet still reaching clearly to Tylar in his hiding place. It pierced and ate at his will. His legs shook. He knew it to be a voice, but no throat could utter such a noise. It was not a sound that belonged anywhere among the Nine Lands, nor anywhere across all of Myrillia. It was a keening wail, crackling with lightning, laced with the scurry of dark things under the ground.

Tylar covered his ears, but it did not help.

The woman listened. Her only response was a paling of her snowy skin. Bone shone through. Her eyes dimmed. She uttered one word: ‘No.’

Then the beast lashed out, moving faster than the eye could follow. Darkness crested like a wave over the bright well of Grace that shielded the woman. Lightning flashed across the darkness, lancing out and striking the woman.

She fell back, arms outstretched, momentarily impaled between her breasts by the stroke of brightness. It was  not lightning,Tylar realized, but something with substance . . . yet at the same time not completely of this world.

Pierced through the chest, the woman cried out, a wail of a songbird, sharp and aching.

The beast pursued, leaping. Darkness swallowed the woman away, rolling over her. Both vanished in the steaming gloom of the creature’s shadow.

Tylar held himself clenched.

Then like storm clouds roiled away by swift winds, the blackness swirled outward, becoming a tempest trapped between stone walls.

It struck all around, tearing at mortar. Glass shattered.

Tylar clutched the walls of his alcove, nails digging for purchase. He fought to hold himself in place, but he also felt a tug on all that held his spirit in place. His sight was taken from him - or perhaps it was the world that had been stolen away. He teetered at the edge of an abyss. His skin both burned and iced. His heart stopped beating in his chest. He knew his death.

Then he was let go. He fell back against the boarded-up door. Before him in the square, darkness roiled into a great vortex as if draining away down some unseen well. The darkness whirled, growing smaller - then it swept down and away.

Across the ravaged square, the beast was nowhere to be seen.

All that was left was the woman’s form sprawled in the center of the square. Her limbs still glowed, only weaker now. Rivers of brightness ran and pooled out from her form. Blood, shining with the richness of powerful Graces, flowed from her. She did not move.

Dead.

Tylar stumbled from the alcove. He sensed in his bones  that whatever had entered Punt had vanished away. Still he dared approach no closer. He headed away, past the bodies of the slain. Sprawled in their blessed cloaks, the knights seemed like ghosts, blending with the shadows. Though the wearers were dead, the cloth still maintained its Grace, working to hide its owner even in death.

As Tylar skirted the square, the scent of flower petals and warm sun swelled around him. He turned, knowing the source.The pale, misty beauty remained unmoving on the stone. From this angle, he spotted the black hole pierced through her chest, as wide as a fist, blackened and wisped with curls of smoke.

He sensed it was down that hole that the darkness had vanished away, the well through which the enemy had escaped.

Though the forces at work here had nothing to do with a fallen knight, nor a broken man, he found his feet walking him toward the woman.

As he approached, he attempted to keep his feet from her glowing blood, but there was too much. He moved into her light, careful of the slick stone. She surely was a noblewoman of high stature. It was seldom someone was blessed with such a degree of Grace. Perhaps she was even one of the eight handservants to Meeryn, the god-made-flesh of these islands. Such servants dwelled in the god’s castillion, harvesting and preserving the humours from the god they served.

Tylar eyed the castillion blazing atop the isle’s highest point, Summer Mount, the seat of Meeryn. If he was right, if the lass had indeed been in service to this realm’s god, he pitied the hand behind this attack. A god’s vengeance knew no pity.

He reached the woman’s side. He stared down into  the wan beauty, brought low here. She was young, no more than eighteen. Her face glowed with a fading brilliance, gone to embers. The blank eyes, as blue as the seas, stared skyward.

Then those same eyes twitched in his direction, seeing him.

Tylar clenched back a step in shock.

She did indeed still live! But surely not for long . . .

‘Child,’ he whispered, not knowing what words he could offer at this last moment.

He crouched, soaking his pant leg in blood. As the dampness reached his skin, he realized his mistake. The blood burned his flesh - not like fire, but like spiced wine on the tongue, as much pleasure as pain. It was a burn to which he was well familiar.

Crying out, he fell backward.

Fingers latched onto his wrist, holding him, squeezing like the iron manacles that had bound him for five years.

He gaped in horror. The woman was not dead. Then again, how could she be? She was not a woman at all.

Tylar knew who lay before him now, who clutched him.

It was not a handmaiden.

It was Meeryn herself . . . the immortal god of the Summering Isle.

Fingers squeezed and drew him closer. Her other arm rose and reached toward him.The palm was bloody.Tylar had neither the strength nor the will to fight.

The reaching palm struck his chest as if to push him away, while the clutching fingers pulled at him.The blood on the outstretched hand blazed through both the rough-spun cotton of his shirt and the soft linen of his underclothes.  It touched the flesh over his heart. This was no spiced wine. He smelled the smolder of seared skin. The pain was excruciating, but at the same time, he never wanted it to end.

It didn’t.

The god at his feet pushed deeper, stretching for his heart as it fluttered, a panicked bird in a bony cage. He gasped out fire as burning fingers entered his chest. The stone of the square vanished from his eyes, snuffed away like a pinched candle.The small sounds of the night blew out. The hard grind of stone fell away under his legs.

Only now did he understand the lack of substance behind reality.

Yet sensations remained.

A palm pushing at his chest, a hand dragging him down by the wrist.

He spun in these contrasts, but here, where there was no substance, both were possible. He felt himself shoved up into a brilliance that blinded, while dragged down into a darkness that was somehow just as bright. Where a moment ago he had stood at the edge of a bottomless abyss, now he hung over the same. But as he spun, he recognized his mistake. There was not one abyss, but  two - one above and one below.

Both stared at him as he hovered between, his bones burning like a torch.

This was more than death.


I am undone, he thought, knowing it to be true.

Then a wash of coolness drenched his form, drowning him, driving him back to the slaughter of the square, back into his own body. He struck it like he had the broken cobbles outside the Wooden Frog: hard and abrupt.

Sensations filled him again - but the palm on his chest no longer burned. From the god’s hand, a chilled wash spread out and through him.

He knew this sensation, too.

In a different life, he had bent a knee to the god Jessup of Oldenbrook.Then, too, he had been filled with Grace. And like Meeryn, Jessup had borne the aspect of water. To many, this aspect was the weakest of the four. Most of his fellow knights had sought out gods of fire, loam, or air. But not Tylar. He had been born as his mother drowned aboard a sinking scuttlecraft off the Greater Coast. Water was his home as much as shadow.

So he knew what filled him now.

‘No!’ he gasped. Grace flowed into him, drowned him, a hundredfold richer than when Jessup had ceremonially blessed him. He didn’t deserve this honor. He could not face it. But he also could not escape it.

Grace swelled in him, stretching him.

No . . . too much . . .

His back arched. He remembered his birth, shoved brutally and lovingly out of the warmth of his mother’s womb and into the cold seas of Myrillia.Then too he had breathed water, momentarily one with the sea - until salt burned and lungs fought to cry. He would have died had not the net of a lobsterman hauled him from the waves.

But who will save me now?

Water surged through him. He could not breathe. He craned, stretching for air.

Too much . . .

Something gave way deep inside him. The swell of water spouted up and drained down, spewing from him in racking spasms. He felt part of himself given away with it, released, stolen, shared - and at the same time,  something entered, swimming up the flowing channel and into his chest, settling there, coiling there.

Then the water finally emptied from the broken vessel that was his body. Tylar collapsed in on himself, spent and drained. The momentary blessing was gone.

The hand on his chest fell away. His wrist was released.

He stared down again into Meeryn’s face.

Her soft skin no longer glowed, but her eyes still stared at him as dawn finally broke over the island, taking the edge off the gloom. Meeryn would recover. Like all the gods, she was immortal, undying, eternal.

Her lips moved, but no words were spoken. He thought he had read the word pity on those perfect lips, but maybe it was just something in her eyes. What did she mean?

‘Lie still,’ he urged, leaning closer. ‘Help will come.’

A small movement. A tiny shake of the head and a sigh. Her lips parted again. He cocked his head, bringing his ear closer. Her breath was cherry blossoms on a still lake.

‘Rivenscryr,’ she whispered. It was not fragment of thought, but a simple command.

Tylar’s brow pinched at the strange word. Rivenscryr?  He faced her, a question on his lips. ‘What—?’

Then he saw the impossible before him. It took all breath from him.

Meeryn lay as she had a moment before, but now all light faded from her - not just the glow of her Graces, but all that separated the living from the dead. Her eyes, still open, went empty and blind. Her lips remained parted with her last word, but no breath escaped them.

Both as a Shadowknight and as a slave, he had come to know death.

But here it was not possible.

Gods do not die.

A strident burst of horn startled him, driving him to his feet. He twisted around to find a dark shadow sweeping at him with the swiftness of a black gale. He fell back, fearing the beast had returned.

But glowing eyes stared down at him; shape took form, a familiar one. The cloak billowed out, then settled to narrow shoulders.

‘Perryl,’ Tylar said, relieved that his former squire had not been a part of the slaughter here. In the distance, the horn blared again. Shouts now could be heard. The castillion guards were closing in.

The young knight took in the scene. ‘What have you done?’ he asked in a rush.

Tylar frowned at such a strange question. ‘What do you mean?’

Tylar glanced down at himself. He was covered in blood - Meeryn’s blood. In the center of his chest, a perfect palm print had been burned through his shirt and linens.The skin beneath was as black as the scorched edges of his clothing. He touched the flesh. No blistering. Just a black stain.

He was marked.

Tylar lifted an arm. ‘You can’t think I—?’

‘I saw you earlier.’

‘And I you . . . so?’

Perryl eyed him from head to toe. ‘Look at yourself. ’

‘Why—?’ Further words died as he finally understood. Perhaps he had been too numbed by the events. Or perhaps it was like a pair of well-broken boots, easy to forget once donned. Either way, he finally noted the  straight hold of his back, the breadth of his shoulders, the strength in his arms and legs.

‘You’re healed.’

Before he could react, castillion guards pounded into the square, bearing pikes and long swords. Cries arose as the bloody sight struck them. Many fell immediately to their knees; the stronger fanned out to shield the square and attend to the night’s victims.

A full complement surrounded Meeryn, driving Tylar away at the point of a blade.

‘Do not say a word,’ Perryl hissed in his ear, staying at his side.

Tylar stared at the many drawn weapons and obeyed.

A fresh cry erupted from the crowd around the fallen god. ‘She’s dead!’ one man shouted.

Another, bearing the oak sprig of a healer, stumbled free of the group. His face had drained of all color, his eyes bright with shock. ‘Her heart . . . her heart is gone . . . ripped away!’

All around, guards stared hard at Tylar, many weeping, others swearing. He knew how he must look: the lone survivor, covered in Meeryn’s blood, her palm print burned into his chest as if she had attempted to thrust him away.

And on top of it all, he was healed, cured, made new again.

A cadre of castle guards approached with swords drawn, murder in their every step.

Perryl stepped before Tylar, facing the men. ‘Under the edict of the Order, this man is arrested under my name.’

Shouts met his words, angry.

Perryl yelled to be heard.‘He will not be harmed until  the matter here is attended and the truth be known.’

The guards stopped, hesitant. Swords remained drawn.

Their captain took another step forward and spat in Tylar’s direction. He uttered one word, both curse and accusation: ‘Godslayer.’
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 Dart and Pupp

She never liked cabbage.

Half a world away from the Summering Isles, Dart stared at the plate covered in a soggy bog of boiled leaf. She fingered through the pile, searching for a bit of carrot and maybe, if she were lucky, a chunk of raven’s egg. She liked raven, believing the keen senses of the aerial hunter would flow into her if she ate enough eggs.

As she bent to stare under an especially large leaf, something slapped the back of her head, bouncing her nose into her meal. She yipped in surprise.

‘Enough!’ the matron of the Conclave screeched at her, sounding like one of the feathered residents of the rookery at the top of the tower. ‘Eat or I’ll boil you into the next batch!’

Dart straightened, wiping cabbage drippings from her nose. ‘Yes, mum . . .’

The other girls seated along the two tables of the third floor commons laughed behind their hands. Fingers pointed.

Dart kept her face lowered. She was the youngest of the thirdfloorers, barely thirteen birth years, but she  already stood a head taller than the eldest. In fact, Dart had been named after the dartweed, a hardy plant that sprouted stubbornly between the cobbles of the courtyard, growing fast enough for the eye to follow, shoving its yellow head up after the sunshine. Even her unruly thatch of straw-blond hair matched the weed’s hue. And like her namesake, she was considered a nuisance here, an eyesore, something to be trampled underfoot.

The Conclave of Chrismferry was one of the most distinguished schools for training gentle boys and gentle girls in the art of proper service to a god’s household.The finest families from the Nine Lands fought, bribed, and prayed for one of their offspring to be granted admittance.

Dart, on the other hand, came here by chance. She was not even from the blessed Nine Lands. The prior headmistress had discovered her among the hinterlands, where only rogue gods roamed, an unsettled and barbarous country. Dart, as a newborn, was to have been sacrificed to one of the rogue gods. But the headmistress, a willful and pious woman, had stolen her away, whisking her out of the hinterlands and into the Conclave. And though the woman died only three years later, Dart had been allowed to remain out of respect for the memory of the esteemed headmistress.

Unfortunately none of that respect had rubbed off on Dart.

‘Finish your breaking fast!’ the matron said, stalking away. ‘By the time I pass through here next, your plate had better be empty. That goes for all of you!’

Murmurs of dutiful assent followed in the woman’s wide wake until she left the room.

Dart pinched a leaf, studying its limp form with resignation. Sighing, she glanced under the table to where  Pupp lay curled at her feet. ‘How about helping me with this?’

Pupp stirred. He cocked his head in her direction.

Dart frowned, knowing he couldn’t help. She popped the cold wet leaf into her mouth, attempting to chew without breathing. Every fiber in her being fought her valiant effort, but at last she succeeded and swallowed the slimy lump.

With a renewed determination, she set upon her plate, working down through the mountainous pile of boiled fare. Almost finished, she stared at the remaining leaves, disappointed.

Not even a sliver of raven’s egg.

Movement drew her attention back across the table. Sissup and Jenine shifted and allowed Laurelle to push between them. The eldest of the thirdfloorers reached over and dumped her load of cabbage atop Dart’s plate.

‘What are you—?’ Dart began to complain.

Laurelle straightened.‘Did anyone see me do that? I’m sure they didn’t.’

Laughter followed from the other girls.

With a flip of her long ebony hair, freshly washed and oiled by her family’s servitors in residence, Laurelle glanced back to Dart. ‘Eat up, Dartweed. Maybe you’ll fill out that boy’s body you’re wearing.’ Laurelle leaned a hand on the table and stuck out her chest, posing like some harlot.

More laughter met her antics.

At fourteen, Laurelle was already rounding into a woman. Boys in the school dogged her footsteps, pining for a nod from her, a wink. All the girls worshipped her, too. Laurelle was from a well-to-do family out of Welden Springs. She had her own servitors and showered small  presents of honey cakes and cloth dolls to those in her favor. But of even more significance, rumors abounded that Laurelle would surely be handpicked at the next full moon’s gathering, only eight nights away.

It was an honor they all craved: to be chosen as a handmaiden to one of the hundred gods of Myrillia.The best the remainder could hope for was to be assigned in some small measure to the court of a god, to bask from afar in such Grace. Yet worst of all, many would simply be sent back to their families, humiliated and rejected. This was the worry they all shared.

And even more so for Dart - she had no family and no other home. All that she possessed, her only family, lay curled at her feet.

Still, the Conclave of Chrismferry lay in the very shadow of the elder god’s castillion and, of all the Conclaves, this school produced the most handmaidens and handmen.The teachers stressed this fact daily, imposing hard rules and firm teachings. The matrons and masters were proud of their school, the foundation stone of which had been blessed four thousand years ago by Chrism himself.

Laurelle straightened with another flip of her flowing black hair. Dart smelled the sweet-water oil in it. She truly felt like a weed before a flower.

Suddenly Laurelle yelped. She danced from the table.

‘What’s wrong?’ Sissup asked. Jenine was already on her feet.

Laurelle shifted up the hem of her skirt, revealing an ankle in white stockings. A bloom of red spread out across the white lace. ‘Something scratched me!’

Sissup fell to her knees, searching under the table. ‘Maybe a nail?’

‘Or a sliver!’ Jenine said. ‘These cruel benches are as old as the stones.’

Dart knew better. Though no one could see Pupp, she motioned her secret friend closer to her. She ducked lower, pretending to search for what injured Laurelle. ‘Bad dog,’ she whispered.

Pupp lowered his head, wincing, glancing back toward the bloody ankle. He gained his clawed feet and shoved between Dart’s legs, passing ghostly through the flesh of her thighs as he sought a place to hide under her skirt. The only sign of his passage was a slight chill on her skin. His face appeared from her hemline, poking through the fabric as if it were air. His head cocked up toward her, eyes mournful with shame.

She felt bad scolding him. He was simply too ugly to be mad at for long. His features were dreadful, all hard planes of beaten copper, with iron spikes in a mane around his face. His eyes were faceted jewels above a muzzle filled with sharpened blades; his tongue was a lap of flame. The rest of his body, squat and bulky, was a mix of armor and chain mail, with four thick limbs ending in steel claws. All of it glowed ruddily and seemed to flow and melt in swirls, subtly reforming her friend at every moment. Pupp was like a sculpture fresh from the forge, still molten from the flame’s touch.

She reached down to reassure him, but as always her hand passed through Pupp. He wasn’t real. Still bent over, she glanced to Laurelle’s bloody ankle. Dart knew Pupp scratched her. At odd times in the past, he had done such things, affected the real world. Dart didn’t understand how this could happen. In fact she had no idea what  Pupp was. Only that he was her friend, her companion for as far back as she could remember. She had long  given up trying to convince others of his existence. Only she saw him, and no one could touch him.

‘It looks like a deep scratch,’ Margarite said, coming to the aid of her best friend. Though Margarite’s family was from the opposite end of the Nine Lands, she could have been Laurelle’s twin with her sleek fall of black hair, snowy skin, and full lips. She even dressed in the same finery of blue velvet and white stockings.‘We should fetch Healer Paltry.’

Though Laurelle’s cheeks were flushed and her eyes moist with tears, she waved such a thought away, struggling for a dismissive demeanor. ‘I’m not a piddling firstfloorer. ’ She bent and ripped her stocking, which earned a shocked cry from Sissup, who was not from such a rich family. Laurelle used the snatch of lace to bind her wound, which had almost stopped bleeding already.

It truly was not a deep scratch. Pupp had barely nicked her.

Laurelle inspected her handiwork, then nodded and stood.

A smatter of applause rewarded her effort. ‘She’s so brave,’ Jenine murmured to Dart as Laurelle left with Margarite in tow. The nigglish prank on Dart had been all but forgotten.

Almost . . .

Matron Grannice appeared at the doorway, ringing a small bell.‘To your classes now, gentle lasses! No dawdling. Don’t keep the mistresses and masters waiting.’ She worked down the two rows, adding her usual litany of warnings. ‘Sharyn, make sure you keep your ankles covered when climbing the stairs. Bella, if you stain your petticoat with ink again, I’ll make a washerwoman out of you. And Hessy . . .’

The scolding continued, trailed by a chant of ‘Yes, mum’ as the girls fled the commons, heading to the morning teachings.

Dart held her breath, staring at her laden plate.

Matron Grannice stopped behind her. Though Dart kept her back turned, she sensed the sour look. ‘Why are you always such a stubborn and willful child?’

From under lowered brows, Dart glanced to the door and saw Laurelle standing there, staring back. At her side, Margarite waggled fingers toward Dart, smiling at her predicament.

‘Answer me,’ Grannice barked.

Dart met Laurelle’s eyes and mumbled, ‘I don’t know, mum.’

‘And why do you always speak as if you’re carrying a cheek full of nuts?’

‘Sorry, mum.’ Dart watched Laurelle nod back to her. Satisfied that the prank would not be laid at her feet, Laurelle left with Margarite, but not before Dart noted a glimpse of something deeper in the other girl’s eyes. It was not satisfaction, nor shame. It made no sense, but Dart could not dismiss what she had seen. Always off to the side, Dart had learned to read the subtleties in another’s features: the narrowing of an eye, a pursed lip, a flush of color on a cheek. But what she saw in Laurelle still made no sense.

Why would Laurelle envy me?

Matron Grannice interrupted her reverie. ‘It seems there is only one way to straighten this arrogant bent. And that is to learn from those even more willful than you.’

‘Mum?’

‘It’s off to the rookery with you! Perhaps a morning  of scooping droppings, scrubbing floors, and spreading hay will temper your demeanor, young lass.’

‘But classes?’ Dart sat up straighter. ‘We’re to practice for the moon’s ceremony.’

Grannice let out an exasperated sigh. ‘You can practice with the ravens.’ Dart’s ear was grabbed and she was hauled to her feet.‘You know where the pails and brooms and brushes are. Now off with you.’

Dart hurried from the room with a rush of her skirts. She saw the last few of the other girls heading down the stairs, giggling and laughing, clutching books to their bosoms.They were fifth- and sixthfloorers heading down to the courtyard and classes in the neighboring towers. She watched them disappear, then faced the spiraling stair that led upward.

‘To me, Pupp,’ she mumbled and began the long climb toward the rookery in the roost atop the tower. Her companion clambered past her, trotting a few steps ahead. The flow of his molten body seemed agitated. Pupp was clearly excited by the adventure.

They climbed the fourth and fifth floors, then past the levels that quartered the mistresses and matrons and healing wards, then up past levels vacant and dusty. At last, she reached a door at the top of the tower.

Beyond it lay the rookery.

Pupp nosed the solid squallwood door, then passed through it as if it were mere smoke. The only material that ever seemed to thwart Pupp was stone.

Continuing after her friend, Dart tugged the latch and hauled the way open for herself. She had to lean out with her slight body to fight the door’s weight and ancient hinges. The door squealed open, setting the ravens inside to flapping on their hundred perches and  nests. Screeched complaints echoed across the cavernous stone chamber.

She ducked through and pulled the door behind her, leaving it cracked open to allow the outer hall’s torchlight to filter in. The only other illumination came from the twenty guano-stained windows high up the walls. The remainder of the room was cloaked in gloom. Large eyes reflected the meager light, stared down at her. The birds did not like their slumber disturbed.

When not aloft, carrying messages, the residents here kept busy at night, keeping the Conclave grounds clear of mice, rats, and voles. The birds were also a source of eggs and meat for the kitchens.

Crinkling her nose at the stinging smell of the place, she crossed to a small cupboard inset against one wall. She would stink like the rookery all day. Inside the cupboard were buckets, brushes, and brooms in their usual places.

She tied her skirt around her knees and set to sweeping the old hay and dried dropping. It was mindless work.

As she swept, Pupp chased after the broom’s straw bristles, biting playfully, his razored jaws passing harmlessly through the bristles. Still, his determined efforts drew a smile from her.

‘Stupid dog . . .’ she mumbled with a grin.

 



With the floor finally swept, Dart still had to give the planks a good scrubbing on her hands and knees, then break one of the stacked bales of hay and spread fresh straw as she had done so often before.

Wiping her brow, she crossed to the corner pump and cranked the plunge handle. It was hard work drawing water up from the midtower cistern. As she labored,  something warm and wet slapped against her cheek. Scowling, she wiped it away.

Raven shite.

She glanced up toward the rafters.‘Thank you for your blessing, Lord Raven.’ With a shake of her head, she set to the pump again, hauling its handle up and down. Sweat trickled down her back.The day was warming out of morning toward midday.

She could only imagine her fellow thirdfloorers practicing their curtsies and bows for the ceremony, learning the proper responses, and reciting the Litany of Nine Graces. She sang out as she pumped, naming each Grace as she pulled and its property as she pushed.

‘Blood . . . to open the way, seed or menses to bless, sweat  to imbue, tears to swell, saliva to ebb, phlegm to manifest,  yellow bile to gift, and black to take it all away.’

As she finished, water flowed from the spigot into the bucket. She allowed it to overflow. She’d need an entire bucket to wash the floor.

With her pail full, she straightened. Hot and moist from her effort, she crossed to a ladder and pushed it toward one of the high windows.

Just a little breeze and a bit of freshened air . . . then I’ll get back to the chore.

She climbed the ladder. Once at the opening, she shoved her head through. Only now did she notice how much her eyes and nose burned from the reek of the rookery. She took deep, gulping breaths.

All of Chrismferry lay sprawled below her. The city spread in walls, canals, and roofs all the way to the horizon. It was split in halves by the mighty Tigre River, shining silver in the sunlight. It was said that the city was so wide that it took a man on foot ten days to cross  from one end to the other.There was a common response when one spoke about its vastness: the world is the city, and the city is the world.

Gazing from the window, Dart saw it was true.

Set like a jewel in the heart of the first of the Nine Lands, Chrismferry was the hub around which the world turned. The entire surrounding countryside, from shore to shore, fed the city, barging up from the coasts, carting down from the fields, flown in on the potbellied flippercrafts. The city was insatiable.

And at the center of it all stood the great castillion of the eldermost god, Chrism. Dart, resting her chin on her fingers, stared at the walled and towered fortress. A vast thousand-acre garden spread out from its southern side, shadowed by the castillion itself. Wooded, it looked more like a forest than a garden, fitting for a god of the loam.

And like Lord Chrism himself, his castillion was both noble and humble. Its walls were thick white granite, quarried locally, and unadorned. The main keep had been built on the site of the original ferry bridge that once forded the Tigre River.The structure rose up from both shores and spanned the waterway in between. The center halls were held above the river by giant, ancient pillars, all that was left of the original bridge. Even its nine towers, the Stone Graces, shared the river. Four rose from the north bank, four on the south, while the last and tallest rose above the river itself. These towers were the same white stone, simple, yet reassuring in their solidity.The only bits of decoration anywhere were the carved silver gates to the castillion, depicting the great Sundering, the moment when the kingdom of the gods had been shattered and they appeared among the lands of Myrillia.

Dart sighed, dreaming of stepping through those brilliant gates someday. Until then, there were floors to clean.

As she turned, the sharp creak of hinges startled her, loud in the stone space. Ravens stirred and squawked in complaint.

Dart hopped down from the ladder, fearful of being caught idle. She found the gloom of the rookery suddenly oppressive. The door lay cracked open, wider by a hand-breath. But no one was in sight.

‘Good morrow!’ she called. ‘Is anyone there?’

There was no answer. Slowly her straining eyes began to pierce the darkness. Shadows retreated. She saw no one. Must have been a crosswind . . . tugging at the door.


She turned to gather her pail and brush. As she bent away, the tower door crashed shut.

Ravens screeched. A few took wing, crossing from one perch to another. Plops of guano rained around the room.

The loss of the filtering torchlight from the hall drew the shadows toward her again, eating away the room.

‘Is anyone there?’ Her voice was meeker this time, her throat tight with fear. ‘Please . . .’

Footsteps answered, crossing toward her.

She fell back against the stone wall.

‘There’s no need to fret, little kitten.’ The voice was soft and deep. A figure appeared out of the gloom, large and broad shouldered.

Dart recognized the voice as Master Willet, a scholar of the Conclave. As he stepped into the patch of sunlight flowing from the window, she saw he wore the usual sashed black robe of the Conclave, his hood thrown back. As was customary for the mistresses and masters, his head was shaved to the scalp.

Dart stepped from the wall and curtsied with a half bend of a knee. ‘Master Willet.’

He waved her out of the gloom under the window and into his patch of sunlight. ‘Come, child. What are you doing up here all alone?’

Dart slumped forward. ‘Punishment, Master Willet.’ She curtsied again, in case he hadn’t seen her first one.

‘So I’ve been told.’

Dart felt a rush of heat to her cheek. Her humiliation knew no end.

‘It seems you’ve been a slovenly pupil. Needing additional tutoring. I was sent up here for a private lesson.’

‘Ser?’

He stepped closer. A hand rose swiftly to her cheek. The back of his knuckles slid along her skin.

Startled by his sudden touch, she fell back a step - but fingers snatched on to the collar of her shirt. She was yanked toward him. His other arm encircled her waist and pulled her tight against him, lifting her onto her toes.

‘Master Willet!’ Tears rose to her eyes, confused, terrified.

‘Not a word, little kitten.’ He leaned down to her ear, his voice suddenly savage. ‘Not now, not later, not ever.’

She struggled. Lips found her throat, pressing and hungry. She smelled garlic and spiced meats on his breath.

‘No!’ she cried out.

A hand struck her across the face, stinging, shocking. She tasted blood in her mouth.

‘Not a sound, little kitten.’ His words were both angry and strangely thick. He shoved her to the wall, pinned her between the stone and his heavy body.

She knew what he intended. Here at the school they  were trained in all the humoural fluids, including the handling of a god’s seed or menses. As such, they were instructed in the private ways of men and women. It was no great mystery.

But it was a mystery forbidden to them. To serve a god, a handmaiden must be pure, untouched. Once bedded, all hope of such honor was gone. Just last year, a secret tryst between a young man and woman, both fifthfloorers, had been discovered. They had been whipped, then banished from the Conclave.

‘Not a word,’ he growled again, fingers at her throat. His other hand reached down between her legs, under the tied edges of her skirt. Fingers tore at her undergarments, ripping and pulling.

Tears ran down Dart’s face, burning with shame and horror. She couldn’t breathe. She stared over the master’s head as he panted and pawed. A hundred pairs of eyes stared down at her from the rafters. Silent witnesses.

And there was one other.

Pupp ran in circles at her feet, passing through her flesh, biting at her attacker, but his razored teeth found no purchase. The bit of energy he had used to scratch Laurelle must have wasted his reserves.

Dart felt just as helpless.

Below, fingers found what they had been searching for, cupping against her skin. She had been touched like this in the past only by healers testing her virginity. But now it was rougher, horrific. A scream built behind her ribs.

Then the hand moved away.

‘Now for your lesson,’ he groaned at her. ‘To show you how to please a god.’

She was forced to the floor, on her back. He straddled  atop her, pulling up his robe. He wore nothing underneath.

He kneed her legs apart and shoved her skirts above her hips.

She fought against him, but this only seemed to make him grunt harder and his eyes glint more feral. She sobbed and choked and even tried to bite at him. She would lose more than her virginity here on this floor. She would lose all her hopes for herself, for her future, for the only home she knew.

But there was no stopping him. He was huge, outweighed her by ten stone. All she could do was cry and sob. Terror had taken all her strength away.

She turned her face. Pupp lay near her head. His eyes glowed with fury. Though forever silent, Dart imagined him whining, sharing her pain and terror.

Then she felt Willet shove inside her, ripping her, breaking her. Blood flowed. The scream burst from her lips, but he was ready even for this. A fistful of her own skirt was shoved into her mouth, gagging her.

‘I am your god!’ he moaned.

Pupp was again on his feet, diving through her body, his touch cold. He shoved down between her legs, his frigid wake ebbing some of the pain. When he reached her belly, ice flared. The momentary agony vanished, washed away. She felt nothing below her waist.

Still, Willet continued to rut into her, pounding and pushing, grunting and panting.

Dart squeezed her eyes closed, wishing herself away. But there was no escape. She could smell him, hear him, feel his lips on her neck.

Then the monster arched back from her, gasping out through clenched teeth. Dart cringed, but Master Willet’s  cry of pleasure suddenly transfigured into a scream of pain. He fell back from the cradle of her thighs.

Dart opened her eyes in time to see an arc of blood spout from the man’s groin, fountaining up like a stream of piss.

But the man no longer had anything with which to piss.


Nothing lay between the man’s legs.

The same was not true of Dart. Still numb, unable to move her legs, she watched Pupp crawl out of her belly, rising up between her thighs, covered in her own blood. The small creature spat out a limp chunk of flesh: the man’s prick and sack. Pupp had bitten it all off from inside.

‘Pupp . . .’ she moaned. Feeling returned to her, agony flaring, as her friend climbed free of her.

Only then did she notice Willet’s eyes grow wide with horror. He was staring at Pupp, seeing her monstrous friend for the first time.

It was the last thing he ever saw.

Pupp leaped at the cowering man, becoming a blur of blade, spike, and razored teeth. He drove into the man’s belly, burrowing straight through. But Pupp was no longer a ghost. Flesh sizzled and burned with the touch of his molten skin. Curved spikes tore through flesh and bone.

A horrible howl accompanied the slaughter.

On hands and knees, Dart fled to the far side of the room. She had worked in the kitchens. She had seen meat ground into sausages, metal churning organ to pulp.

This was the same.

In moments, butchered to scrap, nothing remained of the man.

Pupp crawled free of the pile, shaking blood and bits of gore from his spiked mane, coughing up gouts of  scorched meat.With a final shudder, his body blazed into brightness, a burning ember blown to life.

In that moment, Pupp shone with a terrible and fierce beauty. An intelligence beyond her friend stared into this world as a keening wail filled the chamber.

Shadows thickened and billowed outward from his form, sweeping through the room. Ravens, silent sentinels until this moment, shattered from their perches in a panic of wings and feathers. As a flock, they dove out the windows and were gone.

Alone now, Dart cowered, trapped between horror and panic.

But no further harm came to her.

The shadows fell under their weight, sinking to the floor and vanishing away.The piercing wail vanished with them.

Pupp remained in the center of the room, his blaze doused to its usual ruddy hue. He was now clean, unsoiled - as was the rest of the rookery.

Numb, Dart watched Pupp cross the spotless floor, trotting to her side as he had done all her life. He sat at her feet and groomed himself with a flaming tongue.

Dart reached a trembling hand out to her friend. But her fingers passed through him. He had gone ghostly again. How?

She took a step away, suddenly fearful. But as she moved, her legs shuddered, her knees jellied. An ache throbbed throughout her belly. She felt a fresh trickle of blood flow down her thighs. Sobbing, she fell to her hands. The room spun. She vomited boiled cabbage all over the floor.

Pupp was there, nosing her, concerned.

It was all too much. She fell on her side and curled  herself on the floor, crying, sobbing, and shaking. She stared across the chamber. There was no sign of Master Willet, not even a stain of blood. All had vanished into the darkness.

Had it happened? Had it all happened?

A fist lay curled between her thighs, holding back the ache. She tugged her hand free. Her fingers were covered with blood.

Pupp belly crawled to her bosom. She reached to him again. Her bloody hand found warm flesh to touch. Pupp pushed into her, rubbing into her stained palm. She could feel him! He was hard and warm, like an agate stone of a fire god, freshly blessed in blood.

The answer was clear.

‘Blood,’ she whispered.

The effect was brief. As the heat dried the dampness from her palm, her fingers fell through Pupp’s form. He was gone again.

Allowing the mystery to distract her, she sat on the floor and pulled her knees up to her chin.With her arms wrapped around her shins, she shivered and shuddered, rocking slightly. Occasional sobs broke through, but she focused on merely breathing. In and out. The Litany of Nine Graces echoed in her mind: blood to open the way, seed or menses to bless, sweat to imbue, tears to swell, saliva to ebb . . .


But she kept coming back to the first.

‘Blood to open the way . . .’ She stared at Pupp, now curled at her side, and wondered the meaning of it all.

A bell rang out sharply, rising from the courtyards below, announcing the ending of lessons.

Only now did she notice the brightness of the western windows as the sun settled toward the horizon. She had been lost to the world for most of the day.

One last sob shook through her. The reality of where she was and her situation could not be ignored. She carefully stretched her legs, rolling slowly to her feet with a groan. She stood for another long spell, dazed, at a loss in which direction to move.

Who could she tell? What could she say? How could she explain?

As these impossible questions and a thousand others rattled through her skull, her feet took over. She found herself at the bucket she had filled in another life. She bent and picked up the scrub brush. She stared down at it, knowing her body had already settled on an answer.

She was no longer pure. No one would believe the truth here. All that would be understood was that she was now spoiled, fouled for any god, unfit to walk these halls. She would surely be cast out.

But not this night.

After what happened here, she could not survive banishment.

Not this night.

Dart knew what she must do.

She shed her clothes and used the cold water and brush to clean her body. At first, she worked in a half panic, fearing being caught. Her hands trembled. But slowly her fingers gripped the brush more securely. She concentrated on the simple act of bathing, falling back on ritual. The cool water helped calm her.

Once clean, she dried herself with rags. She still bled, so she padded herself with her ripped undergarments and climbed back into her outers. She carefully inspected her skirts and rubbed dust and dried guano over any bloody spots, hiding all evidence.

She washed her hands in the pail and stared at her shattered reflection in the rocking waters. The girl who had climbed these steps was gone, vanished into the darkness as surely as Master Willet’s butchered form.

She stared at the spot on the floor. She would never return here.

Her eyes settled next on Pupp, sitting diligently, patiently. Like her, he had been transformed in this room, becoming a deeper mystery. She understood less about him, only that he had stood by her, protected her.

For now, that was enough.

Though an ache still lay buried deep inside her, where no scrub brush could ever reach, Dart put away her bucket and broom and broke open a bale of fresh hay. The smell of summer and pasture filled the room as she kicked a fresh layer around the chamber. She spread it thick to fully cover the floor.

By the time she was done, the windows to the east had gone dark and the sun was but a weak glow to the west. She could no longer hide up here.

She crossed to the door and pulled it open.The torchlight was blinding. As she blinked away the glare, laughter echoed up from far below, bright and cheerful.

It sounded brittle and brought an ache to her head.

Supper was already being served. No one seemed to remember the little girl up in the tower. No one missed Dart.

She headed down the stairs. Each step hurt, reminding her of something she hadn’t wanted to face.

Someone had known she was up here. Someone had let Master Willet pass up the stairs, had let him know a girl was alone in the rookery.

Something darker than anger filled her. Whoever it  was, they would pay. The dartweed that grew in the courtyard, her namesake, developed woody thorns as it aged . . . thorns that were seldom seen until they pierced the flesh.

‘To me, Pupp,’ she said quietly. ‘To me.’




 3

 Dungeon

‘It aren’t that bad if you ignore the flies.’

Tylar studied the moving feast that was his meal. Flies coated the stew of gristle and fat.The crust of bread atop it looked to be milled more from mold than flour. But he’d had worse. He soaked the hard bread into the broth, trying to soften the crust enough to chew. Tiny worms used the bread as a raft, climbing aboard.

‘What about these maggots?’ he asked sourly, shaking the crust clean of the squiggling stowaways.

‘Nothing wrong with ’em.Them’s the only thing that gives this stew any taste.’

Tylar bit into the bread and glanced to the ragged rat of a man who had joined him in his cell that morning, tossed in naked and striped with whippings across his back. A head shorter than Tylar, he was all bone and beard. He set upon the meal like a hinter king upon a feast. From the gray hairs laced in his red beard, he was not a young man, but what little muscle on him was still hard. About a decade older than myself, Tylar judged.

The prisoner noted his attention. ‘Name’s Rogger,’ he mumbled over the edge of his bowl.

‘Tylar.’

‘So how’s a Shadowknight end up here?’ The man touched three fingers to the corner of his eye, indicating Tylar’s tattoos.

‘Apparently I killed a god.’

Rogger choked out a gobbet of gristle.‘You! So you’re the one!’

Tylar glanced up to the barred window high on the stone wall. He had been imprisoned here seven days. He’d not had one visitor until now.

‘No wonder there were so many guards in the halls,’ Rogger continued, his face buried in his meal, spitting out pieces of bone as punctuation. ‘I even spotted a pair of bloodnullers at the end of each hall, reeking and covered in shite.’

Tylar nodded. Bloodnullers were smeared in a god’s black bile, their soft solids. Such a blessing granted the power to vanquish the Grace of a person or object with the mere touch of a single finger. They were stationed to keep Tylar in check, in case he attempted to use Dark Graces to escape. Their continued presence seemed a waste since they had already run their hands over his entire body when he first arrived here in shackles. If he’d had any hidden Graces, they would have been abolished at that time.

Still, Tylar understood their worry. While occasional rogue gods had been killed, never had one of the Hundred been slain. No one was taking any chances.

Rogger coughed a piece of gristle loose from his throat and nodded at Tylar. ‘It seems they must crowd all their god sinners into the same damn cell on this cursed island.’

Tylar returned his attention fully to the man. ‘God sinner? You? What did you do?’

He laughed. ‘I was caught sneaking into ol’ Balger’s place, trying to nick a bit from the bastard’s vault.’

‘At Foulsham Dell?’Tylar asked, eyebrows rising. Balger was one of the seven gods that shared the First Land. His settled realm, Foulsham Dell, lay at the foot of the Middleback Range, bordering the wilds of a hinterland, where rogue gods roamed and no law governed. The ‘Dell’ was a place of murderers, pirates, and scoundrels. And the god Balger was the worst of the bunch, known equally for his debaucheries and his cruelties. He was as close to a rogue as any of the hundred settled gods. His entire realm made Punt seem a tame and civilized place.

Tylar eyed the man, wondering what sort of thief tried to steal from such a god’s larder.

‘And I would’ve made it out of there,’ Rogger added, ‘if it hadn’t been for some handmaiden coming to the vault to deposit a jar full of her lord’s blessed piss.’

‘A jar? You mean a repostilary?’ Shock rang in his voice. Repostilary jars were vessels of a god’s humoural fluids, sacred beyond measure, handled only by handmaidens and handmen.

Rogger nodded and laughed again, spraying spittle out his beard. ‘Apparently ol’ Balger has trouble holding his bladder throughout the night.’

‘So you were caught?’

As he ate, the man tilted to the side, baring his right buttock. A brand, long healed, had been burned into the flesh:
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Tylar eyed the sigil. It was ancient Littick. ‘Thief,’ he read aloud. ‘I don’t understand. How did you end up in a dungeon on the Summering Isles, a thousand reaches from the Dell?’

Rogger finished his bowl and gingerly settled back against the wall, wincing from his whipping. ‘Because of you, now that I crank on it.’

‘Me?’

Rogger lifted his arms and exposed the undersides. More Littick sigils lay burned into the thief’s skin, aligned in neat rows.

From his training as a Shadowknight,Tylar recognized them: all names of gods. ‘Balger’s punishment . . .’ he mumbled, sickened.

‘A pilgrimage,’ Rogger conceded sourly.

It was a cruel judgment, and not unexpected coming from a god of Balger’s ilk. As punishment, Rogger had been marked and exiled, forced to travel from god-realm to god-realm, sentenced to collect a certain number of brands. Only after you were properly marked could you return to your home and family.

‘How many gods were you assigned?’

Rogger sighed, lowering his arms. ‘Remember. It was against Balger I sinned.’

Tylar’s eyes grew wider. ‘He didn’t . . .’

‘A full pilgrimage, no less.’

‘All the gods?’

‘Every blessed one of them. All one hundred.’

Tylar finally understood why Rogger was imprisoned here. ‘And with Meeryn dead, you can’t complete your punishment.’

‘Once I learned of her death, I tried to escape, but that’s hard to do when you’re standing between two guards, knocking on the damn gates to Meeryn’s castillion. They snatched me up, whipped me thrice for the rudeness, and tossed me in with you.’

‘What’re they going to do with you?’

‘The usual choices I imagine: hanging, garroting, impaling.’

They were the three standard punishments meted to a pilgrim who failed in his journeys and tried to settle somewhere else.

‘I think I’ll go with hanging. Garroting is too slow, and as for impaling, I’d prefer not to have anything shoved up my arse.’ He shifted uncomfortably. ‘’Course, I have a couple days to think about it. They’re still attending Her Highness up there, seeing if she’s truly dead.’

Tylar sat up straighter. ‘Is there hope?’

‘Hope is for the rich. All we have is shite and piss. And speaking of that . . .’ Rogger climbed and crossed to the pail that served as the room’s privy.

 



As the day wore on and his thievish companion stretched on the floor snoring, Tylar considered his companion’s words. Could Meeryn still be alive? If so, she could clear his name, attest to his honor, what little he still had left. But in his heart he knew better. He had seen the light fade from her eyes.

Voices echoed down the dank hall of the dungeon. Guards arguing, then the stamp of boots sounded on the stone floor. Tylar climbed to his feet, hearing them approach. Rogger continued to snore in his corner.

Shadowed faces appeared at the small barred window. ‘Open it!’ a familiar voice ordered.

The bar was slipped with a scrape of wood, and the door swung open.

A cloaked and masked figure filled the threshold.

‘Perryl,’ Tylar said, trying his best to stand tall when naked and covered in filth. Healed of his hunched back, Tylar now stood a fingerbreadth taller than his former  squire. He kept his arms folded, not in defiance but to half-hide the black palm print, Meeryn’s mark, that rested in the center of his chest.

Perryl’s eyes narrowed at his condition and turned to the dungeon keep at his side. ‘I thought I left orders for the prisoner to be treated with care.’

‘Aye we have, ser knight. We’ve not beaten him once.’

Perryl pointed to Tylar, his eyes never leaving the guard. ‘Give him your shirt and breeches.’

‘Ser!’

‘Do you defy the word of a blessed knight?’ A hand settled to the diamond pommel of his sword, aglow in the sooty torchlight.

‘No, ser . . . right away, ser.’The dungeon keep hurriedly stripped down to his underclothes and passed the outer-wear to Tylar.

‘I think I was less soiled when I was naked,’ Tylar grumbled as he pulled the sweat-stained jerkin over his head, but it did feel better to have some clothes on his body.

His former squire waved away the dungeon guard and waited until he was gone. Rogger had grumbled at the commotion, then curled away and was already snoring again.

Alone and private, Perryl freed his masklin, exposing a worried face. He eyed Tylar up and down, the glint of Grace bright in his gaze.

Tylar crossed his arms again.‘I heard there was a deathwatch. ’

Perryl nodded and paced the floor, parts of him slipping into and out of shadow as his cloak reflected its owner’s agitation. ‘Seven days. It ends this night, when the lesser moon’s face touches the greater moon.’

‘And there is no hope of her reviving.’

Perryl shook his head. ‘Her heart is gone. The finest alchemists have tested her remaining fluids. There are no signs of Grace in any of her humours. She is as empty as any man or woman. Even decay and corruption have set in, bloating her body.’

‘Then she is truly dead.’

Perryl stopped his pacing and stared hard at Tylar.‘This story of some Darkly Graced beast . . . you swear this is the truth?’

‘Yes, but I have nothing left to swear upon except the filthy body I’m wearing.’

‘An unbroken body.’ A twinge of suspicion laced Perryl’s words.

‘Unbroken and marked.’Tylar parted his jerkin enough to expose the black fingers on his chest. ‘This is not a curse. Meeryn blessed me for some reason known only to her.’

‘But why?’ Perryl began to pace again. ‘It’s all impossible. ’

‘As impossible as a slain god?’

Tylar read the dismay in the other’s eyes. For four thousand years, ever since the time of the Sundering, none of the Hundred had ever died. Every child knew the history of Myrillia, of the madness and destruction that followed the arrival of gods to this world. It lasted three centuries until the god Chrism chose the first god-realm and imbued his Graces into the region, sharing his powers to bring order out of chaos. Other gods followed, settling various lands, bringing to bear their unique Graces.

Thus the Nine Lands were formed.

Beyond these god-realms lay only the hinterlands,  spaces wild and ungoverned, where rogue gods still roamed, as untamed as their lands. Occasional rumors and stories spoke of the death of gods out there, stories of great hinter kings who slew maddened rogues, raving creatures of dark power.

But never had one of the Hundred been slain . . . until now.

Perryl stared up at the lone window. Night fast approached.‘Already the Isles have judged you.The word  godslayer rings through the streets. Only my cloak protects you from the gallows or worse.’

‘And I thank you for that.’

Perryl turned back to Tylar.‘But that protection cannot last forever. A single knight’s cloak is only so thick. As the sun sets, I will board a flippercraft headed to Tashijan, to seek the counsel of the full Order on your behalf.’

‘You waste Grace on such an effort,’Tylar scoffed.‘The Order has no love for a fallen knight, especially me.’

‘I know of your past crime. Selling repostilaries to the Gray Trade, lining your pocket with gold marches. All preposterous lies.’

Tylar shook his head. ‘The accusations were true.’

Perryl blinked, looking a surprised boy again. ‘What? How . . . ?’

‘I had my reasons. But I did not kill that family of cobblers on Esterberry Street.’

‘Your sword was found there.’

Tylar faced Perryl. ‘Do I look a child killer to you any more than a godslayer?’

‘No, but then again, I never imagined you a trafficker in repostilaries.’

Tylar turned his back on the Shadowknight.With even that one crime, he had broken his knightly vows. It was  reason enough to have been stripped of his Graces and cast out of the Order, but the crime of murder carried a heavier sentence: to be broken on the wheel, then sold into slavery.

‘The caste of Gray Traders at Akkabak Harbor knew I was about to expose them. They sought to discredit me.’ He glanced back to Perryl. ‘And they succeeded.’

‘So you claimed before the adjudicators, but the soothmancers said you spoke falsely.’

He lowered his head.

‘And they were not the only ones,’ Perryl whispered. ‘Kathryn—’

Tylar swung around sharply. ‘Do not speak her name in my presence, Perryl. I warn you.’

The young knight did not back down. ‘She said you were gone from your bed that night and returned bloody to the sheets. And when asked if she believed your claims of innocence, she denied you, a fellow Shadowknight and her own betrothed.’

Tylar hardened. ‘I will not speak any more of this. I’ve paid for my crimes and won my freedom in the rings as was my right.’

‘And what of the slaughter you’re accused of now?’

‘I expect no fairer justice in this matter. I know how it must appear, so let them have me.’

‘I can’t.’ Perryl balled a gloved fist. ‘A god has been slain, not some cobbler’s family. If for no other reason than to find out how you succeeded in bringing down one of the Hundred, the Order will intervene. The truth will be known.’

‘I have no faith in the Order.’

‘Then have faith in me.’

Tylar saw the pain in the other’s eyes. He touched  the man’s elbow. ‘You’ve soiled your cloak enough already, Perryl. Stay away before you’re dragged down with me.’

Perryl refused to move. ‘There is much you don’t know. As I warned you on the streets, these are dark and perilous times.’ The young man sighed. ‘Have you heard about Ser Henri?’

‘What of the old man?’ Tylar asked cautiously.

Henri ser Gardlen was the warden of the Order, the leader of Tashijan for as long as Tylar could remember. He ruled the Order and its council with a firm but even hand. It was only through Ser Henri’s intervention that Tylar had not been hung for his crimes.

‘He died . . . most strangely and suddenly.’

‘By all the Graces, how?’

‘His body was found on the stairs leading up to his tower, his face a mask of horror, his fingertips burned to the first knuckle.Tashijan is keeping the details shuttered. When I left there a half-moon ago, the Order was still in chaos. Factions war behind closed doors, vying for the seat of succession. I can only hope matters have settled to deal with the tragedy here.’

Tylar stood, stunned.

‘But that is not all. Strangeness abounds across all the lands. Over in the Fifth Land,Tristal of Idlewyld has gone into seclusion on his peak, cutting off all Graces to his sworn knights. Talk is that he raves. Ulf of Ice Eyrie has frozen his entire castillion, locking his court in hoar frost. None can enter or leave. And across the Meerashe Deep, rumors abound of a mighty hinter king rising on the Seventh Land, threatening to break out into the neighboring god-realms.’

Tylar shook his head. ‘I’ve heard none of this.’

‘Few have.The tidings are scattered and scarce. Perhaps they are merely a spate of bad fortune, but now this.’ He glanced to the doorway. ‘Ten days ago, Meeryn sent a raven to Tashijan and requested a blessed courier.’

‘You?’

Perryl nodded. ‘It was my honor.’

Tylar touched his brow in thought. Once gods settled to a land, they were rooted to it, requiring intermediaries to carry their messages between them. Only the most important messages were borne by the sworn couriers of the Order.

‘I don’t know how Meeryn’s death ties to all this,’ Perryl continued. ‘But I sense dark currents in the tides of the world. Something is stirring down deep, out of sight.’

‘And you think it struck here? To silence Meeryn?’

‘It seems an extraordinary coincidence that she summons a courier, and on the very day I step on this island, she is slain.’ Perryl reached to Tylar, touching his hand. ‘If you spoke the truth about that awful night, then Meeryn blessed you for some reason, healed you with the last of her Grace. She must have championed you for some purpose.’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps it was simply a final kindness for the man who comforted her during her last breath.’ He remembered the swell of Grace into him. His fingers wandered unbidden to the center of his chest, where she had touched him.

‘Did she say anything to you in those last moments?’

Tylar dropped his fingers and shook his head - then realized he was mistaken. ‘Wait.’ He focused back to Perryl. ‘She did say one thing. But it made no sense.’

‘What was it?’

He struggled to remember the exact pronunciation. ‘Riven . . . scryr.’

Perryl’s eyes pinched.

‘Does that mean anything to you?’

Perryl shook his head. ‘I . . . I’ve never heard of such a name.’ He backed a step, looking slightly paler. ‘But perhaps the scholars at Tashijan or in Chrismferry will know better. I should be going.There is much to arrange before I leave, much to ponder.’

As Perryl turned away, Tylar reached out to the edge of his friend’s cloak, but he dared not let his fingers soil it. The young Shadowknight fixed his masklin in place and studied his former teacher. ‘Be safe, ser.’

Tylar let his arm drop. ‘And you,’ he mumbled.

‘Until our cloaks touch again,’ Perryl said, then vanished away.

These last words were a common farewell among knights.Tylar turned to face his dank cell with its steaming chamberpot and snoring guest. Even fit and hale again, he felt like no knight.

The door slammed behind him, and the bar was shoved in place. The dungeon keep grumbled something about his clothes, but he didn’t dare ask for them back. Tylar wondered how long such protection would last once Perryl was gone.

Rogger groaned and rolled to face Tylar. ‘Talkative fellow, that tall dark one.’The thief must have been feigning sleep the entire time. ‘A friend of yours?’

Tylar settled to the mound of lice-ridden straw that was his bed. ‘Once . . . and maybe still.’

Rogger sat up. ‘He had much to say . . . and little else of real worth to offer.’

‘What do you mean?’ Tylar’s attention drew sharply  toward the bearded and branded fellow. He spoke more keenly than earlier. Even his manner seemed more refined.

‘As a pilgrim, I’ve journeyed far and wide. I’ve heard, too, of the dark tidings of which the young knight spoke. And not only in halls and castillions through which your once-and-maybe-again friend walked, but in those many places where the sun doesn’t shine as bright.’

His speech suddenly thickened again, his manner roughened, hunching a bit. ‘Th’art many a low tongue that’ll wag to a whipped dog that won’t speak to a lordling or maid.’

Tylar knew this true enough himself. The underfolk kept many secrets unto themselves.

‘Then again,’ Rogger continued, ‘there are many in high towers who speak freely at their castillion door, blind to the ragged pilgrim on their doorstep.’ A sly glint blew bright in his eye. ‘Or on the floor of a cell.’

It seemed sleep was not the only thing this thief had been feigning. There was more to the man than first impressed. ‘Who are you?’ Tylar asked.

Rogger started to wag a finger at him, then thought better of it and used it to dig a flea out of his beard. ‘Just a thief and a pilgrim.’ An eyebrow rose as he paused in his scratching. ‘Or rather should I say I’m as much a thief and pilgrim . . . as you are a knight?’

Tylar’s head hurt from trying to riddle meaning out of these strange words. ‘Are you truly on a pilgrimage? Was your story of Balger’s punishment true?’

‘Alas, as true as the stripes on my back, I’m afraid. But one story does not make an entire man, does it?’

Tylar had to agree.‘You mentioned hearing other grim tidings on your journeys. What sort of happenings?’

‘Rumors, whispers in the night, tales of black blessings and ilk-beasts stirring from the hinterlands. Your young friend has barely nicked the flesh on what’s really going on, but he still hit the heart of the matter. Something is indeed stirring out there.’

‘What?’

‘How in the naether should I know?’ Rogger rolled back to his straw billet. ‘And now that I finally have a bit of quiet, maybe I could get some true sleep. I doubt we’ll get much rest this night.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘The bells, ser knight, the bells.’

Tylar had almost forgotten. Meeryn’s deathwatch ended with the rising of the Mother moon. The death bells would announce her passing. They would surely peal all night.

He settled back to his own bed and pondered all that had been told him. But his thoughts kept returning to one moment - or rather one word.

Rivenscryr.

What did it mean? Why had Meeryn blessed him, healed him? Was it for him to be her champion, as Perryl had suggested? Was this word supposed to mean something to him?

Tylar sensed something unspoken in Perryl.The young man had paled with the mention of Rivenscryr. But if Perryl knew more, why hadn’t he spoken?

There could be only one answer.

Perryl must have sworn an oath. While the young knight might show his face to a man who had once been his teacher, even protect him, he would never break an oath.

Perryl had learned that much from Tylar.

Rolling to his side, Tylar tried to stop thinking, stop remembering.

It hurt too much.

 



Tylar startled awake in his bed, sitting up. He vaguely remembered dreams of being crippled again . . . and now waking to his hale body, he felt oddly disappointed. His broken body had sheltered him, hidden him these long years, requiring nothing of him but survival. But now Tylar had to face the world again, a whole man.

He groaned.

From beyond the lone window, hundreds of bells pealed, ringing and clanging. The noise was deafening.

He glanced upward. Full night had set in. Evening mists flowed in through the high barred window, pouring down like a foggy waterfall. His eyes grew accustomed to the gloom and spotted Rogger across the cell. The thief was standing under the window, bathed in mists.

‘It’s all over,’ Rogger said, noting him stir. ‘The Hundred are now ninety-nine.’

Tylar stood, joining him. He had heard the sorrow in the other’s voice. Despite the thief’s calculating and dismissive demeanor earlier, the man understood the loss, felt it deeply.

‘This is just the beginning,’ Rogger mumbled. ‘The first blood spilled. More will flow . . . much more . . .’

Though the night remained hot and muggy,Tylar shivered. Bells rang and rang, echoing out to sea and beyond. Cries could be heard rising in the night, mournful, pained, angry, frightened. Prayers were sung from a tower top, cast out to the skies.

The pair in the cell remained silent, standing under  the window for a long stretch. Rogger finally turned away, staring at Tylar. ‘You talk in your sleep, ser knight.’

‘So? What does it—?’

Rogger cut him off. ‘You were speaking in Littick, ancient Littick, the old tongue of the gods.’

Tylar found this claim doubly odd. First, he was hardly fluent in Littick. And second, how did a thief from the Dell even recognize Littick, especially ancient Littick? ‘What did I say?’ he asked, expecting no real answer.

‘You were whispering. It was hard to make out.’

‘Yet you’re sure it was Littick.’

‘Of course. What I did make out was clear enough. You kept saying, “Agee wan clyy nee wan dred ghawl.” Over and over again.’

Tylar pinched his brow. ‘What does that mean?’

Rogger pulled on his beard in thought. ‘It’s nonsensical. ’

‘Then it’s probably nothing. Dream babble, nothing more.’

Rogger seemed not to hear him. ‘“Agee wan clyy” . . . break the bone. “Nee wan dred ghawl” . . . and free the dark spirit.’

Tylar waved the words away. ‘As I was saying, dream babble.’

‘Then again,’ Rogger continued,‘clyy could mean body, rather than bone. Depends on the emphasis.’ The thief sighed. ‘And you were whispering.’

‘How do you know Littick so well?’

Rogger dropped his hand from his beard. ‘Because I once taught it.’

Before Tylar could inquire about such an oddity, voices arose from the hall, right outside the door. The peal of bells had covered the sound of approach.

Both men turned as the door was yanked open.

Castillion guards filled the hall, including the captain who had spat at Tylar days ago and named him Godslayer. The dungeon keep backed aside to let in two others: one cowled in a bloodred robe that glowed ruddily in the darkness, rich in Graces, and one dressed formally in gray with silver rings on each finger and ear.

A soothmancer and an adjudicator.

Their eyes fell on Tylar.

The gray figure stepped forward. ‘Tylar de Noche, you are to present yourself to the Summer Mount Court to be soothed and judged.’

Guards sidled in with swords drawn.The captain followed, carrying clanking iron manacles for wrist and ankle.

Rogger backed aside, mumbling,‘It seems your friend’s cloak was thinner than even he supposed.’

Tylar did not fight his manacles, even when they were snapped too tightly, pinching. Perryl was leaving as soon as the deathwatch had ended. These others must have come for him as soon as he boarded the flippercraft and was away. So much for respecting the command of a Shadowknight.

Poked in the back by the point of a sword, he was led out of the cell.

‘Bring the pilgrim god sinner,’ the soothmancer commanded from under the cowl of his red robe. ‘His guilt is as plain as the brands on his flesh. On this mournful night, we will cleanse our house of all who have blasphemed. The way must be pure to grieve the loss of the Brightness of the Isles.’
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