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This book is dedicated to the reader's cats.



Spark
INTHI, GOD OF Creation and First of the Ten, does not generally manifest in cities. This is somewhat paradoxical, considering most new ideas come from places where mortals gather in large numbers. But Inthi is a quiet, thoughtful sort of god and has trouble focusing when surrounded by too much noise and commotion. Even when they are called to a mortal’s private workshop, away from shouting vendors and screaming children, they cannot block out the soft but persistent hum of countless souls going about their daily business outside, each mind a bright beacon of wants and worries and dreams.
But today, unfortunately, they must make an exception.
Inthi is intimately familiar with their own Great Temple in Birsgen, and the enormous district surrounding it. Some call it the Flame District, but others simply call it Inthi’s District. Most large cities have one, a place where smiths and artisans and inventors come together to work and exchange ideas.
As Inthi approaches their temple, they hear mortal voices raised in argument. Standing on the steps are two people—a neutroi that Inthi recognizes as their own archpriest here in Ieflaria, and a priestess of Eran dressed in silver robes. The priestess is the source of most of the noise, waving her clenched fist in the archpriest’s face.
Inthi’s archpriest, however, is unimpressed. They wave a hand dismissively and say, “Your concerns are unwarranted.”
The priestess’s cheeks redden. From the rage that emanates from her mind, Inthi can tell reason has failed and now she is about to start cursing. Inthi walks up behind her and rests a reassuring hand on the prophet-priestess’s shoulder. “It’s all right,” they say. “I will handle it.”
Eran’s priestess looks at Inthi with wide, disbelieving eyes. She takes a step back, too dumbfounded to speak. Inthi’s own archpriest has not recognized them, but she has. With more effort, they can disguise themselves completely, but Inthi is not inclined to do so today.
“I appreciate your efforts,” they add. Only rarely do Eran’s priests take an active role in events. Most adhere to the philosophy that attempting to alter the future is pointless at best and disastrous at worst. This priestess must have decided that no outcome is worse than what she’s already seen in her dreams. “Excuse me.”
Inthi walks past the bemused archpriest and enters the temple. Inside is warm from the heat of dozens of forges, and every stone is steeped in magic. Countless prayers have been uttered within these walls. Generations of priests and artisans have labored here. Even if the temple was disassembled and all the stones cast into the sea, it would take centuries for the magic to dissipate from the air.
After taking a few moments to admire the new bronze statues decorating the temple’s anteroom, Inthi takes a side door into a hallway. All around them, mortal minds buzz with ideas; mortal hands wrest iron and copper into new shapes. It is still early, but most of them have been awake for hours. Some have not slept at all.
Inthi could have manifested directly at the source of the problem, but there is time enough to enjoy being in the temple. They pass a few priests in orange robes, but most of the mortals are dressed practically, with heavy leather gloves and large aprons. Some carry boxes, or tools, or push carts filled with scrap metal to be melted down and turned into something useful. Inthi brushes each mind as they pass, appreciating every mortal’s unique focus.
Finally, Inthi arrives at their destination. Within one of the temple’s many workshops is the source of today’s trouble. The door is locked, but the lock is a thing of metal and so it releases under Inthi’s touch effortlessly.
Gathered within the room are a group of mortals, five in total—three neutroi, one woman, one man, all wearing the pale-orange armbands that mark them as apprentices. They stand crowded around something large and heavy and silver, muttering to one another and scribbling down notes.
“What do we have here?” Inthi asks.
All the room’s occupants turn, as one, to look at Inthi. To their collective eyes, Inthi is just another apprentice, a colleague, or even a friend.
“We’re about to begin testing,” says one as Inthi approaches the device. “If you want to watch—”
“Just a moment,” says Inthi. They run their hands over the smooth metal shell of the device, appreciating the craftsmanship. Even now, they respect the labor that went into such an enterprise, the sleepless hours and the careful calculations.
Their hands find a small latch, and they open it. Under normal circumstances, this would result in every occupant of the room leaping up and wresting them away from the expensive, delicate creation, but Inthi exudes calm and reassurance and so the mortals remain where they are.
Inthi can smell sulfur. Anoran black powder—enough to bring the entire temple down and reduce the surrounding area to smoldering ruins. “Where did you get this?” they ask pleasantly. But now the mortals suspect something is wrong.
“Does it matter?” asks one, but now he is thinking the answer. Inthi can see it on the surface of his mind. It was smuggled into the country by Anoran traders. The empress forbids the sale of black powder to foreigners, but mortals will do just about anything if the price is right.
“I suppose not,” says Inthi. “Tell me this, then. What is the purpose of this device?”
Inthi already knows the answer, but they like to hear the mortals explain it in their own words, from their own point of view. And maybe, during the telling, Inthi will be able to determine precisely how it all went wrong.
There is no sudden glorious moment of awareness as the apprentices realize who they are. It has only been a slow, trickling realization, a growing incredulity twined with dread and awe. Nobody cries out or throws themselves on the floor—though a few of them are considering it.
“Well?” says Inthi patiently.
“In—in Anora, they have lances with black powder affixed to them,” stammers one of the apprentices, the design appearing in their mind. “They’re formidable weapons, but they’re small. We wanted to create something…larger.”
“Why?” asks Inthi.
The only reply is silence, though not because the mortals do not wish to admit the truth. They remain silent because there is no reason, only a pound of black powder and a universe of possibilities and that infuriating, delightful mortal mind that says, What if, what if, what if?
One of the apprentices stammers something about dragons, and another mumbles something about the Xytan Empire. But these are merely excuses, invented after the designs were put down on parchment to justify their actions to one another and to the priest who was meant to supervise them but is more interested in their own projects than the goings-on of a few upstart adolescents.
“I applaud your innovation,” Inthi says. “But you know you’re meant to conduct potentially dangerous tests on smaller models first. And something like this should be done outside the city.”
“We tried to find a field!” objects the lone female apprentice. She pauses, horrified by her own outburst, but Inthi nods encouragingly. “None of the farmers would let us, once we explained what we were doing.”
“Perhaps you ought to reflect on that,” says Inthi, hefting the device into their arms. The heavy silver monstrosity ought to be impossible for a single person to lift, but Inthi is capable of throwing it up in the air if they were so inclined. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to take this. I am sorry.”
The apprentices resemble a collection of kicked puppies, and the sight nearly makes Inthi relent. Only their knowledge of what would have happened if they’d been looking elsewhere this morning stops them.
That, and their memories of worlds past, destroyed in similar ways, by similar creations—
“I am sorry,” Inthi says again, and in that moment they do not know if they are addressing the apprentices or the ones they could not save. “Do not…try not to take it too harshly. You all have wonderful spirits. I am sure you will create great things together. But a spark of inspiration cannot compensate for a lack of discipline and direction.”
Inthi looks at each of the apprentices in turn. Their minds are full of disappointment and even anger, but already that is turning to shame. Inthi will not lecture them any longer. Their presence here is lecture enough, and probably will be for decades to come.
Inthi will take the device somewhere far away, somewhere remote and quiet and peaceful, and melt the iron shell in their hands. The metal will sink into the earth, the water. As Inthi works, they will think of nothing, especially not the ones who called their name as the sky turned orange and Inthi could only say, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, it’s nearly over—
They pull themselves from those memories and force a warm smile for the apprentices. Inthi only wants them to understand the danger in the mindless pursuit of invention, not to be deterred from ever dreaming again. “Don’t worry,” they say. “In time, you will understand.”
The black powder will be more difficult to dispose of safely, but Inthi can deconstruct it, reduce it down into its components, and scatter them harmlessly. They think of this, and nothing else—no prayers, no faces, no names—as they make their way out of the temple.
Later, when the apprentices go to gather up their notes, they will find only ashes.



Fathom
MERLA’S PLANE, SALIS, is not so different from Inthya—or at least the parts of Inthya that Merla frequents. Sometimes she forgets where she is. It is easy to get mixed up, for the parts of the ocean she likes best are lightless and icy.
As the goddess of the sea, she spends much of her time with the Mer. But her favorite places are too cold for them, and the pressure too great. She frequently drifts alone and yet not alone—there is so much life down here, sometimes gathered around the warm places, sometimes glowing bioluminescent, usually singing.
The statues that Men construct of Merla tend to depict her as a Mer. Sometimes, if the region is landlocked, she will be a woman. Occasionally she is some nightmarish fusion of the two, a distinctly mammalian woman with a Mer’s tail. Iolar tells her not to take offense; Dayluue murmurs that it is a compliment. Merla is not convinced, but she does not exact revenge. She knows the difference between stupidity and malice.
The Mer are not inclined to build statues. Webbed fingers and long claws make such enterprises difficult. Besides, if they wish to look at her, they know where she lives. She wonders if any of them have tried to tell the Men that their statues are wrong, and the paintings and mosaics as well. Not just the ones where she is a pink half mammal. All of them.
But maybe it is for the best that nobody does. The truth would only upset them.
Merla does not need Men’s prayers, not really. The Mer are enough to sustain her on their own, and she does not only have the Mer. There are other creatures in her oceans. They cannot speak, but they sing.
Sailors know to leave her dolphins in peace, but sometimes she has to frighten them away from her whales. In the coldest places, where Men have little else, she relents. The ocean is hungry, but Men are hungry, too. And they sing to her, to replace the songs they have silenced, and she supposes this is what they call justice, that thing she has never understood.
But her children are not so numerous as the Men, whose population seems to double every time she casts a glance upward. And Men are affable, almost aggressively so. They will worship anything that so much as returns their cheerful greetings, and that includes Merla herself.
She does not remember precisely when she began granting them blessings—the good blessings, the one she previously reserved for her favorite Mer—but suddenly there are temples, beautiful structures built upon the cliffs that gleam like beacons, and crowds of hundreds or even thousands singing in unison. Women calling themselves her priestesses walk upon the surface of the water and dance under the moonlight, and she watches their feet from below, baffled and enchanted.
And there are statues and paintings and mosaics and, yes, they are all wrong but they are for her and nobody can resist that sort of flattery.
The Mer are still her favorites and she does not try to pretend otherwise. To lie would be an insult. But she still takes an interest in Men. They are always doing ridiculous things, which are interesting to watch, and sometimes they just need to be set right.
For example, this latest business with the Elves.
The Men of Thiyra tolerate very little nonsense from the Elven parasites to the west. The Alliance has done an admirable job of keeping them confined to their own lands. But traders come from all over the world. Elves have a particular taste for sugar and chocolate, and this attracts merchants from the warm, sunlit lands where such crops grow.
Alliance sailors intercept the ships, but their policy is only to warn, not blockade, for the merchants come from kingdoms and empires too influential to offend. The traders all nod and listen respectfully as the sickly-pale Thiyrans lecture them about the danger of the Elves, lectures they could recite in their sleep. They grin knowingly at one another and roll their eyes when the Alliance sailors are not looking.
And then they carry on to Osweye, for Elven gold gleams as brightly as anyone else’s.
They probably are safe, though Merla will never admit it. The Elves are not fools; they know what will happen if merchants begin disappearing. No, the real worry is what will happen if the Elves manage to leave.
It has happened, recently. Elves in Ioshora, appealing to the Men of Ibaia, of Xytae, of Ieflaria and Vesolda. They wish to be allies; they wish to be friends; they wish for the ancient laws restricting their kind to be voided. Their arguments are reasonable—how can their entire race be called evil? How can they be held responsible for crimes committed thousands of years ago? Men happily explore the world, but keep the Elves confined; is that not injustice?
But the Ten will have none of this, and Merla does her part as well. She has four archpriestesses in Ioshora, one for each nation. The nightmares she sends are cruel and relentless, and the others do the same for their most influential followers, regents and nobles and priests.
There will be no parasites in Ioshora.
But Merla is still angry—or she tells herself it is anger, for the ocean does not know the meaning of the word fear. So now she waits just outside of Osweye’s waters, the nearest she is allowed to come to their lands—for the agreement between the Inthyan and Elven gods states that neither can enter the other’s territory. She examines each departing ship, touching each mind within briefly. They are mostly Men, but there are also cats. There are no Elves, though, neither openly on deck nor hidden away below.
But one particular ship catches Merla’s notice. She senses something amiss, and so she ascends. She will investigate—she will sink the ship entirely if need be. The Elves will not solicit Aquiim or Anora or any of the other continents in the way that they did Ioshora.
She reaches up and wraps two arms firmly around the ship, holding it in place. If there were any Mer escorting the ship, they would know her in a moment. But Mer are far wiser than Men, and they refuse to swim where Merla cannot follow.
The sailors all scream and wail as two more of Merla’s arms emerge from the sea. The ship is lifted into the air, and she turns it from side to side, inspecting it for any signs of Elven stowaways.
But it is not an Elf that has caught her notice. It is merely Elven magic, cold and sharp and alien against her mind. This ship once carried sugarcane, but it has unloaded its cargo. Now it sails for home with sixteen casks of gold. But one of the casks does not contain gold; it has merely been enchanted to appear so. The Ko’liani merchants have been cheated—but not terribly, for the cask contains silver, not bronze or stone.
The glamour will fade soon enough. No magic can last forever. But she doubts the sailors will notice until it is far, far too late to do anything about it. And then, will they realize the trick, or will they think it was simply an error? Perhaps the latter, given that the Elves were clever enough not to send them home with rocks.
But there is never any guessing what Men will do.
Merla sets the ship down, satisfied. Her arms unwind from the rails and retreat into the water, but the sailors are still screaming. Some are screaming for her. It is so tedious, so loud. This was for your own good, she wants to inform them, but she has other business to attend to.
She descends into the crushing, comforting dark and leaves the Men to their panic.



Vitality
EYVINDR LIKES TO think he is good at staying out of arguments. Someone is always angry with someone else in Asterium, but Eyvindr tries to refrain from taking sides or even letting anyone know that he is interested in their quarreling to begin with. His sole priority is the survival of Men. Though numerous, they are fragile, and it seems they’re always finding new ways to kill themselves.
The weather in southern Xytae is beautiful at this time of year. He picks a quiet place to manifest, near the fields that are to be prepared for planting today. These rituals have been badly neglected in past years, for most of his priests were commanded to leave their communities and tend exclusively to the fields that grew crops for the war effort.
Eyvindr tries not to judge them too harshly for following the emperor’s edict—he knows what the penalty for treason is in Xytae. He’d responded by deliberately weakening the soil in the Imperial Fields, for he could think of no clearer sign of his disapproval. But only a few priests had spoken to the Xytan commanders about the phenomenon, and their words went ignored.
Xytae is a complicated subject and has been for thousands of years. But Emperor Ionnes is finally dead, so perhaps now—
“Oh, hello!” comes a cheerful voice from behind him. Eyvindr turns and finds himself staring down at a smiling mortal woman. She does not wear a priest’s green robe, but his own verdant magic glows within her body. “I don’t think I’ve met you yet. Did you only just arrive?”
Eyvindr opens his mouth to reply, but Princess Vitaliya goes on without waiting for a response.
“You’re just in time. You can start on the west end. Florus is on the east, and Terzo at the south, so we’ll all meet in the middle, hopefully. Wave if you need anything.” She turns on her heel and runs off toward the north, her spirit as light and carefree as a young child’s.
Eyvindr stares after her for a minute, uncertain. He manifested as one of his own priests, and so perhaps it is his own fault for not using a few extra drops of magic to remain unseen. But he has no reason to refuse the assignment—in fact, the thought of actively participating in this ritual fills him with nostalgia—so he begins to walk toward the western end of the field.
Bordering the southern side, nearest to the town, a small crowd of people are gathered. When the wind shifts, it carries the scent of roasting meat and faint strains of music. Before the war, a day like today would be akin to a local festival. But now, this humble gathering will have to do until the country recovers.
Eyvindr kneels to press his hands into the soil. How many hours did he spend teaching his followers to do this when Inthya was young and Men were new? Thousands. Perhaps tens of thousands. He remembers those first ones who approached when they saw him in their fields. They had clutched their spears and moved tentatively, as though he might turn out to be a well-disguised wildcat.
But curiosity always wins out over fear when it comes to Men.
Eyvindr possesses the power to finish this entire field in an instant, but he is not in any hurry, nor does he wish to attract attention. He watches the others to mark their progress, so that he will not move too quickly or too slowly.
There is a lot to think about in the meantime. His eyes return to the girl who approached him. She pours magic from her fingertips into the northern end of the field. He knows her; he remembers her. When she was born, he granted her an enviable blessing even though he had no specific plan for her—at least, nothing beyond using her influence as a princess to empower himself. When Dayluue indicated her to him, years later, and asked, Are you using her for anything? he’d said no.
He supposes he ought to thank her, for an empress consort has more influence than a princess, but Dayluue did not do any of it for him.
As planned, the four of them meet up in the center of the field. The town’s residents approach with earthenware jugs full of sweet wine and small fish roasted on sticks. Eyvindr politely declines these without explanation. Very few gods enjoy the act of eating. He will slip away once everyone is too drunk or distracted to notice.
He senses Ioanna long before he sees her, a veritable beacon of magic in the otherwise peaceful countryside. When she finally arrives, she is flanked by six paladins and riding on an expensive horse that she is clearly uncomfortable on. The residents of the town overreact dreadfully to the sight, gasping and bowing and even throwing themselves on the ground.
A paladin helps Ioanna down. She is so much smaller than Eyvindr expected, a tiny, radiant sun. Vitaliya rushes to her, smiling brightly, and wraps her in a tight embrace. Her hands are muddy, staining Ioanna’s expensive dress, but neither girl seems to mind. They both laugh, and Eyvindr feels a flicker of hope for all the inhabitants of this miserable, crumbling empire.
Perhaps things truly are changing in Xytae.
Over Vitaliya’s shoulder, Ioanna regards him strangely. He is not a chaos god, so her blessing will not immediately alert her to his presence, but surely she can sense the deception on him, given that he’s pretending to be a priest. She murmurs something to Vitaliya, probably, Who is he?
Vitaliya, indiscreet as ever, turns around to look directly at Eyvindr. “He’s just a priest!” She speaks loudly enough that he can hear her. “He helped us with the fields today.”
Ioanna does not appear reassured by this, but she gives Eyvindr a weak smile and turns away, obviously embarrassed to be caught staring. “You said there would only be two priests here today,” she mutters.
“I suppose I was wrong. What’s the matter?” Vitaliya’s cheerful tone turns solemn.
“I don’t know,” murmurs Ioanna. “A feeling.”
Eyvindr decides he will leave as soon as everyone is looking elsewhere. But before he can do that, Vitaliya breaks away from Ioanna and goes over to him. She is smiling, and while there is a shadow of suspicion in her mind, it is suppressed by curiosity.
And curiosity wins out over fear. Every time.
“Hello! I didn’t ask your name!”
He cannot give a false name; Ioanna will sense his lie. How absurd, that she should be so powerful that not even he can deceive her! But if he tells the truth, the gathering will be ruined and everyone will crowd around, begging for favors and miracles and prophecies.
Vitaliya’s habit of not letting people get a word in edgewise saves him. “I am trying to get to know all of Eyvindr’s priests here in Xytae!” she explains. “It may be impossible, since there’s so many of you. But I’m still going to try. The temple’s been badly neglected. Ioanna’s asked me to work alongside the Archpriest in Xyuluthe to determine what needs to be done to fix everything.”
As she speaks, Ioanna approaches them. She doesn’t say anything, but Eyvindr knows she expects an explanation for his presence here.
“To be perfectly honest with you, I only came to observe today,” he says to Vitaliya. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen these rituals done properly here. But when you asked for my help, I did not want to be rude.”
“Oh!” Vitaliya’s cheeks turn red. “Oh goodness, I’m sorry! And I didn’t even ask, I just assigned you a corner!”
“Vitaliya!” Ioanna shakes her head. The suspicion in her mind is gone, replaced by affectionate exasperation. “You made this poor man help you with the fields when he only came to drink and listen to the music?”
“I’m sorry! I assumed!” Vitaliya covers her face with her hands, but she is giggling. “He should have worn something else! I’m sorry.”
“Think nothing of it,” soothes Eyvindr. “I am glad to help. And four can have it done faster than three.”
Ioanna asks Vitaliya something, and Eyvindr backs away quietly. It is time to return to Cembra. He has been here too long and Ioanna will recognize him sooner or later. Before he departs, though, he casts one look at Vitaliya.
She is young and inexperienced, but her joy is infectious. If Ioanna is a sun, then Vitaliya is a flower. And Xytae needs someone influential speaking for him, now more than ever.
Dayluue could have done worse. Perhaps he will thank her after all.



Clear
AT THE HEART of Solarium stands an enormous spire of quartz and gold, and this is where Iolar, God of Order, spends most of his time. He requires a great deal of peace and quiet to work effectively, and sometimes that means putting space between himself and his souls.
He tries not to neglect them completely, for they grow distressed when they don’t see him. Though he has never said this to anyone, Iolar doesn’t like how he becomes when he is away from them for too long. Without Men, he is too cold, too calculating. Heartless.
Perhaps they are his heart, for the man-shaped avatar he wears is nothing more than a touch of light and magic, and there is nothing within it but more of the same. He wears it for the benefit of Solarium’s inhabitants, who prefer to see him like this even though by now they understand it is not his true self.
Nobody is forbidden to set foot in Iolar’s spire, but the appearance—and the long journey to the top—is generally enough to make souls reconsider whether a matter truly requires his personal attention.
There are rules in Solarium. No running, no shouting, no fighting outside the designated sparring areas. Iolar seldom has to enforce them himself; most of his souls are not inclined to those things in any case. Those few that are—particularly ones who chose Solarium to follow a loved one, rather than out of loyalty to him or his domain—can be kept in line by the others. There are thousands of paladins here, and they enforce his laws in death as they did in life.
Iolar does not think of himself as a restrictive god, though he knows many would scoff at this, mortals and gods alike. For his worshippers, who love order and peace as much as he does, his laws are hardly oppressive. They’re more a list of things nobody wanted to do anyway.
Solarium is a city, seemingly endless. Determined souls can sometimes find the edges, where alabaster buildings give way to golden fields. But most do not think to leave the city. The structures contain everything one might want, though sometimes one must go searching through streets and districts if they’re after something specific. But Iolar understands that mortals enjoy the search as much as the act of finding. They grow discontented when things are handed to them too readily.
There is paper; there is ink; there are instruments and tools and everything someone might need to keep themselves occupied until Inthya’s sun goes dark. There is excellent company—some of the finest minds to ever live have elected to spend the rest of their existence in Solarium, and he enjoys seeing them gather to discuss new ideas.
Solarium contains every book ever written, scattered throughout its countless libraries and studies and workshops. Some can no longer be found on Inthya, for every copy has been destroyed, but they still exist in Solarium and always will. There are transcriptions of stories that were never written down, only spoken. Occasionally, someone finds a book left over from a different world.
In any case, his souls entertain themselves and one another, leaving him free to monitor the barrier that insulates Asterium from the rest of the void. Not just Solarium’s border, every plane’s, simultaneously. Of all Inthya’s gods, no one is better suited for this work than he is. His magic, his domain, his very nature means that he can sense a breach long before any of the others take notice.
Clear. Clear. Clear.
Even those gods he does not care for, those ones with domains he finds distasteful, must be protected from the things that dwell in the void. Sometimes a less powerful god will call anxiously to him when something drifts too near for comfort. But usually their attentions are turned inward, toward Inthya. They want to forget.
“I can’t remember my name,” murmurs a soft voice from behind him. “I knew it a moment ago.”
Iolar turns his conscious mind away from monitoring the barrier, though part of him will always be watching, listening, waiting. Standing there is Tiru, one of the oldest souls in Solarium that still retains an independent consciousness. In life, he was a truthsayer, and he is the one most frequently sent when the others want something from Iolar.
“Your name is Tiru,” says Iolar.
“Did I have a family name?”
“No. Mortals didn’t have those when you lived.”
“That’s right!” The concern falls from Tiru’s face. “That’s right.”
“Is that all you needed?”
Clear. Clear. Clear.
“No.” Tiru is himself again, coherent and stable. “The paladins say something must be done about the tree. It has killed again.”
“The Order of the Sun will handle it.”
“They have not yet discovered its true nature. They walk past it, circle around it, stare up at the sky—”
“They will.” Iolar turns his attention back to Asterium’s borders.
Clear. Clear. Cl—no!
Something approaches the barrier, but it is not an old enemy. It is just a little parasite, a cosmic leech looking for an easy meal. It is weak and mindless now, but if it latches on, that will change.
With a thought, Iolar crushes it. This is really Reygmadra’s responsibility, the act of killing, but the leech is so tiny that it hardly counts. It spills its siphoned power across the void, and Iolar collects it up so more are not attracted to the spot.
Clear. Clear. Clear.
Asterium teems with life and power. Inthya, nestled within it like an infant swaddled in blankets, is an even greater prize. Attacks are not common, for he and his siblings have held their own for so long that most do not trifle with them anymore. But they have lost enough worlds to know that they are never completely safe, that there is always something larger, crueler, hungrier—
It is best not to dwell on these things.
“I was eaten by a tree!” a paladin screams in Iolar’s face, drawing him to the immediate present once again. A bloody gauntlet connects with his eye.
Iolar does not take this personally. Mortals are most irrational at the moments immediately before and after death, and this one has only been in Asterium for a few minutes. The paladin appears as he was in the moment before his death, down to the tattered uniform and open wounds dripping blood onto the clean floor.
It is not truly blood, nor is his body truly flesh. He is only a soul now, pure and uncomplicated by matters of biology. But his soul remembers his body, and it will be a long time before it forgets. In a few weeks, the wounds will vanish. In a few months, he might appear younger—that is especially common with older mortals. Some even revert to their childhood forms, but most appear as they were in the summer of their lives, unburdened by age.
“You did not need to do that,” says Iolar. The punch didn’t hurt, for his avatar is only an illusion and no mortal can touch his true form. But there is no call for such rude behavior.
The paladin stares up at him, panting heavily. He does not need to breathe anymore, but that habit will be one of the last to go. His eyes are wild with pain and fear and rage, and Iolar’s mild exasperation gives way to sympathy.
Very few people enjoy dying.
“All right,” Iolar says, relenting at long last. “All right. Let’s see about this.”
He turns his attention to Inthya, to the “tree” he has heard so much about. A malevolent wave of magic brushes against his mind as he reaches out. The tree is rooted in northern Dossau, in a forest bordering a remote farming settlement. Most residents are shepherds, and the only temple in the village is undedicated. In the last month, sixteen sheep and seven people have gone missing. The paladin that punched him in the face had been among those sent to investigate the disappearances.
If Iolar was asked to make a list ranking each of his fellow gods’ intelligence, he would put Iius, God of Gluttony, quite near to the bottom, if not dead last. But this time he must admit he’s impressed. Nobody expects a chaos god to manifest as a tree. He wonders if Iius came up with this idea himself, or if someone else suggested it to him.
Still, Iolar has to draw the line somewhere, and he supposes this is as good a place as any.
You have two minutes, he informs Iius.
Iius grumbles, but he knows this is a fight he has no chance of winning. He is gone in a matter of seconds, retreating to his plane and leaving his bizarre avatar behind. Once two minutes have passed, a bolt of lightning strikes the tree and burns it to cinders.
“There. It is done,” Iolar tells the paladin. “Worry no longer.”
His fellow paladins will find the charred tree when they go out searching for their missing companion. Enough of the wood will have burned away that they will have no trouble finding his remains within. And, as paladins are inclined to do, they will assume he died a valiant, glorious death. They will assume he incinerated the tree along with himself once he realized he was trapped.
They will call him a hero, a legend, a martyr. He will be buried with honors.
“You might have done that two weeks ago,” mumbles the paladin, but already anger is giving way to shame. “Or when I was calling to you for help. Screaming. Dying. Being eaten.”
“I understand your frustration,” says Iolar. “I know you will find this difficult to accept, but I am not solely occupied with Inthya’s welfare. There are other matters which require my constant attention, and—”
“I dedicated my life to you!” cries the paladin. It is rare that anyone interrupts him, and so Iolar waits and listens. “I trusted you. I was promised you’d guide me, and I promised others the same. Why—what—what was so important that when I needed you most, you were gone?”
“I will show you,” says Iolar.
The top floor of the tower is almost completely open. Only a few leaping arches, which serve to hold up the decorative tip of the spire, block out the clear blue sky in perfectly even segments. Iolar leads the paladin to the nearest edge and gestures outward.
Mortals do not readily perceive the edge of Asterium; their minds shy away from it. When a soul begins to take note of the void, watching it, murmuring about the light and the color, Iolar knows they are near to rejoining with him.
“I only see the sky,” says the paladin. “Blue sky, and fields…”
“No, beyond that.”
The paladin is quiet. Iolar can see into his mind; it is like gazing through a pool of water. He is wondering if this is a trick, if Iolar is going to push him off the edge as punishment for his disrespectful behavior. When no such punishment comes, the paladin’s thoughts turn more rational. He wonders, Am I doing it wrong?
It will be a moment before his mind adjusts to observing the void, before he realizes what he mistook for nothing is as full of life as the world he just departed.
And when he does, he screams.
Clear.
Clear. Clear. Clear.



Breach
THE WOMAN SITS at her window and stares up at the night sky. She has not uttered a prayer in years, though she occasionally lights a single black candle. Most nights, she only thinks of how grateful she is for the window.
“Do you know how to sew?” Talcia asks her.
Eydis pulls her eyes away from the stars. The years have aged her, but she is still young and the expression of shock on her face makes her look even younger.
Among Talcia’s own children, Eydis’s sentence would be considered unspeakably cruel. By the standards of men, it is absurdly lenient. Talcia would personally prefer execution to such a long confinement. But Men see things differently. They always have.
“What?” murmurs Eydis softly. She blinks at Talcia several times, as though the presence of her patron goddess might be a trick of the light. “Are you here to kill me?”
“Of course not,” says Talcia. “Now, do you know how to sew?”
“Yes. Yes, I know how…”
“Come with me. I need your help with something.”
The door to Eydis’s room is locked securely every night, but now it stands open. Eydis follows Talcia out into the hall cautiously. As far as prisons go, this place is nearer to a dormitory than a dungeon, and the prisoners here are not dangerous. Only one guard is on patrol, and he walks past Talcia and Eydis without acknowledging either of them.
When Talcia interacts with Men, her avatar is that of a woman. Among dragons, she is a dragon. Among unicorns, she is a unicorn. And so on. Mortals, regardless of their race, prefer to see her as one of their own kind. But when they step outside, into the darkness, Talcia shifts into her dragon form. It is her favorite avatar, and most suited for the journey they are about to make. She could simply transport the two of them to their destination in a moment, but mortals often find that disorienting and she needs Eydis at her best for the task ahead.
“Sit at the base of my neck,” Talcia commands. “We’re going to fly.”
“I can’t leave.” This is an odd objection to raise, considering they have already left and currently stand outside the prison. Talcia sighs, underestimating how massive the sound will be when coming from a full-sized dragon. Eydis flinches as though she expects to be swallowed whole.
“Nobody will notice you are gone,” Talcia says. “And I will bring you back when we are finished. If that is what you desire.”
Eydis nods fervently. Well, Talcia has never pretended to understand Men. She climbs onto Talcia’s back, settling between the base of her neck and her wing joints. Talcia waits to be sure she is sitting securely before throwing herself into the air.
The night is cold, and her dragon avatar hates the cold. So does Eydis, and so she is careful not to fly too quickly, or too high. Fortunately, Eydis is more preoccupied with the sky than the temperature. She clings to Talcia’s obsidian scales as she tilts her head upward to gaze up at the stars as though they are old friends.
They fly on and on, until they reach the breach.
There is no missing it, particularly in darkness, for the edges glow like an aurora and send unnatural colors dancing across the valley, cobalt and emerald and amethyst. Within it, though, is nothing inky blackness. Eydis gasps at the sight.
“What is that?” she whispers.
“A breach,” says Talcia, knowing this will mean nothing to the mortal woman. “A hole in reality.”
“Where did it come from?” asks Eydis.
Talcia pulls her wings in for a landing. Once Eydis’s feet are safely on the ground, she shifts into her woman-shaped avatar.
As far as breaches go, this one is small. Hovering at around chest height, it’s about the size of an adult man’s hand. If left unattended, it will grow larger. The bright colors throw long shadows across the valley, but the shadows it casts are incorrect, bending at unnatural, impossible angles.
Two figures stand in front of the breach, illuminated by the strange light. They have no faith whatsoever in Talcia’s plan, but they are loyal to her. After all, she is the one who speaks on their behalf whenever things go too far.
It only takes a moment for Eydis to realize they are both chaos gods; their avatars give them away. She freezes like a rabbit who has spotted a wolf.
Thyana is the shorter of the two. Her silhouette is that of a woman, but as one approaches, they see the truth of it. Her skin is a starless night sky, though the colors of twilight sometimes fade in and out of visibility. She was once the goddess of the stars, but that was a long time ago. Her domain shift was not a single dramatic, inglorious event. Few ever are. It was a slow and gradual process that took hundreds of years of the mortals reassigning her domains to Merla and Nara, cutting away at her gradually until she had nothing. Now she is the goddess of dusk, misleading travelers and sowing confusion, drawing strength from fear and regret.
She is still beautiful, though, and the freckles on her cheeks gleam like molten silver in a tribute to what she has lost.
And there is Edan. The less said about his avatar of choice, the better, but he was still Talcia’s first choice for this task. Many of their kind will freeze up at the sight of an Outsider, wasting precious seconds. Edan is vicious and decisive. He will not hesitate. His domain—wrath—is not one she approves of under most circumstances, but she understands his importance. Even if the Ten did away with Edan, the mortals would simply assign someone else to fill the void he left behind.
“They will not harm you,” Talcia murmurs to Eydis, though she can tell the mortal woman is not even slightly reassured by this. “We are all allies here.”
Talcia withdraws something from one of her many pockets. It is only a needle, though larger than average (or so Inthi tells her—she cannot think of anything further removed from her domain than the act of sewing). It glows faintly orange in the darkness. She passes it over to Eydis, who accepts it carefully.
“Thread your magic through the eye,” instructs Talcia. She does not think she has ever seen a mortal look so baffled before, so she adds, “You will sew the breach shut.”
“I can’t do that!” gasps Eydis. “That’s impossible!”
“Try your best. You won’t be punished if you can’t manage it.”
Eydis stares down at the needle as though it is a venomous snake. After a long moment of hesitation, she calls her magic to her hand. It is pale blue in color, nearly white. Eydis shapes it into a string and guides one end through the needle’s eye, as Talcia instructed.
Her movements are deft and graceful. She guides the magic with her fingertips, even looping it into a knot at the end. Talcia is impressed—none of her own creations have the manual dexterity for a task like this.
Iolar is not present, but Talcia knows he is watching. It took decades of persuasion, but she finally convinced him to allow a breach to open on Inthya to perform this experiment. It is antithetical to his nature, but not even he can deny what it will mean for all of them if Eydis is successful.
Eydis raises the needle, uncertain, but plunges it into the glowing edge of the breach. She has decided that she is dreaming, and none of this is real. She pulls the thread through and brings the needle down to the lower edge of the tear. As she draws the string of her magic taut, the two glowing edges draw together.
Eydis’s stitches are small and satisfyingly even as they glimmer in the air. As the breach is pulled closer and closer shut, the light it casts begins to dim as well. By the time Eydis is finished, tying off the end and snapping the remainder of the magic thread free, those strange colors are barely visible over the ice-blue glow of the stitches.
Eydis turns to Talcia. “Is this what you wanted?”
“It is,” she confirms. It looks like it will hold—not forever, of course, and even without resistance the magic will eventually dissipate unless Eydis stands here and actively maintains it. But it is further than they have ever come before. “Step back. We’re going to test it.”
Eydis does not have to be told twice. She scurries to stand behind Thyana, whom she apparently has decided is slightly more trustworthy than Edan.
“Let it through,” Talcia says in Asterial.
Even at this distance, she can sense Iolar’s reluctance. But he has promised to allow her this one experiment. He cannot break his word. He is incapable of it.
Be ready, he warns her.
Talcia calls sparkling obsidian magic to her hands. Beside her, Edan readies his claws. Eydis peers out from behind Thyana’s shoulder.
Something hits the seam from the inside.
Eydis shrieks and stumbles back, but the cry was one of surprise, not pain. She is unharmed. The magical stitches stretch and bulge as the thing within tries to emerge. Talcia knows Iolar will not have allowed anything too powerful through, but her avatar’s throat constricts unpleasantly as the magic strains.
But Eydis’s handiwork holds. No matter how the thing struggles, Eydis’s tiny, neat stitches do not break. And soon enough, all goes still as the intruder apparently decides that no meal is worth this sort of effort.
“It’s coming your way,” she calls to Iolar. There is a short pause. The faint, colorful glow that marked the edges of the breach goes dark. A moment later, Eydis’s stitches dissipate, and the valley is as still and silent as it was before the experiment began.
Clear, confirms Iolar.
“Is that all you have to say?” She laughs wryly. But apparently it is, for no reply comes. She’ll go to Solarium and get a proper answer from him later. But for now…
“Is everything all right?” worries Eydis.
“Yes, it was meant to disappear,” Talcia reassures her. “It’s been closed from the other side.”
“What other side?”
Talcia hesitates. There are rules, and there are rules. Rules are for breaking; rules cannot be broken, not without also breaking the universe they have been written into. The mortals not knowing about the Outsiders is a rule, not a rule, but it is enforced so strictly that it feels like it ought to be.
“She deserves to know,” murmurs Thyana in Asterial. “Isn’t that why we’re doing this? So the mortals might have a chance to defend themselves this time?”
“What is she saying?” asks Eydis, looking intently at Talcia.
“Never mind. Do you still want to go back?”
“I do.” Eydis wrings her hands. “It’s only right.”
Talcia does not argue. Her ideas of what is “right” seldom go over well with Men, even those who have her blessing. “We will leave now.”
“But…” Eydis swallows. “What was that thing? Inside the breach?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“I’m already worrying about it!” Sensing there is no progress to be made with Talcia, she turns to Thyana, holding her hands out in a gesture of despair. “You can’t show me all that and expect me not to worry!”
“Are we finished here?”
Edan interrupts, also in Asterial. He appears determined to ignore the mortal woman in their midst. But it is not rudeness or even disdain that drives his actions. He has not been allowed to harm anything tonight. If his nature gets the better of him, Eydis will certainly be the one to suffer for it.
“Yes. You may go,” says Talcia. Edan is gone before she even finishes the sentence. “Eydis…”
“Never mind,” the ex-priestess sighs. Her fear has drained away, leaving only familiar guilt and remorse behind. “I don’t deserve to know, do I?”
“No,” says Talcia. “It’s nothing to do with any of that. The truth of the matter is simply that I don’t wish to frighten you any more than I already have tonight.”
Eydis appears to accept this. But she looks at Thyana. “I recognized Edan, but I do not know you,” she says. “What is your name?”
Thyana tilts her head to the side, obviously surprised. But Eydis spends so much time contemplating her own regrets, it is no surprise that she should be drawn to Thyana.
“Stay away from her,” says Talcia in a calm, even voice. “She will drown you in your own sorrow.”
Thyana gives Eydis a rueful smile. “It’s true,” she whispers. “But if it’s any consolation, I’ll feel terrible afterwards.”
But mortals can generally be counted on to do the exact opposite of what they are told. Talcia knows that the next candle Eydis lights will not be for her.
Another problem for another day, she supposes.
The journey to the prison is uneventful, and soon enough they are back in Eydis’s little room. Talcia prepares to leave, but Eydis’s voice breaks through the silence.
“It was an accident, you know.”
Talcia knows. If things had gone differently, Eydis might have been Talcia’s archpriestess in Ieflaria. If she had not tried to murder a visiting queen in a moment of uncharacteristic desperation and poisoned her greatest advocate instead.
“I might have killed her,” Eydis presses, openly searching for a reaction.
“Would you prefer it if I shouted at you?”
“Yes.”
“There is nothing I can say to you that is crueler than what you are saying to yourself,” says Talcia. “I apologize if that disappoints you.”
“I don’t understand why you’re not angry.”
“Why should I be? You identified a threat to your survival and took steps to eliminate it.”
Eydis shakes her head, baffled. “They were right, weren’t they? The ones who said you’re nearer to being a dragon than a woman.”
“I should hope so.” A smile pulls at Talcia’s lips. “Now get some sleep. Please.”
Eydis does not reply, but she does not need to. Talcia can sense her intentions. Eydis will fall asleep soon enough, but first she is going to look at the stars.



Home
PEMELE MANIFESTS FAR enough away from the house that nobody will see her appear out of thin air. Winter is always brutal in Eskas, but today seems particularly determined to spite her, with heavy flakes falling so thickly that she can barely see where she’s going. She moves through the knee-deep snow as efficiently as her avatar can manage.
As she approaches the cottage, the front door swings open. A young child with messy blond hair stands inside, looking up at her with frightened eyes. Pemele hurries in, stomping the snow from her boots and pulling the hood of her cloak down. Melting snow trickles down her neck.
The avatar she has chosen today is identical to the town’s midwife. The true midwife had every intention of coming but slipped on a patch of ice and broke her ankle not ten steps away from her own front door.
The midwife’s prayer to Pemele was not for herself, as she was able to hobble inside to safety, but for the woman she had been setting out to help. Her desperation and worry cut through the quiet murmur of softer, more mundane prayers that echo eternally through Pemele’s mind, prompting her to intercede directly.
The family living here is atypical for the region—there are five of them, and none are related by blood. The child who opened the door was orphaned two summers ago, and the adults living here took him in when no one else would.
Still, they are a family, and everything here falls under her domain.
Pemele looks around the cottage. She can feel the bones of it, can feel the places that stood before the current residents arrived, and the places that were added on later to accommodate so many. A fire roars in the central room, and on a different night, they might all be gathered around it. Nearly everything in this house has been built or crafted by its inhabitants—furniture, blankets, clothing. They have made it their own, and her spirit responds to it. If a miracle is required under this roof, she will find it particularly easy.
The child leads her to a bedroom. The rest of the family here—one man, one neutroi, two women. One of the women is on the bed, sweat beading at her forehead, gasping, trying her best to swallow her screams. Her name is Julienna; her child will be named Cele. She repeats it in her mind like a chant, a prayer. She is thinking of Cele, Cele, Cele, matching the rhythm with her breath. But she smiles when Pemele enters the room, and relief washes through everyone gathered.
This labor will be long, but Pemele could deliver a child with her eyes closed. She takes her place by Julienna’s side and begins to recite the familiar questions. She could take the answers directly from Julienna’s mind, but that feels cold and impersonal. She leans in close to hear the whispered answers and nods reassuringly.
There is so much blood in her domain, though people never seem to remember that. Her paintings feature flowers and smiling children; her statues carry loaves of bread. Nobody has ever painted her up to her elbows in blood; nobody has built a statue depicting her after two full days with no sleep.
This is the nature of Men, plucking the ideal from the ugly. She is not offended, though; she understands why they do it. In her experience, Men desire safety above all else. To look at an image of her and be reminded of everything that could go wrong is not comforting.
Another prayer comes in, simple enough that Pemele can answer it while not diverting her attention from her task. A woman in Coplon has learned that her husband is having an affair with their neighbor. She is in a panic. She does not know what to do. He will be home any moment. The door is opening. He stands before her and tries to behave like nothing is wrong.
The woman reaches out and closes her fingers around the handle of her favorite cast-iron frying pan. The weight is familiar; the weight is comforting; the weight is both sword and shield for a woman who has neither.
Put it down, says Pemele. This is not who you are.
That was all the distraught woman needed. She did not want to do it, not really. She has never committed an act of violence in her life. There is a good chance she would have never gone through with it at all. The frying pan hits the floor, cracking the stone tiles. Her husband cries out in surprise, asks what is wrong with her, but she does not answer him.
I do not know what to do, the woman tells Pemele. I’m lost.
What would you tell your daughter to do if she was in your situation? Pemele asks. The woman goes quiet, but not from lack of an answer. Pemele monitors her a while longer, but now the woman is preoccupied with what things she will take to her mother’s house and what she will leave behind.
The labor goes on. The true midwife might have told the other three adults to leave the room, but Julienna seems to benefit from their presence. They gather around, distracting her from her pain. They speak in soft, low voices, and when Pemele stops to listen in, she realizes they are recounting stories from the last midsummer festival. Julienna clings to the man’s hand.
Another prayer, this one from a father. He was walking through a market, and now his daughter is missing. He is beginning to panic, hurrying through the stalls, calling out her name. Terrible images are beginning to encroach on his mind, and he fights back tears.
Pemele finds the girl on the other side of the market with her hands in a fountain, soaked through and laughing as she splashes another child. Pemele fills the father’s mind with a quick but vivid image of his daughter, and he races to the spot. As he clutches the girl in his arms, he whispers a prayer of thanks.
Julienna screams.
Not every day is like this. Yesterday, she helped the adult children of an elderly Anoran noble search their estate for the only surviving copy of an old family recipe that their dying parent wished to taste one last time. There was an incredible amount of ground to cover, but Pemele found it, tucked away among stacks of scrolls in someone’s neglected personal library.
The midwife carries a bag of herbs, but Pemele can do better than that. She presses magic into Julienna’s mind, easing her pain. The screams become soft whimpers, but her family is growing concerned as they watch her shake. None of them have ever witnessed a birth before, and their worry and fear are cutting into her spirit, making it difficult to concentrate.
“I think it would be best to clear the room,” says Pemele. The woman and neutroi leave without a fight—in fact, they might be relieved to be dismissed—but the man looks at her imploringly. She can sense the connection between him and the still-dreaming baby, and so she relents.
One would think that this might fall under Dayluue’s domain, but no. Dayluue does get occasional prayers like this, usually from those who were married by her priestesses, but she always passes them right along to Pemele. Dayluue is consistently baffled by children—she seems to regard them as a unique species all of their own, rather than just small Men. She approves of children as a general concept but has no idea what to do with a real one.
But Pemele doesn’t really mind. Her domain and Dayluue’s may overlap in places, but they are not the same at all. They know their own strengths, and one another’s. They do not try to encroach on one another—neither is inclined to take more than they need. Besides, there is more than enough love in the world to sustain them both.
The night passes in this way, with Pemele dividing her attention between the prayers that require her immediate attention and Julienna’s laboring. With the rising of the sun, the harsh, shrill cries of a newborn baby fill the cottage. She hands the baby’s father a knife so that he can cut the cord, and the family fills the room again, relieved and smiling, and Julienne laughs through her tears as she hugs her newborn baby to her chest.
Pemele hates to go when the love surrounding her is so strong, but she has been here for hours and the rest of the world needs her too. She slips away quietly, knowing there will be a great deal of confusion when the family thanks the midwife for her aid. Pemele expects it won’t be difficult for them to work out what happened.
She returns to her plane, Vela, feeling renewed and hopeful.
Vela usually appears to viewers as the place where they spent their own childhood. When Pemele stands near one of her souls, she sees what they see. When none are near, she sees the first world, the one that Aethia built for them.
“Do you have a mother?” the mortal children occasionally ask her. The adults never do; they are far too sensible.
“My first parent is the space between two stars,” she always says. “And my second parent is the moment you wake up from a dream.”
The first world was tiny—a flat plane, rather than a sphere, and only a few miles across at the start, though Aethia added more as its creations grew confident enough to venture out further. Pemele can still smile at those memories, when Aethia’s presence still filled her with joy and hope.
Now she is wiser, she is wearier, and the thought of her creator appearing now fills her with dread, because it can only mean one thing—
But there is no sense in thinking about that now, not when there is so much work to be done, so many prayers to answer.
A new soul arrives in Vela, but Pemele knows immediately that he is not one of her usual worshippers. He wears the same body that he had at the moment of his death, an old man with a hunched back and watery eyes. Eventually his back will straighten and his eyes will clear, but it takes souls a while to forget their bodies.
Pemele does not personally welcome every soul—there are too many of them for that—but she knows this one requires her individual attention. The man no longer has his blessing, since those return to the god who granted them after a mortal dies, but Pemele can sense the echoes of Inthi’s fire on him nevertheless.
“Would you not rather go to Ithis?” Pemele asks him, even though she already knows the answer, that he would not be here if he had not already rejected Inthi’s plane. Still, she must ask, for it would not do to be accused of stealing souls.
“I need to be where Sera is,” he insists. “Is she here?”
If Inthi has sent him to Vela, then Sera is certainly here as well. Pemele reaches out with her mind, and soon a woman comes running up to them. She is radiant, not more than twenty years old, with purple flowers threaded through her long hair. She collides with the man and embraces him. Her soul has been here for decades, but it has not yet forgotten how to weep.
“You’re not Sera!” says the man, baffled. “Sera is seventy years old!”
“Ninety, now,” says Sera, smiling through her tears. “Nio, don’t you remember me? Don’t you remember how I looked at our wedding?”
“Yes, but…” The sight of the woman before him has Nio at a loss. “An old man like me can’t go around with a beautiful girl like you. People will talk.”
They burst into joyful laughter together.
“You’ll change too,” Sera tells him. “Everyone here does.”
Nio looks at Pemele. His joy is turning to worry—she has never been his patron goddess, and he fears he will be cast out.
“For your love, you may consider Vela your home until the end of time,” says Pemele.
She leaves the couple to their joyful reunion and turns her attention back to the soft murmur of prayers. More births, more deaths. More life.
Her work is never done.



Teeth
Content warning: attempted sexual assault and vagina dentata
 
OF THE COUNTLESS prayers Dayluue receives every day, most do not require her direct intercession. Mortals ask for love, for companionship, for understanding, but in her experience, these things usually sort themselves out. Still, she likes to take an active role in events when she can. The mortals are always grateful.
It’s a wonderful existence for her, filled with laughter and kisses and passion. Nearly everyone wants something from her, and Dayluue is glad to provide.
Every god on Inthya thinks they have the best domain, but Dayluue knows that she does.
There is only one type of prayer that Dayluue hates to receive. Fortunately, it is rare. In world of millions, she would guess she receives the call maybe twice a year. Sometimes less. She is proud of herself for that.
But that does not make the prayers any less awful when they do come.
The young woman calling for Dayluue’s aid this time is named Marguerite. She is twenty-three years old, unmarried, from a medium-sized town in Eskas, where she works as a weaver. She is pretty, with red-blonde curls and freckles on nearly every inch of her body. But then, Dayluue thinks everyone is pretty.
Three months ago, the richest man in her town died of old age and bequeathed a small share of his fortune to her. Apparently, this was in exchange for the pleasant conversation she always shared with him as she carried her cloth from her workshop to the market.
This was a great shock to Marguerite, and an even greater shock to the old man’s children. The financial loss to them was barely noticeable, but they insisted that Marguerite was not entitled to a single copper coin. The case was even brought before a magistrate, but the old man’s will was upheld. Seething, enraged, his family retreated.
Until Cytha, Goddess of Revenge, found them. Or perhaps they found her. That is the only part of the tale that Dayluue is unclear on, for she takes her information from Marguerite’s own mind. Regardless of who approached whom, the entire family is in service to Cytha now.
Marguerite has been taken from her home and brought to a place she does not recognize. The cultists all wear hoods, but she can name them all by their voices, for she has lived in the same town as them for all her life. They will kill her, she knows. And her death will empower Cytha. She has spent these last few hours sending prayer to Iolar, but he has yet to answer.
(It’s always been the thing Dayluue likes least about Iolar. She can count the number of times he’s responded directly to a prayer in the last decade on one hand.)
But now…now one of the cultists is holding Marguerite against the wall, one hand around her throat, the other working to untie her corset. This was not part of their plan, and it certainly wasn’t Cytha’s suggestion. He tries to work quickly, knowing his siblings will object if they find him. Marguerite murmurs Dayluue’s name, so softly that not even her assailant can hear it.
Dayluue is there in an instant. In another instant, she is beneath the cultist’s hand, in the place Marguerite was only a moment before, and Marguerite is free, safely on the other side of the room and staring at the facsimile of herself in confusion. The cultist does not notice the switch.
“Stop,” says Dayluue, in Marguerite’s voice, wanting to give him one last chance at redemption. “Stop, please…”
He does not stop. They seldom do. He does not stop until they reach the part that he has dismissed as stories, fables, folklore, myth. The part where he is within her, and she bites down.
And then he believes.
It is difficult to hear anything else when he is screaming so loudly, and so near to her ears. He tries to pull himself free, but he is bound to her now, and will be until Dayluue has what she’s come for. He strikes blindly at her, at her face and her chest and her legs. It is like being batted at by a kitten. He cannot hurt her. She is the goddess of love. She is Seventh of the Ten. She is venerated by every civilization on Inthya—past, present, and future.
And he is an insect.
When it is done, she brings one hand to his throat and lifts him into the air, shedding Marguerite’s form and replacing it with her own. Her body is slender and soft, but it is still stronger than any mortal Man’s. She bends her arm inward, toward herself, and hurls him at the opposite wall. A moment later, she throws him the mangled remains of what she has taken from him. No healer will be able to reattach it. Nor will they try. They’ll know what his injury signifies.
Her first thought, after that, is for Marguerite. Dayluue had expected her to run, but she is sobbing, half curled into the corner, eyes squeezed shut and hands pressed over her ears.
And standing in the doorway is Cytha, in the form that she usually takes on Inthya, the one that is seven feet tall with flowing chestnut curls and featureless black eyes. She is staring at her cowering follower, at the blood pooling beneath his knees. Behind her, Dayluue can see more hooded figures, but they are edging backward.
“You fool,” Cytha says to the man, genuine panic in her face. “You utter fool. What did you think would happen?”
Dayluue is not in the habit of driving out chaos cults. It’s not her domain, and she considers herself to be a permissive sort of goddess. But since she is here…it would be so easy. A thought, and she can kill every mortal who has sworn fealty to Cytha. A flick of a finger, and she can reduce Cytha’s avatar to smoking cinders. With a little more effort, she can even seal Cytha away for a few decades.
Cytha knows it too. She is strong, but she is a shadow compared to Dayluue.
“Perhaps you’d like to call down Iolar next?” Cytha demands of the man. He only shudders horribly in response. “Why not? It would hardly ruin things any more spectacularly than you already have!”
“I am not frequently inclined to kill,” Dayluue says, for the benefit of the mortals. “It seems so short-sighted. A moment of pain, and then what? Freedom.” She leers down at the man she has mauled, bracing her hands on her thighs as she bends. “Though for you…perhaps not. Iestil will certainly not welcome you now.”
“Nor will Ethaysa,” says Cytha, naming her own plane.
“Then I expect there is only Aratha for you,” Dayluue concludes. “Perhaps death will be punishment enough after all.”
“Please,” he says. “Please…”
“Marguerite, my love,” says Dayluue, turning to the young woman. “Why don’t you decide?”
She meant it as a gift. But Marguerite’s face pales at the words, and fresh tears spill from her eyes. “I—I don’t know,” she whimpers. “Not Aratha. He doesn’t—nobody deserves—he might still change.”
He might. Especially now. That is, if he does not bleed to death on the floor. His future is uncertain.
“Very well,” says Dayluue lightly. “Wait for me outside, Marguerite. I will walk you home.”
*
“I THINK IT is time for you to leave this country,” Dayluue says, once they are alone. Her tone is neutral; it is more of a suggestion, for now. But they both know the truth. It could easily become an order.
“I believe you are correct.” Cytha at least has the sense to play along. “It’s too bad. I’d come to like it here. If not for mortals, I think I’d be quite powerful.”
Dayluue laughs. She will not pretend the joke wasn’t good simply because Cytha is a chaos goddess.
“You could be powerful, you know,” says Dayluue, after a time. “Truly powerful, I mean.”
“Stop.”
“Consider it.”
“No.”
Dayluue is surprised at Cytha’s vehemence. Gone is all that demure, anxious reverence. Now there is real anger in her face. “Haven’t you done enough to hurt me today?”
“Haven’t you done enough to hurt Men?” Dayluue retorts.
“What does it matter? You’ll always be there to kiss their scrapes and coddle them afterwards.” Cytha turns away. “Someone ought to remember that nothing is fair unless we force it to be so.”
“I’d say I just demonstrated exactly that,” says Dayluue.
Cytha’s laugh is less of a laugh and more of a rapid exhale of breath. A smile pulls at one side of her mouth, revealing ugly serrated teeth.
Dayluue can see the potential for a domain shift in Cytha. It is vivid and bright and painfully near. She can even name it—justice. Cytha is not nearly so far gone as she believes herself to be.
But those words will be meaningless if they come from Dayluue. Cytha will have to discover it for herself, somehow.
“If ever you change your mind,” Dayluue says gently, “I will aid you. You can trust me.”
“Like Reygmadra trusted you?” The words strike at her like the crack of a whip. Dayluue is taken aback. She’d forgotten how terribly good Cytha is at inflicting pain. “Do not patronize me.”
Dayluue does not intend to respond, but she realizes Cytha is waiting. Waiting for Dayluue to strike with all her devastating power, to crush her like Iolar certainly would if he were standing in Dayluue’s place.
But Dayluue is not Iolar, and never will be.
“I need to take Marguerite home,” says Dayluue. Her voice is cool, neutral. She will not allow Cytha to see how deeply she has been wounded, to know there is still an empty place in her spirit where Reygmadra’s love once dwelt. “When I return, I expect to find you gone from this place.”
*
SHE COULD HAVE simply transported Marguerite home. But it seems so impersonal, especially now. So they walk, following the stone pathway that Marguerite has traversed so many times before. In the distance, the sun is rising.
Marguerite holds Dayluue’s hand tightly the entire way, as though she is afraid Dayluue will vanish into the morning mist if she doesn’t.
On the path, a wild rabbit approaches them. Dayluue is accustomed to this, but the breath catches in Marguerite’s throat as the creature presses himself against Dayluue’s ankle, like she is a familiar member of his warren. He is a wild creature, gray and brown, with round black eyes. Nothing like the carefully bred red-eyed albinos that Dayluue adores so much. But still, he knows her.
Soon enough, they reach Marguerite’s cottage. The door is ajar; the cultists were in such a hurry that they did not close it behind themselves. Marguerite makes a soft noise of irritation and releases Dayluue’s hand at last, hurrying to chase out the chickens that have wandered inside in her absence.
“You—you don’t have to leave,” says Marguerite shyly. She stands in the doorway, eyes low, as though she is ashamed. “Not right away. I can—I can make tea.” Dayluue sees through her words. Marguerite doesn’t want to be alone right now. Not after what’s just happened. “But—oh. I’m sure you’re so busy. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to impose—”
Marguerite will ramble until the heat death of the universe if Dayluue lets her.
“I will remain for as long as you need me to,” says Dayluue.



Valiant
A PRAYER FROM a Xytan priestess is nothing notable, but this one makes Reygmadra pause. It is anxious and desperate, even though the petitioner herself is in no danger. She stands in a sparring ring on temple grounds, prepared for a short, informal fight with a fellow priestess.
Reygmadra’s followers often pray for victory in battle, even though that is something she has never granted. She will give them the tools they need to achieve it, but victory must always be earned.
But this is all a moot point, because it is not victory that the young priestess wants. It is advice.
Her name is Valeria, she is twenty years old, and her blessing from Reygmadra is not particularly powerful. Like her mother before her, she joined the temple. She has not seen battle yet—she is stationed in a city in the north, and secretly hopes she will not be sent to Masim, for she does not wish to leave her home.
Standing across from her is another priestess, a young woman named Tizana. Unlike Valeria, who more or less grew up in the temple, she is a new addition to the priestesses’ ranks, transferred recently from a town with a population too low to justify the existence of a temple any longer. And according to Valeria, there is no woman on Inthya who can match her in beauty, temperament, or grace.
Should I let her win? asks Valeria. Will she like me better if I let her win?
Reygmadra hesitates. This is not her domain. She ought to send it on to Dayluue and forget about it; she is not so desperate for prayers that she must steal from others.
But Valeria did not pray to Dayluue for help. She is specifically asking Reygmadra.
How difficult can this be?
Do you wish for her to believe you are weak? Reygmadra asks Valeria.
Valeria’s mind fills with alarm. She was not truly expecting a reply. I—no! No! But—
Then do not let her win.
But—
If she believes you are weak, she might seek out a stronger partner, advises Reygmadra. You must show her that you are worthy of her.
Valeria wins the match. It is not an easy victory, and both women are bent over and breathing heavily by the end of it, sweat dripping down their faces.
“Well!” gasps Tizana. “You don’t hold back, do you?” Despite her exhaustion, her smile is broad and genuine.
Valeria grins at her. In Vailyon, on a dusty mock battlefield, Reygmadra grins as well. This isn’t so difficult! Why did she ever let Dayluue make her believe it was?
What should I say to her? Valeria asks.
Tell her that she needs more practice, replies Reygmadra promptly.
Valeria hesitates. Wouldn’t it be better to tell her she fights well?
She lost, Reygmadra reminds her.
She still senses Valeria’s uncertainty, but the young priestess says, “Looks like you need to spend more time in the rings.”
Tizana laughs and gives Valeria a playful push. “Oh yes? Tomorrow?”
“I’d like that,” says Valeria earnestly. Reygmadra cannot keep her excitement down. They did not need Dayluue’s help at all! She always acts as though her domain is so far beyond Reygmadra’s understanding, but this is easy!
“I can’t believe that worked,” breathes Valeria once Tizana is gone and she stands alone. “I was sure she’d shout at me for being a bad winner. What should I do for tomorrow? Should I bring her flowers?”
You mustn’t be too nice, advises Reygmadra. She’ll lose interest.
“A few flowers,” says Valeria. “Not too many. Just a handful.”
One, advises Reygmadra.
“One?” Valeria repeats. Her mind goes to the Temple of Eyvindr located down the street, and the enormous, gaudy flowers they breed specifically to take advantage of people in Valeria’s exact position. “I suppose I could…”
Don’t spend money on it! says Reygmadra. Flowers come out of the ground! They’re everywhere! If you pay for one, she’ll think you’re easily swindled.
“I’ll find some wildflowers,” Valeria says hastily. “And…thank you. For your help.”
Reygmadra assumes that will be the end of it, but Valeria calls to her again the next day. She is waiting in the place where she sparred with Tizana, wringing her hands with anxiety and wearing a circle into the dirt with her boots.
Reygmadra is disappointed to note Valeria has a little bouquet of wildflowers hidden in her pocket. It is about the size of a woman’s fist and bound up with a bit of brown string, but at least Valeria didn’t pay for it.
You are early, says Reygmadra, making the girl jump. And you are overeager.
“I can’t help it!” Valeria whispers fiercely, but then Tizana arrives and her thoughts are filled with how beautiful she looks in the light of the setting sun. She is perfect, thinks Valeria, who has apparently managed to go her entire life without seeing a single one of Dayluue’s effigies.
Valeria reaches into her pocket and proffers the bundle of flowers.
“Is this for me?” Tizana’s face lights up. “Valeria—”
“It’s nothing,” Valeria demurs. “I just thought…”
Tizana beams as she turns the bouquet around in her hands. Reygmadra rolls her eyes. Valeria is trying too hard; Tizana will think she is desperate. Reygmadra should probably leave them to it, but she is curious to see if Valeria will let Tizana win the sparring match.
Surprisingly, she does not.
“Looks like I need more practice,” teases Tizana. She isn’t taking her loss seriously, and Reygmadra frowns, unimpressed. Perhaps Valeria is the one who ought to consider a more worthy partner.
“Yes, I suppose so!” Valeria grins. “Tomorrow?”
Tizana darts forward, and Reygmadra thinks she is going for a surprise attack as revenge for losing two fights in a row. But instead, she presses her lips to Valeria’s. Before either Valeria or Reygmadra can react, she flees, laughing joyfully as she vanishes into the temple.
The next day, it is apparent that Valeria has taken complete leave of her senses. She flits around the temple like an oversized moth, smiling like an absolute fool as she sweeps floors and carries water and does all the menial tasks that have been assigned to her by the head priestess. Reygmadra wants no part of any of this, but Valeria’s prayers of gratitude are so bright, so invigorating, she cannot easily ignore them.
We’re not sparring tonight! Valeria informs Reygmadra, drawing her attention away from a short but bloody scuffle on the Ibaian border, and her thoughts of how Ionnes ought to respond. We’re doing something special. And it’s all thanks to your help!
Valeria stands at the edge of a wildflower field not far outside the city wall. The sun in this part of the world will be setting soon—already the sky is turning gold. She is not wearing her robes or armor today. Instead, she has on a simple white dress, and her hair is loose, dark curls tumbling down her back.
A figure approaches in the distance, and Valeria’s heart begins to race.
“There she is!” Valeria whispers out loud. “What should I say?”
Tell her you’re glad she didn’t spend too much time bothering with her appearance, says Reygmadra.
“What? No!”
Why are you troubling me with this when you have no intention of following my advice? asks Reygmadra.
Tizana is now too close for Valeria to reply out loud. I—I’m honored that you’ve helped me, thinks Valeria. Truly, I am. But I don’t wish to insult Tizana. She’s beautiful no matter what she does.
If she wants to impress you, you’ll have an easier time courting her, Reygmadra says. And she’ll be less likely to leave you.
Valeria doesn’t respond, but she reaches out to take Tizana’s hand. The two grin at each other, but neither seem to know what to say. They both begin to laugh at their own awkwardness.
“This is where I gathered the flowers I gave you,” said Valeria. “Sometimes I come here at sunset. It’s beautiful.”
“It is,” agrees Tizana in a soft, low voice.
“I—I’m glad you didn’t spend too much time bothering with your appearance.” The words come out in a rush, and there is no missing the horror on Valeria’s face—nor the stricken expression on Tizana’s.
“Did you want to try that again?” asks Tizana, her eyebrows rising.
“I didn’t mean it like that!” Valeria’s eyes are wide. “I—ah—gods, I’m sorry. I only meant…” Help me! she begs Reygmadra.
Reygmadra sighs heavily and manifests in the field, though she remains invisible to the two women. She could see it all easily enough from Vailyon, but it is easier to react and give advice on the spot.
Tell her you meant you’re glad she didn’t spend money on a new dress or other frivolous things. It means she is sensible.
“I mean—you’re sensible,” stammers Valeria. “It would be frivolous to buy a better dress, or fix your hair—”
“Valeria.” Tizana’s frown deepens. “Maybe you should stop talking.”
For one who has lost two fights in two days, Tizana is oddly assertive.
“I thought we could watch the sunset,” says Valeria weakly. “And the stars. If you like. It’s nice to get away from the temple sometimes.”
Tizana is obviously still wary, but she nods. Valeria spreads a blanket on the ground and they sit together, watching the sky change from gold to violet. It is dreadfully boring, but Reygmadra is vindicated to see Tizana is smiling again. A bit of brutal honesty will strengthen the relationship in the long run, she thinks.
“I’m glad you were transferred here,” says Valeria shyly. “It’s usually so quiet…but the last few days have been nice.”
“I was nervous, at first,” admits Tizana. “Coming to a new city is frightening, even a small one like this. And…I…I brought you something.”
“You did? What is it?”
Tizana reaches into her pocket and withdraws a tiny bouquet, similar to the one Valeria gave her the previous day. But it is not made from wildflowers. The blossoms within are deep crimson and violet and blue—obviously purchased at a Temple of Eyvindr, or somewhere similar.
“Oh!” Valeria laughs. “Oh, thank you. But. Oh no, you didn’t spend money on it, did you?”
“I did.” Tizana’s smile wavers. “What’s the matter?”
“Well, flowers come out of the ground.” Valeria gestures vaguely at the plants surrounding them. “It’s pretty, but…I’d hate to think you’re the sort of woman who gets swindled into buying something so foolish.”
Tizana’s smile is gone again. “By the gods, Valeria, what is the matter with you?”
“No—wait—”
“Why are you doing this? Are you nervous?” Tizana moves to stand. “Or is this who you really are, and the kind girl who welcomed me to her city was just a trick?”
“No!” cries Valeria again. “I—I’m sorry. Everything’s coming out all wrong!”
“I’d say so. Do you know how to give a compliment that’s not completely backhanded? Or are you doing this on purpose?”
She is easily offended, observes Reygmadra. How tiresome. Are you sure she’s worth all this trouble?
“Yes!” cries Valeria.
“Yes?” repeats Tizana, incredulous.
“No! No—I wasn’t talking to you—I just—”
Tizana shakes her head. “I’m tired. I’m going back to the temple. Good night, Valeria.”
Once Tizana is gone, Valeria makes an anguished noise and presses her hands to her forehead.
“Oh, stop that,” says Reygmadra, stepping forward. Valeria stares up at her with tears brimming in her eyes. “There will be other women. Better women. Better to end it now than drag it out.”
“I trusted you,” whimpers Valeria.
“She was weak,” says Reygmadra dismissively. “Beauty is no substitute for strength.”
A hand touches her shoulder, and Reygmadra turns around in time for a fist to collide with her nose.
The punch is weak, poorly thrown, and grazes off her face harmlessly. Reygmadra is so surprised that she does not react; she does not even reach for her sword.
“What do you think you’re doing?” screams Dayluue.
Reygmadra should have guessed it would end this way. She takes a step back—not out of fear, but simply to put some space between their avatars. “Stop yelling.”
“No!” It is rare to see Dayluue truly angry, but now she looks about ready to tear Reygmadra’s face off with only her fingernails. “What is the matter with you? Why did you think you could do this?”
Reygmadra crosses her arms and looks down at Dayluue. Her avatars are always so short compared to Reygmadra’s; she hardly comes up to her chest. But that matters little when Dayluue is this angry. “They’re my priestesses. I—”
“No! No excuses! Stop talking! Valeria—where did she go?” Dayluue asks abruptly. Reygmadra turns to look, but the mortal girl is gone. “Reygmadra, I swear—”
“How is this my fault?” Reygmadra demands. Dayluue makes a disgusted noise and rushes off in the direction of the city. Reygmadra follows her, bizarrely determined to see this through to the end.
They find Valeria at the temple. She sits in a hallway, in front of a wooden door, sobbing.
“Go away,” snaps Tizana’s voice from inside. “How many times do I have to tell you?”
Dayluue steps forward and kneels down beside Valeria. She rests one soothing hand on her back and whispers something in her ear, too softly for Reygmadra to overhear.
“Tizana, I’m so sorry,” Valeria sobs. “I didn’t mean any of it! I—I had some bad advice from someone I trusted. She said I had to be cruel to keep you, and I like you so much, I wanted—I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I knew it was a horrible thing to do, and I did it anyway. I should have stopped and thought—”
There is a long pause, and the door opens. Tizana stands there. Her face is red and tear-streaked, just like Valeria’s own. Dayluue backs away, unseen.
“Who told you to do a stupid thing like that?” Tizana demands. Her voice wavers and cracks.
“You’ll never believe me.” Valeria wipes at her eyes. “But, Tizana—I want to tell you, I think you’ve the most beautiful woman in the world, and I’ll never do anything to hurt you ever again, and I’ll let you win every single sparring match from now until the day we die if you’ll forgive me.”
Tizana steps forward to embrace Valeria, and Reygmadra turns away, moving in the direction of the temple’s main entrance. She can hear Dayluue’s footsteps behind her but does not acknowledge them.
“Do you think I am weak?” calls Dayluue.
Reygmadra stops. “What? Of course not.” Her relationship with Dayluue has not been ideal recently, but there is no denying how much raw power she wields. More than Reygmadra herself. Perhaps more than the rest of the Ten combined.
“You told Valeria that kindness was weak. She wanted to be gentle and romantic and kind, and you told her—”
“That’s different,” says Reygmadra. “That’s completely different.”
“It is my domain,” Dayluue retorts.
“They are my priestesses. They should be—”
“Cruel?” Dayluue interrupts.
“Strong.”
“I find no strength in what you told Valeria to do,” says Dayluue.
“It doesn’t matter. The issue is settled. I’ve better things to do than stand here and listen to you tell me how awful I am.”
“You’re not even sorry, are you?” Dayluue shakes her head, and the disappointment in her face hurts far more than anger would have. “I should have known.”
“You are taking this too personally,” says Reygmadra. “This is not about you. This is not about us.”
Dayluue continues to stare at her. Tears are welling up in her avatar’s beautiful eyes. The horror rising in her chest—is this what Valeria felt when Tizana fled the wildflower field?
“I should have sent the prayer to you,” acknowledges Reygmadra after a long moment. “I thought…but I was mistaken. I. I am sorry.”
It is rare for Reygmadra to admit wrongdoing, but if anyone can wrest an apology from her, it is Dayluue. Dayluue’s expression softens, and she steps forward, arms outstretched. Reygmadra has never been able to refuse her.
“I love you,” Dayluue whispers into her chest. “And I’ve missed you. So much.”
Reygmadra rests one hand on the back of Dayluue’s head, and the other on her lower back. She says nothing more, even though she wants to tell Dayluue that the person she misses, the joyful, valiant goddess she fell in love with so many worlds ago, is long gone, never to return.
“Can it be fixed?” Reygmadra asks, nodding in the direction of Tizana’s room.
“It can.” Dayluue gives a small nod. “It will.”
“Then I will leave you to it,” says Reygmadra. She begins to pull away, but Dayluue’s hands do not release her.
“You don’t have to,” Dayluue whispers, and those words are all Reygmadra needs to remain with her a while longer.



Waking
ERAN, GOD OF Dreams, notes that Talie has been spending a great deal of time with Ivoria’s new arrivals lately. They do not comment on this, for it is her right to speak to whomever she likes, but Eran cannot shake the dread that grows within their spirit every time she rushes over to greet a new soul and interrogate them about their time on Inthya while the memories of life are still fresh and vivid.
The residents of Ivoria do not really know what to make of Talie. They can tell she is not quite one of them, especially given the frequent and unusual changes she makes to her own form. Some assume she is a goddess who prefers Ivoria to her own plane, but when they say so she always insists she is a mortal woman, no different than any other.
Those who spend eternity in Ivoria tend to be soft-spoken, quiet, thoughtful, wise. Many were seers, or healers. Few of them are as exuberant as Talie, as joyful. Her laughter echoes through the bright silver mists, rising like bubbles on spring water.
She is the oldest soul in Ivoria, ancient by anyone’s standards, but shows no sign of rejoining with Eran. Younger souls arrive, spend a few thousand years enjoying their afterlife, and slowly reabsorb into Eran’s consciousness. But Talie never grows disoriented. She never asks Eran what her name was, or how many fingers she is supposed to have.
She never stands at the edge of Ivoria and contemplates the void.
Where were you from? Eran’s other souls sometimes ask her.
Ebarya, she says. You wouldn’t know it; it was lost a long time ago.
Nobody can manipulate Ivoria’s mists like Talie. Her creations are effortlessly intricate; she puts the other mortals to shame. They murmur about her skill, her dedication. Some guess she must have been an archpriestess in life, some ask if she is certain that she is not a goddess herself.
Eran knows Talie’s request is coming. They foresaw it centuries ago. It is inevitable. This is the nature of Men; this is the nature of life; this is their punishment for loving her—
No, not a punishment. Simply the natural way of things. They must remain objective, even as their spirit breaks.
“I want to see Inthya,” Talie says. Her hair is reddish-gold, but as the moment pass, it shifts to orange, and pink, and then blue—all the colors of a sunset. Eran appreciates the artistry in it, even as they know it will confuse the other souls. But by now, the others are used to being confused by Talie.
“Talie…” says Eran.
“It’s so beautiful.” Talie smiles wistfully. “I’m jealous of everyone else here. You’ve learned so much since Ebarya—can you blame me for wanting to see it myself?”
“Talie,” they say again.
“You’re angry at me.” She gazes up into their eyes, steps nearer, wraps her arms around their neck. “I still love you. I’ll never not love you. I’ve loved you for eons. Even between worlds, I’ve loved you. I’m only asking for a few decades. Fifty, sixty years—that’s nothing to us, isn’t it?”
“I’m not angry,” says Eran, and this is true. Of all the emotions they feel right now, anger is not one of them.
“Fifty years,” she repeats. “That’s nothing.”
Compared to how long Eran has existed, fifty years is indeed nothing. Compared to how long they’ve been together, it is still nothing, no matter what Eran’s own selfish bias claims. The two of them have surely gone fifty years without speaking before—not out of anger, but simply because they’ve become distracted, or busy, or lost track of the time.
But they’ve never been truly separated from one another, not since the moment of Talie’s death seven worlds ago. Seven worlds, not counting the ones that failed before they could be named, the seeds that never sprouted.
Between worlds, Eran holds her soul apart from the rest, not allowing her to reabsorb. Time passes…differently…between worlds. After a world ends, Talie slips into a dreamlike state, her mind’s way of defending against something she cannot quite understand. She wakes again when a new world is born. Then Eran holds her close and they watch the stars shift into position.
“There is nowhere on Inthya I can put you,” says Eran, “that you will not suffer.”
Talie laughs, and the mists surrounding them brighten. “That is called living. I haven’t forgotten.”
None of the other gods expected Talie to last this long. They all assumed Eran would reabsorb her when Ebarya died. Some disapprove of them keeping her across the eons, saying it is unnatural and wasteful and wrong, but they cannot do more than occasionally complain. Nobody dares risk angering the only one among them capable of reliably viewing the future.
Eran looks at Talie, the only remaining evidence that Ebarya ever existed, evidence of their failure. Who will she be when she returns from Inthya? Not Ebaryan, but still not Inthyan, not quite. Something unprecedented, something that not even Eran can foresee. There are too many variables.
As though hearing their thoughts, Talie whispers, “There is no future where I do not love you.”
Eran turns their eyes away. “I have a prayer to answer,” they say. “When I return, I will…arrange things.”
Talie nods. Her hair isn’t cycling through colors anymore; now it is a common, mortal shade of brown. Her spirit is still here in Ivoria, but her mind is already on Inthya.
The prayer is a small one, not the sort that usually requires Eran’s direct intercession, but they desperately need a distraction. Knowing Talie’s request was coming has done nothing to soften the blow. They leave Ivoria and manifest, invisible, in the home of a young mother with a newborn child.
The newborn screams endlessly, and its mother is desperate for a few moments of sleep. Aloud, she whispers, “Eran, Eran, let him sleep. Let him sleep. Why won’t he sleep?”
Invisible, Eran rests a hand on the child’s back, and he quiets down almost immediately. The mother gives a soundless sob of relief. They could have done this from Ivoria, but Eran is curious about the newborn. Barely in this world a moment and already screaming. They study the ugly red face, the tiny fingers, the little tuft of dark hair.
Why would Talie want this? Why would Talie want to be this?
Eran leaves the woman’s home and wanders aimlessly, still invisible, lost in thought. Mortals commonly ask for visions of the future, but Eran seldom grants those. Most lack the judgement required to handle a prophecy. That is best left to their priests, who understand the careful balance that must be struck between present and future.
But sometimes Eran will be asked to grant dreams of a loved one, usually of one who has died. There is an irony in that.
Where will they place Talie’s soul? She’d like a large family, with many siblings and wealthy parents. Or perhaps she could be the first—and only—daughter of a couple that believed themselves childless, and spoiled endlessly, loved exclusively. And what blessings will she have? She must have Eran’s blessing; there is no question of that. Though she did not in Eybara. Back then she’d had no magic at all.
Instinct tells them to give her a gift of prophecy so powerful that she’ll have to go around blindfolded, but that is more selfishness speaking. Such a rare and overpowered blessing would all but force her into a temple, and Talie is not meant for that sort of structured existence.
They should ask her what she wants. But they cannot, not until they return to Ivoria, and returning to Ivoria means setting everything in motion to send Talie away.
Fifty, sixty years—that’s nothing to us, isn’t it?
Talie will be changed when she returns to Ivoria, though Eran does not know exactly how. But hasn’t Eran changed since Talie first fell in love with them? It has taken far, far longer than fifty years, but Eran’s domain has shifted since Eybara. They are still the god of dreams, the one who views the future and issues prophecies, but that is not all they are anymore.
When Talie lived, Eran’s priests were only seers. Now, many of them are healers—though not the same sort of healers that Adranus’s or Adalia’s priests are. Eran’s priests on Inthya study their own minds, and the minds of those who ask for help. The dreaming mind mirrors the conscious mind, and there are answers to be found in it.
After all that, how can they ask Talie to remain unchanged?
When Eran returns to Ivoria, Talie hurries to meet them. She embraces them so tightly that she would leave marks on their arms if their arms were not just a complex illusion.
“I’m sorry—” she begins, but Eran shakes their head.
“You have nothing to be sorry for.”
Ivoria’s silver mists will seem darker without Talie. But Eran can keep her memories safe until the day she returns for them with a new name, a new face, and a new lifetime of experiences. Will she arrive knowing Eran has carried something of hers within them for half a century, or will it be a surprise?
There is no way to know.
Talie presses their foreheads together and closes her eyes. “I’ll come back.”
Eran knows that nobody will be foolish enough to try to claim Talie’s soul after her death, so they nod in agreement.
“What sort of life would you like?” they ask her. “Your family, your blessing, the nation you live in. Do you know what you want?”
Talie smiles so broadly that the surrounding mists grow blindingly white.
“Surprise me!”



Jewel
THIS ONE IS for you, says Adalia in that special “I’m-not-dealing-with-this-today” tone that Adranus hates to hear. The prayer hits him a moment later with unusual force.
In Iestil, Adranus sighs heavily. Adalia, Goddess of Healing, is the most audacious prayer thief he has ever encountered. Given the large overlap in their domains, he can’t blame her too badly, but for her to throw a prayer at him is a bad sign. When he follows the prayer to Rhodia, his spirit sinks further. Adalia has worked hard to establish herself in Thiyra, so the fact she’s willingly giving him a Rhodian prayer means this will not be a pleasant interaction.
Of course, Adranus is accustomed to unpleasant interactions. Being the god of death, mortals are seldom happy to see him. They beg, bargain, threaten, curse. They tell him how rich and powerful they were, how much they still had left to accomplish. He listens to it all patiently. It is the least he can do.
At least Iestil is so filled with souls now that any recently dead can usually be distracted by reunions with family and friends.
Adranus follows the prayer to Rhodia, where a middle-aged woman paces before a fireplace in an ornately decorated library located on an even more ornate estate. From her mind, he pulls a name: Lady Lea of Evrelles.
Lea, he says. The woman jumps, and a moment later the worry on her face melts away.
“Yes!” she cries aloud. “Yes, I’m here! There, see, I told her you’d remember us.”
Adalia?
“She didn’t listen to a word I said,” gripes Lea. “I should have known to ask you. It came from you.”
What are you talking about?
“The jewel. Didn’t she tell you?” Lea huffs. “Two, maybe three hundred years ago, you gave my family a healing gem. Do you remember?”
Adranus does not remember, because he does not grant such things to mortals and never has. You are mistaken—
“I’m not! My great-great-great-grandmother was ill, and her father went to your temple to pray for a cure. You gave him a gemstone. He ground part of it into a powder and mixed it into her wine. When she drank it, she was cured.”
I would never—
“I understand why you want to keep it a secret.” Lea nods fervently. “But I know of its existence. I have it here with me.”
Wait a moment, says Adranus, confusion turning to alarm. I am going to manifest.
“Good!” Lea sounds more expectant than flattered—clearly, this is a woman whose desires are seldom refused. “I will wait right here.”
Lea expects to see a Rhodian man dressed in white robes, so that is how Adranus appears when he manifests in the woman’s library. She has even given him a weathered staff to lean on. Before he can say a word, she sets a tiny gemstone in his free hand.
“Tiny” may be a generous descriptor—the jewel is barely the size of a raindrop. It is an irregular shape, and every edge appears to have been sanded at some point. Adranus holds it between two fingers and raises it up to eye level.
“It was much larger when it was first granted,” says Lea. “Or so I’m told.”
The stone is reddish-purple in color, and when he shifts his vision to examine the structure of it, he sees it is a ruby of middling quality—likely worthless, at this size. More importantly, it has absolutely no magical or medicinal properties whatsoever.
Adranus looks at Lea suspiciously, wondering if this is some strange mortal joke. But when he glances into her mind, he sees complete certainty.
“You say your family has been grinding pieces of this into powder to create healing elixirs?”
“Yes, that’s right. The last one to use it was my daughter Maelie. She had a difficult pregnancy and—”
“This is not a healing relic,” interrupts Adranus. “This is an ordinary stone.”
“Then how did it save my great-grandmother’s life?” counters Lea. “And the lives of everyone who came after?”
“It didn’t,” Adranus tries to explain, but Lea huffs and crosses her arms.
“If you don’t want to grant us another one, I understand, but there’s no need to lie about it!”
In Adranus’s experience, mortals can always be counted on to find new and exciting ways to confuse themselves, but Lea is in a class of her own. He doesn’t think he’s ever been accused of lying before.
“Or are you angry?” Lea goes on. “Were we not meant to use it? Or not use it so often? Was it meant to last longer?”
“No,” says Adranus.
“Then what is the issue?” she cries in exasperation, as though Adranus is a troublesome servant rather than one of the Ten.
Adranus puts up a weary hand. “Enough. Enough. I must investigate the cause of this. What was the name of the man this was granted to?”
Lea brightens. “Basile. Basile of Evrelles. He had Talcia’s blessing, so his soul would likely be in Dia Asteria. Maybe speaking to him will remind you.”
Adranus seriously doubts that, but he can tell that saying so would be a waste of time. Lea has made up her mind about the jewel. He supposes he cannot really blame her, if she’s been taught from birth to believe it is a relic. He just would have thought his word would carry more weight.
He returns the jewel to Lea and departs.
Adranus does not frequently have any reason to visit Dia Asteria, and prefers not to make social calls. When he arrives at the heart of a nighttime forest, he immediately remembers why. It’s all far too disorganized for his taste.
Talcia senses his arrival, and manifests beside him in a moment. “What brings you here?” she asks. The form she wears is somewhere between a dragon and a woman, a woman with horns that curl over the back of her head and rigid scales running down her neck and arms. Adranus is certain she has never manifested like this on Inthya. But here in Dia Asteria, with Men and dragons alike shaping her form, it makes sense she would settle somewhere in the middle.
“I am seeking a soul,” he tells Talcia. “A Rhodian man named Basile of Evrelles. His great-granddaughter believes he came here after his death.”
Talcia blinks. “What do you require from him?”
“His family claims to own a relic of mine, but it is no such thing.” Adranus crosses his arms. “I’d like to determine its source.”
He can tell Talcia’s curiosity is piqued. Her eyes go vacant as she searches for the soul in question.
“Here we are,” she murmurs. “You’re lucky; he’s not too old. He should remember.”
A moment later, a soul approaches them—a young man, with a round and friendly face and pale-blond curls. Basile of Evrelles might have died a grandfather, but it is clear he never stopped thinking of himself as a young man.
“Basile,” says Talcia. “You have a visitor. He has come from Iestil with questions.”
Basile gazes up at Adranus and his smile fades. He glances over at Talcia, a plea in his eyes. “I don’t know what this is about—” he begins.
“I am not angry,” Adranus tries to reassure him. “I only wish to understand something one of your descendants has told me. She claims I granted you a healing stone when you were alive.”
“Oh, that?” The terror on his face is replaced by relief, followed by embarrassment. A soul does not sweat, but he dabs at his forehead regardless. “Is that all?”
“Where did you get the jewel?”
“Nazaquai traders, where else?” asks Basile. “My Jeanine was so sick; can you blame me?”
“You—you mean to say you made the whole thing up?” asks Adranus. Behind him, Talcia gives a bark of laughter.
“It worked, didn’t it?” Basile appears more confident now that he knows his patron goddess is on his side. “Maybe there wasn’t any magic in the jewel, but Jeanine lived to be ninety years old. That’s a sort of magic, isn’t it?”
“Your family has worn the jewel down to nothing,” says Adranus, determined not to engage with this irrational line of thinking. “Now your granddaughter is begging me for a new one.”
“So give her a new one!” says Basile, as though this is the most obvious thing in the world. “You don’t have to go to any great expense, so long as it’s a nice color. Give her a hunk of glass. No, don’t do that. Can’t be drinking glass shards. But you get my meaning, don’t you?”
Adranus has never slapped a mortal before, but he might make an exception for Basile today. “You want me to play along with your fraud?”
“It’s not fraud if it saved Jeanine’s life!”
“Jeanine would have recovered regardless.” But Adranus hesitates. He did not witness the incident, and so he cannot say for certain what the outcome would have been without Basile’s intervention. He knows ruby dust cannot cure any illness on Inthya, but Jeanine didn’t, and mortal minds are so irrational, irrational enough that it might have been the tiny push that made a difference between her death and survival…
“The world is a frightening place,” says Basile. “And I think Rhodia’s more frightening than most. I didn’t mean to give you any trouble. I only wanted to save my daughter. Maybe I should have told the truth afterwards, but it made my wife so happy, thinking we’d been blessed with a relic—”
“You lied to her as well?”
“Don’t say it like that, like it’s some kind of crime,” says Basile. “Shout at me for hiding money from the crown, I’ll accept that, but I’ll not apologize for making my family less afraid. And—oh! On the subject of hiding money—before I died, I buried a sack of gold coins on my property. As far as I know, nobody’s found it yet. That should more than cover the cost of a new jewel, and you can give whatever’s left to your temple.”
“The cost is the least of my concerns—”
“Down on the south end of the estate, where the river runs through, there’s an old ash tree. If it’s not there any longer, look near the place where the river bends. If you dig down under the roots—”
Like his great-great-great-granddaughter, it appears that there is no telling Basile something he does not wish to hear. Adranus looks at Talcia, who is not even attempting to hide her amusement.
“I don’t see the problem,” she says in response to his glare. “I think it was clever.”
“You would!” Adranus cries as his patience finally runs out.
“It had to have some merit to it,” says Talcia. “If too many people failed to recover, they’d have thrown the stone away. Don’t you think?”
“It was not a healing relic!”
“I know,” says Talcia. “But I agree with Basile. There’s a sort of magic in it regardless. You know I’m right; you were thinking it yourself a moment ago. If Basile had tried to sell the jewel to a desperate family, or the temple, I would consider that an evil act. But he only sought to give his daughter the belief that she was not yet meant to die. You cannot be opposed to that. Your priests do it every day.”
When Adranus returns to Lea, she is still in her library, half asleep in a soft chair with an enormously fat cat resting on her chest in a way he imagines must be inconvenient. She starts awake when she realizes he’s returned.
“Oh, there you are!” she says. “Did you get it sorted?”
Adranus reaches into his pocket and withdraws a carved stone bowl. He passes it over to Lea. “I realized that if I gave you another jewel, it will eventually be worn down again. This should last longer.”
“Oh!” Lea stands up unsteadily. The cat remains perched on her chest. “I understand. Instead of grinding it down, we can drink directly from it.”
“Yes,” says Adranus, as this is technically true. “There is a stipulation, though. The bowl can never be exchanged, or sold, or used to make a profit in any way.”
“Oh, I’d never sell it,” says Lea, clutching the bowl to her chest, below the cat. “And nor will any of my descendants, I’ll make sure of that!”
Adranus nods. “If that is all…”
“Well, now that you mention it…” Lea presses her lips together. “Adalia was very rude to me. Someone ought to speak with her and—”
Adranus does not wait to hear the end of the sentence. He disassembles his avatar into his component molecules, returns to Iestil, and spends the rest of the day ignoring his prayers.



Honey
EVEN IN DEATH, cats go wherever they please. Normally this isn’t a problem, for while they can walk through the barriers that separate the planes of Asterium, they cannot make it out of Asterium itself, and so they are in no danger.
But when Cyne, Gods of Animals and Eleventh of the Ten in Ioshora, is trying to locate one specific cat, their propensity to wander can be…frustrating.
With a few notable exceptions, animal souls are smaller and simpler than those of Men or Mer. They are not truly capable of faith, so Cyne receives little power from them individually. But they make up for the lack of prayer through sheer numbers. A single ant’s existence only grants him enough power to fill a grain of sand halfway, but there are trillions of ants on Inthya—to say nothing of beetles.
One might expect Ferra to be utterly overrun with insects, and there’s nothing Cyne can do to correct that misconception without explaining to the mortals what happens to their souls after they’ve been dead for extended periods of time. And he’s not allowed to do that because it tends to upset them. Instead, he explains that Asterium is infinite, and there is always enough space for everyone.
But animal souls reabsorb into Cyne’s consciousness more rapidly than their sapient counterparts. A Man might retain an independent consciousness for thousands of years before reabsorbing, but an insect will only last for a decade at most. A more complex creature, like a dog, will make it a few centuries—unless said dog is in the company of a Man who loved him in life, in which case both will last significantly longer.
Contrary to popular belief, there are Men in Ferra. He does not bar them from entry to his plane, nor would he bar a Mer or a dragon if one wished to enter, but none ever has. In his opinion, these are the best sort of Men, the kind that can be informed an elephant is a type of person and immediately accept it without argument.
Cyne moves through the planes of Asterium with ease. Any other god visiting different planes would attract attention, but his siblings are used to this from him by now. They will sense his arrival and know he is only looking for a cat. Most do not even bother to come and greet him anymore, not unless said cat has done something particularly rude and they want to complain.
His form shifts as he moves through the planes. He is a deer in Cembra, a falcon in Aletha, a dolphin in Salis—though it is rare for a cat to visit Salis, as it almost is entirely water. But sometimes he gets an irritated message from Merla, complaining that someone is perched on the edge of a sunlit island and batting at fish in the warm shallows.
The cats cannot kill, and the fish cannot die. A cat who does manage to catch a fish will find it impossible to hold on to, as all bodies in Asterium are simply illusions woven around a soul. But nevertheless, he understands why Merla does not wish to sense any of her souls in distress, and always comes to carry them home when they grow too mischievous. Occasionally they will even run along the surface of Salis’s sea as though it is a sheet of glass, for cats are usually among the quickest to realize that most things in Asterium are shaped by belief.
Most creatures in Asterium do not even try to hunt after the first few months—instinct ebbs away when one is never hungry—but domestic cats will hunt for sport as often as food. Some never tire of pursuing smaller creatures across Ferra’s endless fields, no matter how many times Cyne scolds them. Some of the cleverer species of birds do eventually realize they cannot be harmed and come to enjoy being chased, seeing it as a sort of game. But as a rule, most animals do not enjoy being hunted.
As Cyne moves into Narchis, Rikilda’s plane, he takes the form of a fox. It is always dusk in Narchis, and so a crepuscular species feels appropriate. Narchis is laid out similarly to Ferra, with forests bordering all sides while the heart of it is grass and gardens, with the occasional structure for shelter.
But unlike Ferra, the plants that grow here are dangerous—or would be, if a soul could be poisoned. The entire plane is lit by tiny golden orbs of light that hover over the ground like fireflies. Countless flowers perfume the air, and every structure is overgrown by trailing vines. In the distance, he can see torches flickering. The soft wind carries the sound of women’s laughter and string instruments. But he has no time to socialize right now. He can finally sense the cat he has been searching for.
He is a ginger tomcat, though in the dim light his orange coat appears closer to brown. He pays Cyne absolutely no mind, for he is busy pursuing glowing flecks of light, catching them with his front paws, slamming them into the ground, and releasing them once more.
Cyne shifts into a man’s shape as he approaches. “Honey,” he calls. “Honey, there’s someone here to see you.”
Honey flicks his ear to indicate he has heard this. Then he turns and begins to walk in the opposite direction, toward the trees. Animals usually gravitate to Cyne, but now that Honey knows Cyne wants him, he will not cooperate. Even in death, cats never change.
Cyne follows Honey at a casual pace, being careful not to prompt him to go sprinting off toward the trees and perhaps into a new plane entirely. The cat glances back every so often to verify that Cyne is still following him. When he reaches a tree, he pauses to sharpen his nails, but as soon as Cyne comes within arm’s reach, he shoots off again.
Knowing this will eventually turn into a mad dash across planes if he allows it to go on, Cyne allows his avatar to unravel. The mortals do not generally like to see gods without an avatar; they find it distressing. But moving is much easier without it. In a moment, he is beside Honey. In a second moment, he re-weaves his avatar and grabs the cat before he can dart off again.
Honey settles in his arms immediately, which is a relief—some bite or scratch to communicate they have been offended. They cannot do any damage, of course, but Cyne still doesn’t appreciate it.
“Were you having fun?” asks Cyne. Honey purrs deeply in confirmation. “Let’s go. There’s someone waiting to see you.”
Issana is the plane of Isan, God of Charity. They are a minor god, powerful in Aquiim but not particularly well-known elsewhere. Most of their souls were Masimi or Coploni in life, and their plane reflects this. Most of it resembles a traditional Masimi garden, symmetrical and orderly, though Cyne knows many of these plants don’t bloom simultaneously on Inthya. Every tree is laden with fruit, and he passes too many mosaiced fountains to count as he moves down the carefully tended pathways. In the distance, waterfalls pour over verdant cliffs.
Cyne does not change forms as he enters Isan’s plane, for he does not dare let go of Honey. And besides, Men struggle to recognize him when he does not appear as a Man.
The soul he is searching for sits beneath a fabric pavilion strewn with pillows. They are newly dead but appear to be adjusting to Asterium at top speed. He can practically see the lines in their face receding, their hair darkening from silver to black. This soul was Xytan in life, not Masimi, but they converse eagerly with the Masimi souls as though they are old friends. None notice Cyne’s approach, and so he speaks.
“Excuse me,” says Cyne. “Are you Domite?”
The mortal in question looks up. Cyne can sense their confusion—they fear Cyne is someone they knew in life but have since forgotten. They do not wish to admit they do not recognize him. But then their eyes fall on the orange cat in his arms.
“Honey!” they shout, lurching to their feet. Honey, meanwhile, is already squirming to get free. Cyne lets him go, and he practically leaps into Domite’s waiting arms. As soon as they have him, Domite crumples to the ground, face buried in orange fur.
In life, Domite was a powerful member of the Xytan nobility, a favorite of the empress, and something of a revolutionary. But now they are a child again, shaking with sobs that are equally bitter and joyful. Honey rubs his face against Domite’s, flexing his claws to get a firmer grip on the fabric of their robe. Domite holds him close to their body like a baby.
Cyne waits patiently for Domite to regain their composure. It takes some time, but he does not mind. This is the best part of his domain, this moment of reunion. No matter how many millions of times he does it, it never grows old.
“Thank you.” Domite’s hands are full, so they crane their neck to wipe their eyes on their own shoulder.
“He would have found his way to you sooner or later,” says Cyne. “But I like to hurry things along.”
“I can keep him?” Domite’s voice trembles. “Here with me? He doesn’t have to stay in Ferra?”
“Yes,” confirms Cyne, prompting a fresh bout of tears. “Though you should know that cats tend to wander. You won’t be able to leave this plane under your own power, but he will. Don’t worry if he goes missing occasionally. There is nothing within Asterium that can harm him, and he will return to you eventually.”
“Thank you,” Domite repeats, their voice breaking. Honey adjusts his position to rest his paws on Domite’s shoulder and press his nose into their ear, and they laugh.
Satisfied that all is well here, Cyne takes a step back from the pavilion. “I must go now,” he says apologetically. “More deliveries to make.”
Domite nods, obviously more concerned with their cat than Cyne's departure. He doesn't mind being ignored if it means two souls are happy.
As he leaves Issana, he casts one last look at Domite and Honey, and the elation that surges through him is better than any prayer.



Thunder
Content warning: attempted suicide/suicidal ideation
 
THE BABY IS only two weeks old, but his mother checks for protrusions on his shoulder blades every few hours. He is so chubby that Nara, Goddess of the Sky, does not think his wings will be detectable for a month at the very least, but she understands the woman’s excitement. The daily requests to grant a blessing that has already been given are slightly exasperating, but Nara is used to this sort of thing from her couriers by now.
Nara cannot grant a blessing until a baby draws its first breath—it is one of the rules she and her fellow gods established many worlds ago, for the safety of anyone wishing to carry a child. It is somewhat inconvenient, given how complex the courier’s blessing is, but she’s had a long time to perfect the process.
Wings alone would not be sufficient to grant Men flight. The internal adjustments to muscle and bone are equally important. It would be a painful process, but the magic numbs the worst of it. Wings start out as hideous, naked protrusions, and will remain so until the feathers grow in, precisely like a newborn chick. By the time a blessed child is a year old, they will have uselessly tiny chicken wings. They won’t be capable of flight until they are adolescents.
Someday, Nara would like to create her own race of people, a mix of Man and bird, with a Man’s intelligence and a raptor’s wisdom. That requires more power than she has right now, so it will have to wait until she earns her place in the Ten, but the moment is coming. Reygmadra is slipping. The rest might try to deny it, but she has a scavenger’s instinct.
Not all Men are suited for flight—some don’t have the correct sort of weight distribution, and some fall ill at the thought of leaving the ground. It is common for those with wings to marry one another, creating generations of small, lithe flyers particularly suited to the sky, though they still have no instinct for flight and must be taught everything.
Those with wings are not the only ones who worship her. There are falconers, fletchers, and even the occasional farmer who will ask her for rain. Nara does not really do weather anymore, it is honestly best to let the planet regulate itself, but she is happy to take the credit when it comes.
Something pulls Nara’s attention away from the newborn baby and his anxious mother. Not another prayer, though, just…a feeling. A strange, almost sinking feeling. Dread?
Nara traces the sensation to a courier flying through a storm. Through a storm, and over the ocean, of all places. The wind throws her in all directions, the raindrops beat down on her wings, and the air crackles with lightning. What utter foolishness. The courier is afraid, but she does not call to Nara for help. Nara cannot tell if she is brave or simply intoxicated. Wings are significantly less useful when they are wet, and the ocean is even less forgiving than the sky.
Nara could calm the storm, but it is a natural thing, and the consequences of tampering with it will certainly outweigh the benefits. One life, even if that life belongs to one of her own couriers, is not worth the cost of throwing nature out of balance.
All her usual avatars will be equally helpless in the storm. Nara considers manifesting as a large sea bird, large enough to get the courier to safety, with waxy feathers that will repel the rain…but then, strangely, the courier still has not asked for help.
Before Nara can puzzle over this, the courier hits the water.
Nara manifests beneath the drowning courier wearing a Mer’s body. In silhouette, her new avatar resembles a woman. When lightning illuminates her features, her hair is revealed to be multiple long fins protruding from her head. Her chest is flat and featureless, and her nose is only two small slits beneath dark, overlarge eyes.
Nara isn’t completely comfortable in this strange new body, but the Mer’s instincts are strong. She moves beneath the waves with ease and grabs the courier by the waist, hauling her upward. The task would be difficult even if the courier were an ordinary woman, but her waterlogged wings add extra weight. Fortunately, Nara’s gray-skinned Mer avatar is remarkably strong, and they reach the surface together.
The courier has gone limp—Nara suspects she is unconscious, probably from the moment she hit the water. She is so much dead weight, but Nara’s avatar is impressively strong. She begins hauling her in a southward direction, toward a tiny island that is barely more than an outcropping of stones.
Nara drags herself and the courier ashore, struggling as they hit the sand together. Her silver tail fights to push them further inland, toward the moderate shelter offered by a tall rock formation. The courier does not move, but she is not dead. Nara can still sense her heartbeat and, more importantly, the glow of her soul within her body.
The thunder rolls, and Nara gazes out toward the sea, curling her tail beneath her. She usually never manifests in a form that cannot fly, and the Mer cannot even walk. She wants to discard this uncharacteristic avatar and return to her plane, but she also wants an explanation for her courier’s behavior.
Hours pass, and Nara receives more prayers that require her attention. She remains seated on the shore as she answers them, letting the heavy waves wash over her tail when it gets too dry.
The courier wakes after the worst of the storm passes. She looks absolutely dreadful, hair in endless knots and face covered in bruises, but she is alive. In the distance, the storm still rages, but now it moves northward, away from the island, leaving a lighter, clearer sky behind.
“What happened?” she murmurs, moving to sit upright. Her gaze falls upon Nara. “Aren’t I dead?”
“No,” says Nara, trying to get accustomed to having so many teeth. “But you should not have been flying in that.”
The courier coughs roughly and unfurls her wings. They are soaked through and will take a long time to dry. “And you shouldn’t have been swimming in that.”
Nara senses no relief or gratitude from the courier, but no anger or embarrassment either. Perhaps she is still in shock? Her thoughts are a dark, confusing cloud of sorrow and fear.
“My name is Enna,” says the courier. “I…suppose I owe you my thanks. Or an apology. Did I ruin it for you?”
“Ruin it for me?” repeats Nara, baffled.
“You know.” Enna gestures broadly in the direction of the receding storm, and Nara has a terrible moment of understanding. Mer normally avoid the surface during storms—lightning can strike anywhere, at any time. Enna thinks Nara intended to end her own life.
Just as Enna intended to end hers.
They are now thoroughly out of Nara’s jurisdiction. Perhaps she ought to leave, but she cannot leave. It would be the height of irresponsibility to leave.
Gods tend to flounder when pushed outside their domains, and she is beginning to do exactly that. What could she have done differently? What can she do now?
No. No. She must pull herself together. She will face far more difficult situations as a member of the Ten. How can she expect to unseat Reygmadra if she can’t even talk sense into one of her own couriers?
Enna picks up a smooth stone from beside her and turns it over and over and over in her hands. “I don’t know if I can do that again. I didn’t imagine it would be so…” She shakes her head. She throws the stone. “I’ll find another way.”
“Is there no one who can help you?” asks Nara.
“I could ask you the same thing.”
Nara wants to correct Enna’s misconception, but she doesn’t want to frighten her away from speaking truthfully either. She uncurls her long tail and silver scales gleam under the white-gray sky. “I know your people have priests. Alchemists.”
“The alchemists helped. Better than the priests ever did. They mixed up some powders for me to take every day. And I was feeling better. I was feeling wonderful.” Enna closes her eyes. “So I stopped taking it.”
Nara wants to grab Enna by the shoulders and scream in her face, but that will only make the situation worse. She forces herself to remain calm and says, “I think I’ve spotted your problem.”
“It sounds stupid now that I say it,” Enna admits. “But…sometimes I can’t think straight. Sometimes I can’t think at all; it’s just panic and fear. The alchemists say it’s not my fault, that it’s something inside my head. So when I get to Asterium, when I don’t have a body anymore, I shouldn’t feel this way.”
They sit on the stone and stare out at the sea together. Enna shifts her wings and tries to shake more water from them. In the distance, the thunder rolls.
“I wanted the storm,” whispers Enna at last. “I wanted it to look like an accident. It was the best I could think of. I can’t very well walk into the Temple of Ethi and ask them how to best kill myself without upsetting my mother. You were thinking the same thing, weren’t you? I’m sorry.”
“It’s not like that,” Nara tries to explain. “I wasn’t—”
“I know the Mer don’t surface during storms.”
“Yes, but…” Nara cannot think of another explanation for her actions, except the truth, and the truth might be too much for Enna to handle in her fragile state.
How can she ever expect to be counted among the Ten? She cannot help Inthya if she cannot help a lone mortal woman. Her hands curl into frustrated fists, and the Mer’s heavy claws dig painfully into the soft flesh of her palms. This is not her domain, and a small, childish part of her wants to cry out at the unfairness of it.
But nobody ever promised her fairness.
“We don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” says Enna. “And you—you don’t have to stay here with me. I’ll be fine once my wings dry.”
“Where will you go?”
“I’m not sure. I’m not on any assignments right now.” Enna inhales deeply. “I should go see the alchemists. Or a priest at the Temple of Eran. But I don’t want to face them yet.”
“What about your mother?”
Enna rubs at her eyes. “I don’t know what I’d say to her.”
“You can tell her that you haven’t been taking your powders.”
“She’ll be so disappointed.”
“But she’ll help you, won’t she?” Nara steals a glimpse into Enna’s memories. Enna’s mother also has wings, but she does not work as a courier anymore. She lives in a high, secluded mountain village with more of her own kind. All the emotions surrounding her memories are generally positive.
“I suppose,” admits Enna. “But…I don’t want to worry her. You really don’t have to stay, you know. It will be hours before my wings dry.”
“I don’t have anything else to do,” lies Nara. She could make Enna fall asleep, and have the woman wake up in her mother’s house, or at a temple, but that feels disrespectful of Enna’s autonomy.
“Did you tell me your name? I might have forgotten.”
“I didn’t,” said Nara. She screeches out a succession of notes in the Mer language. “You may call me Nacre.”
Enna screeches the notes back at her. “You’re not so different from hawks,” she explains.
The darkness within Enna has not gone, but it is less ominous now. Less immediate. But Nara still cannot leave Enna to her own devices, much as she’d love to return to blue skies and fat babies.
“What about you?” asks Enna. “We’ve been talking about me this whole time. You haven’t said a word about yourself.”
“What do you want to know?”
“Anything. It doesn’t matter. Whatever you want to tell.”
“Well…” Nara tries to think of something to say. “Recently I’ve been worrying that I’m not good enough.”
She hadn’t meant to be so candid, but the words came out before she could stop herself. Enna nods understandingly.
“And that I’ll never get what I want,” adds Nara. “Maybe it’s too late. Maybe I already missed my chance. Or when I do get my chance, I won’t be strong enough. Anything could go wrong.”
“Anything could go wrong,” Enna repeats, nodding in agreement. “I know exactly what you mean.”
You have no idea what I mean, thinks Nara, but she banishes the unkind thought. Enna is only being empathetic, and it’s not her fault that Nara hasn’t revealed her true identity.
The next few hours pass in relative silence. The storm recedes farther and farther into the horizon until it is gone completely. Finally, Enna stretches and gives her wings one last shake.
“Do you think you can fly now?” asks Nara.
“I should be able to,” says Enna, stretching her wings. “I suppose I should find land. I’m so hungry.”
“I’ll swim along with you,” volunteers Nara. “In case you get lost.” She knows Enna will not get lost, couriers have an innate sense of direction, but Nara worries about what Enna might do once she’s alone.
“Will you be able to keep up with me?”
“I think so.” Nara is not exactly sure what the Mer avatar is capable of, but she is willing to find out. Besides, if she loses Enna, she can cheat to find her again. “Try. We’ll see.”
Enna takes a running start and leaps into the air. Her gray-feathered wings spread wide to catch the air, and she lifts up above the ocean. The warm currents push her higher and higher, and Nara regrets that she is trapped in her cold, silver avatar and cannot fly with her.
But being a Mer isn’t so bad. Nara dives into the water with ease and propels herself forward without really thinking about it. Enna was right. It’s not so different from being a hawk; all sharp edges and a predator’s instincts.
When they get to land, Nara will have to shed this avatar. Perhaps she will follow Enna in a different form, or maybe she will monitor her progress from Asterium. She will decide when she gets there. For now, she keeps her eyes locked on the dark, distant figure in the sky as she speeds through the icy ocean water.
Perhaps she does not have to solve every single problem herself. Perhaps the most responsible course of action is to guide Enna to whoever can help her best and leave it in their hands. She knows she would only make things worse if she tried to fix Enna’s problems. Pretending like she has any knowledge of how to handle this situation is egotistical and selfish.
But watching over Enna and making sure she stays safe and surrounded by friends is something she knows she is capable of. Even when—if—Nara makes it into the Ten, she will never stop looking after her followers.
And that’s why I’ll win in the end, Nara tells herself. It’s just a matter of time.



Visitor
“WHAT DO YOU think of this?” asks Riana of Catorisci from behind her canvas. Aelia, Goddess of Inspiration, is too warm and comfortable and lost in a mountain of silk cushions to even look in her direction.
“I think you need to stop worrying about what I think and get on with it before you die of old age,” says Aelia.
Riana of Catorisci has been in Xytae for a month but is still in shock at the sudden change in her fortunes. Previously a struggling painter in a small Vesoldan town, now she paints for the empress’s court in Xytae. Aelia knows exactly how she feels—it’s been nearly fifteen years since her domain shift, but to a god, that is nothing. Most days, she feels like she is still working out the finer details of who she is meant to be.
“I want to see!” cries Princess Iulia. The new empress is far too busy to sit for portraits, so her youngest sister stands in her place, posed with her arms raised to the sky, clutching a wooden sword that will be rendered as celestial fire once Riana gets to it. “I’ll tell you what I think, and I’ll tell you the truth.”
“No! Stay where you are!” cries Riana in despair.
Iulia is a child, but the Empress Ioanna is very small, and their hair and faces are similar enough that Riana says she is a good placeholder model. In any case, Aelia likes Iulia. They understand one another. She wouldn’t have expected that from any sister of Ioanna’s, but the world is full of surprises.
Xyuluthe is not the sort of place Aelia ever expected to find herself. The imperial palace even less so. But Orsina is devoted to the new empress, and Aelia likes her too, even if her blessing means that sometimes it hurts to look directly at her for too long. And there are plenty of artists to talk to, both at court and in the city. She will be happy here for as long as Orsina needs her to be.
Not too long ago, Princess Vitaliya told Aelia of her plans to commission a portrait of Ioanna as she had been the day she reclaimed her throne, half poisoned by her own magic and tearing through stone walls like they were made of cheap paper. It was a terrifying moment, but glorious, and Aelia understands why Vitaliya wants it immortalized.
And she knew just the woman for the job.
“If only I could have seen it for myself,” murmurs Riana wistfully, as though Aelia has not shared her own memories of the event multiple times. “At least then I’d know if I got it all wrong. What if Princess Vitaliya thinks it’s terrible?”
“It should be terrible!” says Iulia cheerfully. “But terrible in a good way. Like the ocean.”
The room is warm and comfortable, but not even that can contain Aelia forever. She needs to wander, or she’ll pick at the seams of the pillows and unravel them into messy heaps of thread and cotton, and nobody wants that. She cloaks herself in a haze that says don’t notice me to the mortals and leaves in search of fresh air and sunlight.
*
XYULUTHE IS AN ancient city. If Aelia reaches out with her mind, she can sense how deeply it cuts into the earth, layers upon layers of ruin and stone and memory. But she doesn’t want to do that. There’s no sense in focusing on the past when the present is so bright and colorful and loud. She moves through the streets purposelessly, allowing her feet to take her wherever they please. She follows scents and sights, confident in the knowledge that if she gets lost, she can retreat to Asterium and rematerialize back at Orsina’s side.
A soft tug at her waistline brings Aelia’s attention to reality. Too late, she realizes her pocket is significantly lighter than it was when she left the palace. She grabs at the empty spot uselessly, trying to remember what she had. A handful of coins, some string, her charcoals, and (most importantly) a chunk of quartz crystal that she found on a roadside. It has no monetary value, but it is cool and smooth on her hands, and sometimes if she angles it the right way, she can see rainbows shimmering within.
“Hey!” cries Aelia. She can make out the shape of someone’s retreating back, a hunched-over figure pushing its way through the crowd. “Hey! Get back here!”
The thief doesn’t stop, of course. She didn’t know why she thought he might. She could let it go, she has no real need for any material items, but she’s offended now. She sprints through the crowds, following in the wake of the little pickpocket. A child, she thinks. She’ll go easy on him once she catches him, but she will catch him.
He ducks down a side street, but Aelia’s legs are longer, and she is spurred by something that she would describe as righteous fury, though Orsina would probably label it pettiness. In any case, as they break from the crowd, she gets her first clear view of the boy who robbed her and realizes she is not looking at a child at all.
She is looking at a demon.
“Stop,” she says in Asterial, hoping her words will carry more weight that way. They do not. Worse still, the demon does not bother keeping up his disguise any longer. He shifts through many different forms as they run—dog, weasel, cat, raven. He darts and weaves and squeezes into tight places where she cannot follow. But she has caught the scent of his spirit now, and can track him no matter how well he hides.
He leads her down narrower and narrower streets, and the buildings that surround them grow less and less hospitable until he rushes up a rickety flight of stairs through a door. Aelia runs in after him and has enough time to take in a tiny home filled from floor to ceiling with the most eclectic collection of garbage she has ever seen before a tall, wiry woman with enormous black eyes and braided hair smashes her in the face with a tea kettle.
Aelia collapses onto the wooden floor, incapable of thought but nevertheless certain she is about to die.
“What d’you think you’re doing?” demands the woman. A boot jabs her in the ribs. “C’mon, talk. I can tell you’re not dead, so don’t try faking.”
“Reiya,” moans Aelia, clutching at her face. She is going to have the most impressive bruise in history. Through her undamaged eye, she sees the woman’s mouth fall open in shock.
“Aelia?” gasps Reiya. She drops the kettle and hurries to kneel down by Aelia’s side. “Aelia! What in the world are you doing here?”
Reiya is a minor goddess and her domain is surprises. Aelia does not know if she’s legally classified as a chaos goddess—the lists seem so arbitrary at times—but she does know that she struggles to find long-term worshippers.
“Your demon robbed me,” says Aelia, pressing healing magic into her face. The pain lifts, and she thinks she feels her eye settle into proper alignment as well. “Tell the little brat he can keep the gold, but I want that rock.”
Reiya snaps her fingers in the direction of the creature, who has taken a child’s form again. “Riri. You heard her. She wants the rock.”
Riri peers out from behind a stack of wooden crates and shuffles over to Aelia. Despite the body he wears, he is nearer to being an animal than a Man, and part of her wishes Reiya would tell him to go back to being a raven or whatever he prefers. There is something so uncanny about his empty face, his wandering eyes.
Riri extends one arm and drops the quartz crystal into Aelia’s waiting hands. Then he scurries away into the mess once more.
“Riri’s got no sense in his head. Even for a demon.” Reiya sighs and shakes her head. “I’d reabsorb him in a minute, but it’s nice to not have to carry my own boxes.”
“What did you make a demon for?” Aelia clasps her hands behind her back to keep from touching any of the strange items piled up in the room. She sees furniture in the Masimi style, embroidered robes from Anora, and even the stuffed and mounted head of a water buffalo. She could spend hours wandering through the mess.
“It was an accident. Got run over by a cart, regenerated too quickly, left some pieces scattered around. You know.” Reiya shrugs. “He’s utterly useless. But I’ll be sad when he fizzles out. And what about you? I heard you’ve been making enemies all over the place.”
“Not just enemies. Friends too.” Aelia turns the quartz crystal over in her hands for something to do. “Who else is here?” She can sense another’s energy in the house, something calm and indolent.
“Emita,” says Reiya. Emita, Goddess of Elegance. What a strange pair. Then Reiya’s eyes harden. “And we’ve been here since Irianthe was empress and we’re not leaving now.”
“I don’t want you to leave!” says Aelia in surprise. “I—I’m happy to find you here. Why would I make you leave?”
“The paladins are back in Xytae,” says Reiya. “Are you going to pretend like you don’t know anything about it?”
“I didn’t bring them back, I—Reiya, don’t be like this. I’m no different than I ever was!”
“How many worshippers do you have now?” demands Reiya. “One hundred? One thousand?”
“Not one thousand!” says Aelia hastily. “Nowhere near one thousand!”
“Not yet,” says a new voice. A second figure, slender and sun-bronze, dressed in white silk, appears among the stacked boxes. This is Emita, and even half asleep she looks beautiful enough to walk through the doors of the palace. “Just wait.”
“Stop it!” cries Aelia, because the certainty in Emita’s voice fills her with a cold terror. “Both of you!”
“Why are you scared of it?” asks Reiya. “You should be happy.”
“What she should do,” says Emita, draping herself across a life-size statue of a man wearing the armor of a Ko’liani warrior, “is find us paladins of our own. I’m not picky, I’ll take one as long as he’s not too tall.”
“I don’t want a paladin. I’ve got integrity.” Reiya huffs. “And a baby to think about too.”
As if on cue, Riri knocks over several bolts of brightly colored fabric, sending them rolling across the floor. Instead of picking them up, he sprints away.
“You’ve both lived here for…fifty years?” Aelia guesses. “What have you been doing?”
“Waiting for the end,” says Emita dryly. “Did you hear Meyit stole my cult?”
Aelia nods sympathetically. Really, it was a matter of time. Meyit, Goddess of Beauty, has a more attractive domain, no pun intended, and there was always a great deal of overlap between their worshippers. It’s sad that they weren’t able to work together, but not surprising. The gods are uncooperative by nature. “Still, you seem to be doing…all right?”
“Inthya’s better than Asterium,” says Reiya. “At least things happen here.”
“Speaking of happen,” Emita adds, “there’s rumors. About the Ten. Nara’s angling—”
“Vulture.” But there is more admiration in Reiya’s tone than disdain. “Good for her, I say.”
Truth or not, the subject makes Aelia uneasy. “I haven’t seen you in centuries. Can’t we talk about something else? Tell me about your worshippers. Do they come see you here?”
“I don’t have worshippers.” Reiya sits down on a pile of boxes. “Just customers. And sometimes an audience.”
Aelia looks around at the room full of…everything. “Really?”
“Attention is nearly as good as prayers. You can hardly tell the difference, especially if you only get a real prayer once a year.” Reiya looks pleased with herself. “I’ve always got something interesting to show them. Most of these people have never left the continent—most of them have never left the city! They think I’m mad, but they always come to see what’s in the crates. I’m waiting on a flamingo.”
Aelia feels herself smile at the words. She tries not to spend too much time dwelling on how heavily she relied on putting mortals in thrall for a little rush of power. “It sounds better than prayer. More interesting, anyway.” Her eyes return to Emita. “And you help?”
“No. I’m useless,” says Emita, disentangling herself from the statue. “Don’t try to tell her otherwise, Reiya.”
“It’s not as bad as that,” soothes Reiya. “And besides, you do get visitors. Dancers, mostly.”
“Haven’t had one in months.”
“That’s all right.” Reiya’s voice is kind. “I’ve got more than enough magic to share.”
A crueler god might try to take advantage of their weakness, but Aelia feels nothing but a warm camaraderie with her fellow goddesses, regardless of her sudden jump in status. They must realize it too, to be so candid in front of her.
“Maybe you should come visit me in the palace sometime, Emita,” says Aelia. “I know there’s dancers that come to perform. You can steal some prayers away from Endani.” Endani, neutroi God of Dance, won’t even notice the loss. Probably.
“I don’t want any trouble,” says Emita.
“There won’t be. I’ll protect you if they object. Or someone will, in any case. Someone with a sword.”
“Maybe,” whispers Emita. She keeps her eyes low, pretends to be interested in an empty flowerpot inlaid with colorful stones, but Aelia senses curiosity and even a little bit of hope in her spirit.
Despite her claims that she is no different than she ever was, Aelia knows she has changed significantly in the last decade. But for the better. She spent uncountable eons feeling as though there was no real point to her existence until she met Orsina. Doubtless that is how Emita and Reiya still feel now.
The realization upsets her. Nobody should have to feel how she felt. But the world is full of gods and goddesses in the same situation, with stolen domains and no followers. She cannot possibly help all of them, but she can help these two. She has enough influence in the empire to push these two into the sunlight. A bit of hope is the least she can offer.
She has more than enough to share.



Wintersong
THE SNOW FALLS so heavily it is nearly impossible to see beyond the tip of one’s nose. But Avala’s avatar is an enormous white bear, and so she hardly feels the cold. Nor does she need to see, for she has already located the mortals she seeks and follows the flickering light of their souls rather than her own eyesight.
The white bear is not native to central Ieflaria, where she is now. This animal comes from the farthest north, where her favorite Men live in homes of whalebone and sealskin. She is not Eleventh among them; they are too badly outnumbered by their southern neighbors to grant her that status. But there is no sense in obsessing over what might have been if the continents were laid out a bit differently. The winter does not concern itself with envy or regret, and neither does she.
Her avatar would usually find this region far too warm for its liking. But the winter here has been unusually harsh this year, one of the coldest in living memory, and so she is comfortable as she lumbers through the heavy snow, each footstep crunching as though she walks across dry bones.
Nobody ever prays for a cold winter, but requests for snow come regularly. Mostly from children, who hope for storms heavy enough that their teachers will cancel lessons and their chores will be forgiven and they can spend the day exploring a new colorless world. Less commonly, the prayers are from adults who wish for a respite from their work, or a few extra days to complete a task, or some other small advantage.
But Avala does not tamper with the weather. She and her fellow gods learned long ago that it is best to let the planet regulate itself. She does not explain this to the mortals, of course. Their understanding of weather and climate is so limited at this stage. Even telling them the truth—that even the smallest change carries the risk of setting off a chain reaction across the world—has its risks. For there is a chance they will only come away from the conversation believing she is too weak to truly command a storm, and there is nothing more damaging to a god than being believed weak.
So she accepts the prayers and then ignores them. The winter feels no guilt, but if she did, she would tell herself that most prayers go unanswered anyway.
The white bear can outrun a Man but prefers to move at a slower pace when it is not hunting. She continues to plod through the storm, following the lost souls that did not return home at the appointed time. The sun will be setting soon. If she does not find them, they will not survive the night.
The blessings Avala most commonly grants are simple ones: an ability to endure the cold, the power to shape and freeze water. Her priestesses create crystalline statues using no tools but their own hands glowing with the blue-white light of her blessing. Nobody ever prays for a harsh winter, but her priestesses have found ways to capitalize on her domain nevertheless. They murmur over maps and study the clouds, advising farmers and traders and sailors. They climb mountains and harvest ice in enormous bricks, storing them in deep caves or cellars until the summer months, when they are most valuable.
And they sing too.
The mortals she seeks now are children, two brothers who left their mother’s house four hours ago to meander through the forest and pretend to search for kindling. Four hours ago, the sky was white and cloudless. Three hours ago, it was stormy gray. Now the snow falls in an endless opaque screen, and even Avala can understand how they became so terribly lost.
She finds them huddled together beneath a fallen tree, tears frozen to their faces, souls flickering like candlelight. Their thoughts are slow and lethargic, and their eyes are closing. If they fall asleep here, they will never wake.
Avala presses her dark nose into their faces, and they scream themselves back to full awareness. One, the elder of the two, actually slaps her across the mouth in the most delightful display of stupidity she has seen in weeks.
Still, death has been averted, at least for a few minutes, and she can see into their minds more clearly now. When the weather turned, the boys believed they had enough time to make it home safely. But as the hours went on and the snow grew heavier, it became more difficult to see. Soon, the two found themselves lost in a forest that they once believed they knew as well as they knew each other, all familiar landmarks wiped away like the memory of a dream.
Avala rises up on her hind legs and sheds the bear shape, taking on the form of a woman instead. She keeps the bear’s coloration—black eyes, white hair, a dark mouth—and its heavy fur coat. The boys stop screaming, but she does not know if that is because she is less frightening now or they have just run out of air.
“You will die if you stay here,” she says. The winter does not understand what reassurance is. “Allow me to bring you home.”
Not for their foolish sakes, but for the sake of their mother, who sings so beautifully. Who might have called to Pemele or Nara or even Talcia for help, but instead thought of Avala. Not even the darkest of chaos gods are immune to a bit of flattery, and Avala does not think of herself as dark at all. She shines like sunlight on a frozen lake. A particularly romantic priestess told her that once, a long time ago, and Avala never forgot it.
The winter might not understand envy or regret, but it can appreciate beauty.
“Climb on my back,” she tells the children. “Your mother is waiting for you.”
The children look at her with wary eyes and warier spirits. They are exhausted, soaked and frozen to the bone. But they have also grown up hearing stories of chaos gods and wandering demons and hungry monsters. They look at her and wonder which sort of story they are in now—the peaceful ones that grandmothers tell on summer days, or the ones that end with blood smeared across the ground.
Perhaps there is some sense in their heads after all.
Avala falls forward into the bear shape again and crouches down low so the boys can climb onto her back. After a moment’s hesitation, they do so. Their fingers are icy cold as they plunge into her thick fur, and there is almost no warmth left within their bodies. They’re not babies, but the bear avatar is so large and powerful that she barely feels their weight. It is one of the largest land-based predators in the world, and even though she did not design it, she feels a sort of pride nonetheless.
Even buried beneath an uncharacteristically harsh winter, Avala thinks Ieflaria has a softness about it. The animals here hibernate in the cold months, sleeping through the storms rather than adapting to them. Here, winter is to be endured until it passes, not embraced or understood. Everything sleeps. Everything waits. Desperate mothers might sing to her, thin and lilting tunes about starlight on snow, but they do not invite her in for tea.
She can sense the souls living in the nearby village, warm and peaceful. Some venture beyond their homes and call the boys’ names, but they cannot stay outside for long. The hope in their spirits dwindles with the sunlight.
Avala does not run for fear the boys will fall, but she does move at a faster pace than before as she makes her way through the trees. When she finally arrives at the village, she is greeted by shouts of horror and fear from those few residents still outside—but those die away as the boys climb down and run to a tall woman with long black hair and a tearstained face.
Their mother falls to her knees and claps her sons to her chest, shaking with tears. The other villagers watch Avala warily. They are thinking of their farming tools, their sharp pitchforks, their longbows. They cannot trust such a monster, even if it has returned two children to them. Avala doesn’t blame them. Wariness has saved more lives than curiosity.
Still, it’s only a matter of time before they manage to work themselves into a frenzy, or one of them decides he wants to know what a white bear tastes like. She will not linger among people who do not understand her. She shifts her feet and turns to leave.
The woman says, “Wait.”
Avala waits. The woman—her name is Hala—approaches slowly, but not because she is afraid of the enormous creature standing before her. She lifts one foot, and then another, stepping down into the deep snow with deliberate care. The only fear within her is of the ice, and what might happen if she slips.
When Hala finally stands before her, she says, “Thank you.”
Avala studies the mortal woman. Her face is red from crying, and from the icy wind. Like her sons, her clothes are soaked through, and the heavy down overcoat she wears no longer does anything to keep her warm. Her boots are sodden, her stockings unspeakable. And yet…
Thank you, Avala says without words. For the song.
Hala’s eyes widen, and Avala rises on her hind legs to take the form of a woman again. She steps forward and clasps Hala’s arms. Hala stares at her with eyes the color of a winter sky, mouth slightly ajar, thoughts all a spiral of confusion and delight and terror.
Hala’s soul is bright and vivid, but there is no magic within it. No god stood over her cradle and pressed a blessing into her heart thirty years ago. There is no shame in that—there are simply too many Men on Inthya for each individual to carry a blessing, to say nothing of the other mortal races. Magic is infinite in theory, but not in practice.
But today, there is enough to spare.
Avala breathes deeply and exhales a sparkling frost into the woman’s face.
She will never fear the winter again.



Starlight
THYANA DOES NOT understand Eydis.
Maybe she would have a few thousand years ago, when Men prayed to her every single day and she was entangled enough with their lives to anticipate how they would react to things. But honestly, she doesn’t think so. She has not changed that much since her involuntary domain shift.
Thyana, Goddess of the Dusk, would rather die than spend the rest of her life locked away in a tiny room in the frozen north, but nobody ever claimed Men were sensible creatures.
It’s not a prison, Eydis says whenever Thyana raises the subject. And besides, it would be very ungrateful of me to escape. Considering the circumstances.
Eydis used to be a priestess of Talcia, and Thyana used to be goddess of the stars. She isn’t sure which of them has it worse. Thyana is weak and perpetually tired, but at least she can still wander dimly lit streets and tangled forests and wait for lost mortals to try and follow her. The moment when one spots her and is filled with hope that they have located someone able to help contains enough belief to sustain Thyana for months.
(And isn’t that shameful, that she should even be capable of living on little raindrops of magic indefinitely? She once had worshippers on every continent.)
Eydis is lucky by the standards of Men. Most people who attempt regicide are sentenced to death. But the situation was…complex, and Eydis was a favorite of the future queen. Her sentence was a gift. Apparently.
Eydis is more than capable of escaping this not-a-prison. Her blessing is extremely powerful; she could leave at any time. But Eydis believes she deserves this.
In fact, Eydis believes she deserves worse.
Sometimes Thyana wishes her own domain shift had been similar to Eydis’s fall from grace: a single, horrible moment that ruined everything. But that is not the nature of gods. Besides, the shock of losing all her followers in such a short amount of time could have destroyed her outright.
Maybe it would have been better that way.
But her own downfall was more like the slow unraveling of a tapestry, one string at a time. She’d been aware of it happening, but powerless to stop it. There had been no malice in Men’s hearts as they cut her domain into pieces and passed them on to other goddesses. It was change; it was inertia; it was all those things that separate mortals from gods.
Better not to think about it.
Eydis lights a candle at her windowsill every night, a plain black taper. It is not precisely a prayer, but Thyana responds to it anyway. She has no other obligations. Nobody else is thinking of her. Nobody else wants her.
Thyana manifests in Eydis’s room wearing her usual avatar, the one that is shaped like a woman but colored like a night sky. Eydis, sitting on the edge of her bed and looking out the window, turns to face her.
“Will you tell me tonight?” she asks.
Eydis speaks of the breach. Three months have passed since the night Iolar allowed a small breach to open on Inthya and Talcia brought Eydis to sew it shut, but Eydis asks about it every time she sees Thyana. It’s a little bit tiresome, but Thyana can’t blame her. What is Eydis’s mortal mind meant to think? The breach is beyond her comprehension. It was cruel to show it to her in the first place, and crueler still to leave the memories in her head afterward.
Thyana would remove the memories herself, but she lacks the magic to do so. Besides, tampering with Eydis’s memory seems wrong, somehow. Her fellow gods do it all the time, particularly when it comes to matters related to Outsiders, but Thyana is barely a goddess anymore. She is…unworthy.
“No,” says Thyana. “Not tonight.”
Eydis does not argue. She never does. She nods once and returns her gaze to the sky. Usually she wears her hair in long braids, as most Ieflarian women do, but tonight it is loose and free. It is very tangled, though, and so Thyana takes a comb from the bedside table and kneels behind her.
“I miss the temple,” whispers Eydis.
Thyana does not answer immediately. Eydis’s tangles are worse than they look. Has she not been taking care of herself? Has Thyana really not noticed? She has no excuse; there is nothing else going on in her existence.
“I had temples once,” Thyana murmurs. They are nothing but collapsed stone now, the statues crumbled and the paint washed away, the priestesses dead and gone. They remained with her in Asterium for as long as they could, but no soul can exist independently forever. Now they are part of her spirit, sleeping and waiting for what comes next.
“I’m sorry,” says Eydis.
“It is the way of things.” She closes her eyes, and sees the stars charted across the walls and ceiling in shining gold paint. She hears the ringing of silver bells.
But what do men know of the stars?
“I don’t like the way of things,” Eydis says.
To Men, stars are only tiny, distant points of light.
“Maybe it will be better next time around,” says Thyana.
Eydis turns to look at her. The room is so dark, Thyana can see the silver freckles on her own face reflected in the mortal woman’s eyes. “Next time?”
Eydis has already seen a breach. Thyana will not torture her with even more unwanted information.
“Never mind,” says Thyana. “Never—”
Eydis leans forward and kisses her.
Nobody has touched her in such a long time, and Thyana melts into Eydis’s gentle hands, her soft lips. Her midnight-sky skin blushes the color of a sunrise, bathing the room in dim orange light. Eydis’s heartbeat counts out the moments left in her life, but her soul is bright and eternal.
Thyana remembers herself and rips away.
“Eydis!” she cries, not sure if she is delighted or furious. Mostly, she supposes, she is confused. “What—?”
“I’m sorry!” cries Eydis. Tears stream down her face, and Thyana is not sure if she started crying during the kiss or after it. Her pale fingers seize desperately at Thyana’s dark arms. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think. Please don’t leave. Please don’t leave me. I don’t want to be alone.”
Thyana wonders what Eydis would say if she told her the sun is a sort of star, that the stars are all suns, and that when the gods built the universe they left extra worlds, empty worlds, just in case. Would the words mean anything at all to Eydis, or would they be beyond her comprehension?
“I’m not going to leave,” says Thyana. “But you…you surprised me.”
“I don’t know what I was thinking!” Eydis covers her face with her hands. “I’m so sorry. I wish I were dead!”
She wonders what Eydis would say if she told her that mortals have the potential to go further than they can ever imagine, if they can only refrain from destroying one another. But that would be cruel, to taunt her with what she can never have. Even crueler than showing her the breach.
“These things happen,” murmurs Thyana. At the height of her power, she would have gently turned away any mortal who sought to kiss her, to love her. It was strange to think of a mortal in such a way. It felt…wrong.
But she is no longer at the height of her power, and when she looks at Eydis now, she only sees an equal. In fact, in terms of magic, Eydis is significantly more powerful than Thyana.
“I don’t know what came over me!” Eydis gets up and paces the room. Thyana remains seated and watches her. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’ve been alone for so long.”
“I know,” says Thyana softly.
Eydis moans in despair and covers her eyes with her hands. “I wish I were dead,” she repeats.
“Do not speak that way,” says Thyana, because she is already thinking of leading Eydis into the darkest part of the forest and leaving her there. She does not enjoy these thoughts, but she cannot prevent them. This is her domain now, after all.
Eydis is in such a vulnerable state it would barely take any magic to put her in thrall and convince her to leave the prison and go walking into the mountains together. It would not be the first time Thyana led a mortal to its death.
It’s not her fault. The stars were stolen from her. She would take them back in an instant if someone offered them, but nobody is offering.
But she does not want to kill Eydis. Even if it would be a mercy.
Thyana gets up and approaches Eydis quietly, wraps the mortal woman in an embrace. The gesture is stiff and awkward because she has not held anyone in such a terribly long time, but she has nothing else to offer.
“I will only hurt you,” whispers Thyana. “Do you understand?”
“Hurt me, then,” says Eydis. “I want to feel something again.”
Thyana rests her chin on the top of Eydis’s head. She remembers how frightened Eydis was of Edan, that night they stood in front of the breach. Perhaps this is her own fault, for not designing an avatar with horns and teeth and claws like butcher’s knives. Perhaps that is the cruelest thing of all, wearing a body that Eydis finds beautiful, beautiful enough to close her eyes to the truth of what Thyana is.
Thyana does not know what to do. Perhaps she should go to Talcia for advice. Talcia is level-headed, but never sanctimonious, and she obviously cares for Eydis a great deal. She will not let such a powerful follower suffer at Thyana’s careless hands.
“I don’t want to hurt you," says Thyana. “Do you understand? I’d do it without meaning to. I can’t help it.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Eydis insists. “Nothing matters.”
Thyana draws away from her. “I’ve been visiting you too often,” she realizes. “I’m influencing you.”
“You’re not. Anyone would feel this way in my place.” Eydis wraps her arms around herself. “Never mind. Let’s…let’s forget this ever happened.”
Yes. That would be the intelligent thing to do, the responsible thing. And Thyana will forget how wonderful it felt to be held, even for that brief moment.
“I don’t want to forget,” says Thyana. Eydis raises her head, eyes wide with shock. “Eydis. I don’t want to forget. But I don’t want to hurt you. I know you say you don’t care, but I do. And if I kill you, I’ll carry my guilt for the rest of eternity.”
“If you kill me, I will see you in Asterium,” whispers Eydis, but she turns her eyes away from Thyana’s face. “No. I understand. I’ve been selfish, haven’t I?”
“No.” Thyana shakes her head. “Not at all.”
Eydis is waiting for her to explain, but Thyana has no explanation. Only certainty. In her experience, selfishness is something mortals accuse one another of when they don’t get their way.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” says Thyana. “I won’t let myself hurt you. But I don’t want to leave you, either. If you give me time, I…I think I can manage it.”
Maybe Talcia will help her. Maybe Talcia will shout at her. That seems unlikely, but Eydis kissing her also seemed unlikely, so there is no predicting what the future holds. Probably not starlight, but maybe something to replace it. For a little while.
“I have nothing but time,” says Eydis.



Eleventh
THE AIR IS heavy with smoke and the ground is saturated with blood. Adalia, Goddess of Healing, makes her careful way across the battlefield, stepping over broken weapons and mutilated corpses in search of those few souls that still glow like embers in the darkness.
The roar of battle has passed. Now the only sounds that remain are the gasps of the dying and the heavy wingbeats of circling carrion birds. Those few mortals still alive enough to pray do not think of Adalia. Some speak to Adranus, but most call to Reygmadra.
But Reygmadra does not heal. She does not offer comfort. If she manifested now, she would probably announce to the dying that they’ve all disappointed her.
No, no, that is not true. Adalia is only thinking spiteful thoughts out of envy. Reygmadra would tell them they died a warrior’s death and Vailyon waits for them. And that is fine—it is the truth, after all—but it still leaves Adalia discontent and bitter.
Adalia kneels beside one of the fallen mortal soldiers. This one prays to Adranus, but Adranus has tens of thousands of prayers to answer today. He will not mind if Adalia steps in to intercept one or two or ten.
(Besides, she deserves this. It makes no sense that the god of death should also be associated with healing. The mortals had no right to give her domain to him. She is only taking back what is rightfully hers.)
Adalia is at her most powerful in Thiyra, but there are no wars in Thiyra. The best she ever gets from them are rare skirmishes between Men and Elves out at sea, and those are usually too near to Domeysil for her to interfere. So instead, she has come to Masim, to a place where Emperor Ionnes’s homesick troops have skirmished with native Masimi warriors.
She does not approve of the war, of course. But at times like these, she does not waste time checking to see what side each mortal fought for and deciding whether they deserve her mercy. In moments like this, they are all simply Men.
The soldier opens his eyes as she lays a hand across the hideous wound in his chest. Magic, palest green in color, blossoms in her palm and seeps into the flesh.
“It’s no use,” he rasps. He thinks she is only a priestess; they usually do. “Don’t waste your magic on me.”
“You’re well enough to complain, you’re well enough to survive,” she tells him, and these words pull a lopsided smile to his face. He still does not believe he will live (in fact, he fears she will only prolong his suffering for a few hours), but she isn’t offended by his lack of faith. This sort of wound would be far beyond most mortal healers.
As she works, she takes a moment to glimpse the soldier’s soul. No blessing from Reygmadra. No blessing at all. She probably should have checked before, but she has always found it difficult to refrain from healing injured mortals when they are right in front of her.
Mortal bodies, regardless of what species they are, are such fascinating things. They’re disgusting—Adalia is not so romantic that she will try to deny that—but the way they work, the biology behind the designs, the way every tiny piece fits together and communicates, is something she always enjoys observing.
Sometimes she regrets how generous she and her fellow gods have been with magic. It is an excellent way to maintain a steady exchange of power between themselves and the mortals, but it also has a bad habit of stifling scientific innovation. She would enjoy a world where the mortals had a reason to delve into biology and physiology. Maybe next time around, or the time after that.
She finishes her work, and the soldier closes his eyes. The healing process has exhausted his body, and he will not be strong enough to rise and find his companions for a while yet. She moves on to the next soldier, pausing to give Adranus enough time to speak up if he has any objections. He does not.
She cannot save them all. She never can. But dying is not so bad. The moments leading up to it can be terrible, but dying itself is a soft, silent thing. And those ones that survive will remember her, and maybe the next time they are injured or ill, their prayers will find their way to her whether they intend them to or not.
“Please,” says a faint voice from behind her.
She turns. She already knows what she will see, but she turns anyway. A fallen soldier stares at her with bloodshot eyes. He watched her heal the others, and now he raises a desperate hand in her direction.
“Please,” he whispers. “Please, I—”
But he is not one of the ones who asked for Adranus. He has been praying to Reygmadra this entire time. Even now, his thoughts are of his patron goddess, and so Adalia must refuse him.
“Please,” he repeats.
Reygmadra does not heal, and it would be unrealistic to expect her to do so, given her domain. In her younger, kinder days, she might have granted a mercy killing, but that was a long time ago. She is not the same person as she was back then, and neither is Adalia.
Without getting off her knees, Adalia shuffles closer to the pleading soldier. She places a hesitant hand on his forehead and glances around furtively. The only witnesses that she can see are the carrion birds, but that is no guarantee of anything. Any number of her siblings could be watching from Asterium.
She tells herself that she is not important enough to bother watching and presses magic into the man’s wounds.
Adalia usually takes her time with healing, but now she hurries, cursing herself the entire time. What she is doing now is dangerous, stupid, pointless. A single life saved in return for a single moment of faith. That teardrop of magic will not be worth whatever Reygmadra might decide to do to her if she is caught.
But either Reygmadra does not notice the theft, or she does not care. Probably the former. Adalia cannot imagine receiving so many prayers herself, but she has been told it can become overwhelming. She has heard it compared to standing beneath a waterfall and trying to remain upright and also not drown. For tens of thousands of years.
Adalia is not a small goddess, not at all, but still cannot imagine ignoring prayers. Perhaps one day when—if?—she rivals Reygmadra in power, she will understand. But until then, she has a battlefield full of soldiers to heal.
Adalia pauses to think, to calculate how much energy she might come away with if she heals all the soldiers, not just the ones who were asking for Adranus. In the short term, it won’t be much, but how many of them will remember her for the rest of their lives? How many of them will pray to her afterward, learn her name, and teach it to their children? She is not so famous in Aquiim, nor in Ioshora. Her actions here today might change that.
It might be worth it. These Men certainly deserve a better patroness than Reygmadra. And she has already established that her fellow goddess is not paying any attention to what she’s doing now.
With this in mind, Adalia sets to work. Hours pass. Some of the men die; some do not. Some get up and find their friends, some gather around her and offer her water and horrid soldier food. She accepts the water, because her avatar needs it, but refuses the rest.
When they ask her what her name is, she tells them “Adalia.” When they ask her where her guards are, where her fellow priests are, where her temple is, she ignores them. If she reveals herself now, she won’t get any more work done today, and right now she is lost in her own domain, unable to think of anything but healing.
After a few hours, a hand touches her shoulder, pulling her out of her trance-like state. She looks away from the man she is currently healing, expecting to see another soldier with more questions. She has enough time to take in tangled hair and a blood-streaked face and ancient armor before her entire body is lifted into the air and slammed back to the ground.
“Reygmadra!” cries Adalia. Her voice comes out weaker than she intended. She forces a smile and remains on the ground like that was where she wanted to be all along. “Oh! I—I—I’m glad to see you here. How is your…war…going?”
“Adalia,” says Reygmadra. “I might have guessed. Nobody else would have the nerve to steal prayers from me.”
“Were these your prayers?” Adalia scrabbles backward on her hands as Reygmadra advances. “I had no idea—I didn’t think anyone wanted them.”
“Cute,” says Reygmadra. She seizes the front of Adalia’s robes, leaving a bloody handprint on her chest, and lifts her clear off her feet. “Let me make this perfectly clear. Adranus and the others might tolerate you stepping all over their domains, but you will not steal prayers from me.”
“Of course not!” cries Adalia hastily. What she really wants to do is drop this avatar and return to Asterium, but Regymadra is holding on to her spirit as well as her body, tethering her to Inthya. It is a difficult thing to do, and impossible to keep up for more than a few minutes, but Reygmadra is still one of the Ten and Adalia is only a tiny healing goddess from Thiyra.
Reygmadra drops her again, and Adalia sees movement out of the corner of her eye. The soldiers she healed have noticed the confrontation, and now they intend to come to her defense.
Stay out of this, she says, projecting her words into their minds. She cannot hurt me, but she can hurt you.
The soldiers hesitate, but she can tell that hesitation will not last forever. She saved their lives, and Reygmadra is an unknown soldier who came out of nowhere to attack a temple healer. She has seconds to act.
But luck is on her side. Reygmadra has already finished what she came to do. She steps backward, eyes still narrowed and lips pressed together, and retreats to Asterium. Off to plot and sulk and ignore the pleas of dying warriors, Adalia expects.
Adalia remains there on the ground, breathing deeply. She can heal the damage to her avatar easily, but the pain from having her spirit gripped in Reygmadra’s angry hands will not fade so soon. It was a warning. The next time she oversteps, Reygmadra will not be so kind.
The soldiers hurry to her side. They help her sit upright, but they ask so many questions that she has to close her eyes. She cannot blame them for their curiosity, it is only natural, but she cannot find the energy to answer them.
“I am fine,” she says. “I am unharmed. Please return to your commanders. Please leave this place.”
They do not want to leave her, and under ordinary circumstances she would find such devotion thrilling. But right now, she can only think of how badly she wants to return to Asterium and rest. It takes nearly an hour for them all to go, and she suspects they have not gone far at all. They will return if they hear her cry out.
She puts those thoughts aside and focuses on healing her body. It is perhaps not the most efficient use of energy, given that she will disassemble this avatar before she returns to her plane, but right now all she wants is for the pain to be diminished. She lets the magic sink in, healing bruises and cuts and numbing the worst of the injuries.
A carrion bird sits on a low branch, watching her. It is an ugly creature, with a bald, wrinkled head and an oversized coat of dark feathers. It gazes at Adalia with intense, intelligent eyes.
“What are you doing here?” she asks Nara.
The same thing as you, says Nara. Her wings ruffle a bit. Waiting for something to die.
Adalia’s throat is suddenly dry. Mortal bodies might be masterpieces of biology, but they’re also dreadfully inconvenient. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Nara unfurls her wings and glides to the ground beside her. When she touches the ground, her avatar is a woman, bald like the carrion bird was, but with an enormous pair of dark wings.
“That was foolish of you,” says Nara. “But I’m impressed. I don’t think anyone has ever tried to steal a prayer from Reygmadra since we were—”
“I wasn’t looking for trouble,” Adalia interrupts. “I wasn’t trying to challenge her. It’s just difficult to watch Men die. Even you can understand that.”
“You will never get what you want without a bit of conflict.”
Adalia glances sidelong at Nara, who smiles at a future that Adalia cannot bring herself to look at yet.
“How long, do you think?” asks Adalia.
Nara shrugs, and her wings rustle. “Maybe a thousand years. Maybe a week.”
“Dayluue will not allow it.”
Nara makes an amused sound. “Sooner or later, Dayluue won’t be able to do a thing to stop it.”
Adalia won’t pretend that this is new information, but it still makes her uneasy to hear. The mortal races embrace change so readily. Adalia wishes she could be more like them, even though she knows it is not really her fault. She did not ask to be what she is.
Nobody would ask to be what she is.
“Soon the Ten will need a new member,” says Nara. “And perhaps, shortly after that, Thiyra will need a new Eleventh.” She pauses, studies Adalia’s face intently. “Tell me that’s not exactly what you’re after.”
“I’m only after prayers.”
“Prayers for the sake of prayers? You don’t need to lie to me. We both want the same thing.”
“What do you want? From me?” Adalia knows how these things go. Nothing for nothing. And while the prospect of being Thiyra’s Eleventh is thrilling and horrifying in equal measure, it might not be worth Nara’s price.
“I want you to want it,” says Nara. “Cyne will push back. Ridon will push back. When Asterium falls into chaos, hesitation and fear won’t do you any good. The only thing that matters is acting decisively.”
This is all too much. Adalia wishes she were powerful enough to undo the events of the last few hours, but she doubts even Dayluue is capable of something so massive in scale. She rubs her eyes with bloodstained hands, impossibly exhausted.
“Think of all the good you could do as Thiyra’s Eleventh,” says Nara. “All the lives saved. No more of…this.” She nods at the battlefield.
Adalia knows what she wants to say, but she keeps the words inside her mouth. Saying them aloud will make them real, and she is not ready for that.
Not yet.



Monster
MANIFESTING IS NOT easy for a goddess as small as Mesphine, so she designs her avatars to last a long time. They are young and sturdy—or at least, that’s how they start out. They do age. They do weaken. They do die. When that happens, she returns to Asterium and slips into a dreamlike state, awaiting the moment she will be strong enough to do it all over again.
She does not really have a domain right now. A long time ago, in a few parts of the world, she was the goddess of gardens, but that only lasted for a few hundred years before Eyvindr swallowed her domain.
At least he had the decency to apologize afterward.
At her size, she is expected to remain in Asterium, preserving energy and only stirring when someone speaks her name. And perhaps that would be the rational, responsible course of action, but she cannot force herself to sleep when Inthya is so alive.
Her favorite place to manifest is a small village in eastern Ibaia. There’s nothing really notable or special about it, but she’s spent so much time there that it feels familiar and safe and the residents aren’t shocked when she vanishes for a few decades and returns appearing fifty years younger. They say she is a woman unstuck in time, and that is why she ages backward and forward but never dies.
And that’s far more interesting than the truth, so she does not correct them.
The tower—her tower—stands about two miles from the village. It served as a watchtower, once, when the village was a large walled town a thousand years ago. The wall exists as the memory of a wall; a broken, uneven ring of gray stones that children sometimes play on. Thanks to Mesphine’s care, the tower is in better condition. The sturdy, reliable structure does not collapse in on itself after she’s been gone for a decade or two in the way a house might.
And of course she has an enormous garden.
Her plane is also a garden, but it’s not the same at all. In Asterium, she can cheat. In Asterium, the crops grow even if they are not watered or tended or planted in the first place, and she can bring entire orchards into existence with only a thought. The dirt never sticks to her hands. Is it any wonder she prefers Inthya?
Even if Inthya has neighbors who sneak onto her land and steal from her garden.
The man is named Niki and the woman is named Rella, and Mesphine swears to herself that she will not let them get away with it even though they don’t have much money and Rella is pregnant.
Catching them in the act is easy. It doesn’t take much power to cloak herself in a haze of do-not-see-me-I-am-not-important. At twilight, they walk right past the place where she is standing and begin to fill the sack they’ve brought with them, hasty but shameless.
When she shows herself, Rella screeches and Niki jumps back like he expects to be stabbed. Mesphine opens her mouth to speak, but Rella is already talking, spewing out excuses and explanations and promises, and Mesphine cannot get a single word in edgewise.
“By Asterium, stop this shrieking,” says Mesphine when Rella finally pauses to take a breath. “Nobody’s harmed you. Why are you stealing from me? You’re not that destitute.”
“We are,” says Rella. “We are. This summer has been terrible. Our garden has given us almost nothing, and you have so much—”
“You might have asked,” Mesphine says crossly. “And your garden is doing terribly because you planted too late and haven’t pulled up the weeds in weeks.”
“Let us trade something to you,” pleads Rella. “Let us take what we need, and when my child is born, you can have it.”
“Excuse me?” Mesphine is certain she has misheard. She glances down at the soft curve of Rella’s stomach. “What?”
Rella nods hopefully. Mesphine looks to Niki for help, but his face is calm and blank, like he thinks Rella’s suggestion is completely reasonable.
“A baby is far more valuable than some plants, don’t you think?” he says.
“I don’t want your child. I want you to stop stealing from my garden.”
“Are you certain?” asks Rella.
“Yes!” Five minutes ago, she might have been willing to bargain with the unhappy couple, to see if Niki is willing to spend a few hours in the field with her in exchange for some crops, or if Rella can mend a few garments because even after all these centuries, Mesphine is terrible at sewing. But now she wants them out of her sight. “Please leave.”
“It’s our firstborn,” says Rella, like she thinks this bit of information might change things. “Don’t you like those?”
Mesphine cannot waste what tiny bit of magic she has on peering into Rella’s mind, but the prospect is tempting. “I don’t know who or what you think I am, but I don’t take babies as payment. No matter when they were born.”
The couple leaves, and Mesphine hopes that will be the end of it. Niki and Rella don’t stop stealing from her garden, but they’re at least more subtle about it. Mesphine does not confront them again.
Rella names the baby Selia. She is a doting mother for about three weeks, according to village gossip, before she grows bored of it. Mesphine doesn’t often venture into the village, but people come to her to buy vegetables. She spends the next few years hearing the occasional tale of Rella and Niki and their oft-ignored daughter, of how neighbors frequently have to step in to see that she is fed and clothed. Of how a priestess from the Temple of Pemele once came all the way out to scold them and half the village hoped she would take Selia to the city with her, but Rella sobbed and apologized and swore she would do better. She forgot her promise after a month but the priestess never returned.
Niki walks away from his family when Selia is six years old. From then on, Selia becomes a frequent trespasser on Mesphine’s land, no matter how Mesphine scolds or bribes or, in later years, sets her to work.
Selia’s not much help in the garden—she’d prefer to sit around and babble—but she’s not a hindrance, either. Mesphine supposes there’s no harm in letting her loiter around the tower. If nothing else, it keeps her out of trouble.
One day, when Selia is ten years old, she asks, “Are you an Elf, Mesphine?”
Mesphine drops her trowel and straightens. “Excuse me!”
“I didn’t mean it as an insult.” Selia sounds surprised, and Mesphine has to remind herself that mortals have had no contact with elves since the fall of the Xytan Empire. “It’s something that some people say. That you’re an Elf.”
That is a new one. It must be a recent development.
“If I was an Elf, I’d have eaten you years ago,” says Mesphine. “Along with your horrible parents.”
Selia plucks a wildflower from the grass and spins it in her fingers. She squishes the petals against her lips. “You’re really not an Elf?”
“If I was an Elf, you’d be able to tell from looking at me.”
“Have you ever met one?” Selia perks up. “What are they like?”
“You don’t have to worry about them this far inland.”
“I’m not worried. I’m excited. Nobody in the village has ever seen a real Elf before. Is it true they have long ears?”
“Yes,” Mesphine says. “But you’ll know it by the way it moves long before it gets close enough for you to see its ears. They look like Men, but they’ve got a completely different sort of mind.”
“Well, I’d still like to meet one. Did one try to eat you?”
“I’m not the eating sort.”
“I know.” Selia nods solemnly. “I can tell.”
Mesphine goes back to her digging, and Selia watches her in silence for a while longer. Then the girl announces, “Mother says I need my hair cut.”
Mesphine hates to agree with Rella, but Selia’s hair has grown very long lately. It’s an uncommon, lovely shade of gold, but it’s nearly past her hips and the ends are ragged. “You don’t want it cut?”
“No!” Selia declares. “I want it to get long enough to touch the ground.”
“Sounds messy.”
“I’m already messy,” says Selia, which Mesphine cannot disagree with. “A little more mess won’t make a difference.”
Selia wins in the end—her mother never manages to cut her hair, though Mesphine is permitted to trim the ends once or twice a year. She grows from a rowdy child to a slightly less rowdy adolescent, and spends more time at Mesphine’s tower than at home. She is a frequent sight in Mesphine’s garden, digging or planting or watering or pulling up weeds, her long hair worn up in a coiled braid.
Then one morning, when she is fourteen years old, Selia arrives at the tower and announces, “Mother is gone.”
“Gone?” repeats Mesphine, who is sipping a mug of bitter tea. “Gone where?”
“Off with that cloth merchant, I imagine,” says Selia, sitting down at the kitchen table. “She took everything worth taking. Which wasn’t much. But still.”
“Did she leave a note?”
“Of course not!” cries Selia. “Don’t you understand what I’m trying to tell you? She’s been wanting me gone for years and I never went, so she’s leaving instead. Don’t you unders—” Her words end in a gasp as tears begin to fall from her eyes.
Mesphine wonders if she was wrong to reject Rella’s offer of her firstborn daughter. Her kind make unspeakably terrible parents, but she still thinks she would have done a better job than Rella and Niki.
“Why do people do it?” sobs Selia. “Why do they have children if they aren’t going to love them?”
Mesphine swallows and tries to think of something consolatory to say. “If it helps, my parents didn’t love me either. But I turned out…” Mesphine hesitates. “I turned out.”
“Wait until I’m big.” Selia slams a fist into the wall. “They’ll be sorry. They’ll be so sorry.”
She is a mere five hundred years old, watching Dayluue scream up at Aethia, who only blinks its many eyes in obvious confusion—
“Give me a blessing,” says Selia.
Mesphine drops her teacup on the floor.
“You think I’m stupid?” whispers Selia. “You think I didn’t know? You think I could hang around this long and not realize—”
Mesphine tries to find her footing in this conversation. “It’s not like you think. I don’t have any magic! None for myself, and none to give away. I don’t even have a domain, really.”
Selia looks angry for a moment longer, then slumps in her seat.
“Nobody worth praying to would live around here anyway,” she mutters, kicking the table’s leg.
Selia moves into the tower. As she was already a semipermanent fixture around Mesphine’s home, this has little impact on either of their lives. The years pass. Selia’s hair grows longer. They do not speak of Niki or Rella. There is nothing to be said about them.
“If I hung my hair out the top window, you could use it to climb up instead of taking the stairs,” Selia says one day.
“We’re not doing that,” says Mesphine, because she is not a chaos goddess no matter what anyone thinks.
Nevertheless, the paladin arrives shortly after Selia’s seventeenth birthday. He’s an impressive sight, with his gleaming armor and expensive horse. They’re working in the garden when he rides up. Mesphine does not need to look into his mind to know he’s not here to buy vegetables.
Selia drops her tools and rushes to greet him, immediately in love with the valiant, romantic sight before her simple farmgirl eyes. Mesphine casually picks up a set of shears. She is not a chaos goddess—and she is so weak that he will not be able to identify her at all—but sometimes paladins get the wrong idea about small goddesses in rural places and it is best to be vigilant.
“You two live here?” He sounds confused. Whatever he was expecting to see, Mesphine and Selia were not part of it. “Is there anyone else?”
“We have a cat that hangs around sometimes,” Selia says, her cheeks turning pink. “And we’re saving up for some goats, but…I’m sorry. I’m babbling. The cat is named Clover.”
“My report said an Elf was keeping a young woman prisoner in a tower.” The paladin sounds embarrassed. “I…I suppose there’s been a mistake.”
“Well, I have a tower, and I have a young woman,” says Mesphine. “But no Elves and no prisoners.”
The paladin looks up at the tower, and Mesphine wonders if he will ask to search it. But the front door stands wide open, as do all the shutters. If she was keeping someone trapped here, she’d be doing a poor job of it.
“There’s no monster here?” he verifies, but his tone suggests he only asks because he is obligated to.
“There was!” Selia points in the direction of her mother’s old cottage. “She’s long gone now.” She giggles at her own joke, but the paladin just looks confused. “You should stay for dinner.”
The paladin, thankfully, does not stay for dinner. He rides off on his expensive horse while Selia sighs wistfully and Mesphine tries to remember the last time she sharpened her scythe.
“Wasn’t he handsome?” Seila asks, lovestruck. “It almost makes me wish I was trapped in a tower.”
“If you’re going to be soppy, do it somewhere I don’t have to listen to you,” says Mesphine.
“I’m surprised you don’t get more of them. With a quarter of the village thinking you’re an Elf out to eat their children—”
Mesphine drops her shears. The heavy blades miss her toes by less than an inch. “What?”
“That’s what Elves do, isn’t it?” Selia raises her eyebrows at her. “Eat people?”
“Children though?” Mesphine asks. Then, a moment of realization, “Babies?”
“They’d be softer, I suppose. I don’t know. I’m not an Elf.”
“Did your mother think I was an Elf?”
Selia does not reply. She does not need to.
Mesphine turns her eyes to the place where, seventeen years ago, Rella and Niki had stood and made their offer. A newborn baby for some vegetables.
They never meant for Mesphine to raise their daughter.
They’ll be sorry. They’ll be so sorry.
“Mesphine,” says Selia, cutting into her dark, vengeful thoughts. “It’s all right. It’s a silly rumor. Hardly anyone really believes it; it’s just fun to pretend something interesting lives here.”
“You don’t understand—”
“I understand fine,” says Selia. “She tried to give me to you, didn’t she? Before I was born. She told me so. Like she was proud of herself for being so clever—Mesphine, the fennel!”
The fennel nearest to Mesphine’s boots has begun to wither. Moments ago, it was large and healthy, but now it is turning brown and curling in on itself. Mesphine jumps away from the plant and tries to calm herself.
“Do you still want to make them sorry?” asks Mesphine.
Selia looks at the fennel, and Mesphine wonders what it would be like to be a chaos goddess, to pollute the ground she walked on and cause every bite of food to turn rotten in the mouths of her enemies until they withered away to nothing.
“I want them to be sorry,” says Selia. “But I don’t want you to make it happen. I don’t want you to be like them. I don’t ever want you to be like them.”
Mesphine wipes at her face hastily, hating the fact she cannot prevent her body from crying. Selia places a hand on her shoulder.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought you knew.”
“I should have known,” says Mesphine bitterly. “It’s obvious now. I’ve been so foolish.”
“No, you’re just a better person than my parents were.” Selia swallows and forces a smile. “Though that’s not difficult. Come on, I’ll make dinner tonight.”
Mesphine wonders what will happen to Selia after her avatar dies. Perhaps she will bring a spouse or children to the tower, and they can keep it maintained while Mesphine is regenerating. Maybe Selia will collect up more children like herself, unwanted and in need of guidance. There is no way of knowing, but Mesphine likes to think that one day she will return to Inthya after a few decades rest and find her lonely tower is now home to an extended family.
Mesphine digs up the withered fennel plant and throws it on the weed pile. Then she goes inside to help her daughter prepare dinner.



Poison
RIKILDA, GODDESS OF Alchemy, is no stranger to unusual prayers. They come with the domain. But this one is especially curious because the petitioner is not one of her own followers. He is a priest of Adranus, and this is enough to turn Rikilda’s head.
The priest is named Ivo, and he has five patients, all unconscious. They are a man, a woman, and their three daughters. His small temple is barely large enough to hold them all, and the youngest child sleeps on a simple cot on the floor that was obviously dragged in from somewhere else.
He is out of his depth. This is a small town, and he works alone with not even an acolyte to aid him. In summer he tends to farmyard injuries and in winter he treats colds. Occasionally he will deliver a baby. He has never dealt with anything like this before, and his prayer is laced with panic and exhaustion.
Last night, Ivo sent a messenger to the nearest city to find priests of Adranus or priestesses of Rikilda or anyone else capable of helping. He fears they will not return in time to save this family. And he is likely correct.
So Rikilda manifests outside his temple as a middle-aged woman in dark-green robes. They are in Ieflaria, so her avatar is an Ieflarian woman, tall and lean, with her hair worn in a coiled braid. She is neither beautiful nor ugly, and most mortals would not look at her twice. That is how she prefers it. Attention is seldom a good thing.
Rikilda’s priestesses are interesting women, frequently outsiders in their own communities and sometimes regarded with a mixture of suspicion and pity. In the past, things were worse. She has been classified as a chaos goddess before, and will be again. The Nightshades were founded to defend the priestesses against paladins during those dark centuries. These days, they take outside contracts from rich nobles wanting protection and finance more than their share of temple operations.
When Rikilda enters the temple, Ivo is checking on the youngest child. He is most worried for her—she is only five years old and is likely in the most danger from whatever has befallen her family.
“Hello?” asks Rikilda, startling the priest so badly that he jumps straight up in the air. “Oh—”
“I’m sorry—” begins the priest at the same moment, but then his face lights up at the sight of her. “Oh, thank the gods you came. I wasn’t expecting anyone until tomorrow morning. You can see I have my hands full with this.” He gestures to his patients. He is so frazzled that he does not even stop to question how she reached him so quickly, or what has become of his messenger. “My name is Ivo. And you are…”
“Deja.” It’s not exactly a lie; it was her name a long time ago. “Tell me what happened to them?”
“Faro collapsed yesterday evening.” Ivo gestures to the man. “His friends brought him to me and went to inform his wife. When they got to the house, they found Marga and her daughters in the same state.”
“And you believe they have been poisoned.”
Ivo hesitates. Obviously he does not wish to speak the words aloud, but the fact that he has invoked her name rather than Adranus or even Adalia is answer enough. “I hate to think it,” he admits. “But…”
Rikilda looks at the sleeping mortals. Their souls are dim and weak, and she does not need to expend any power to know that Ivo’s assessment is correct. She can see the poison in their blood, coiling through their bodies.
“I expended all my magic last night keeping them alive,” says Ivo. “But I know I didn’t burn it all out. The youngest two were in the worst condition.”
“Have you been able to induce vomiting?” asks Rikilda, going over to the youngest child. She can tell this one received most of his healing magic, and it certainly saved her life. There is still poison within her, though, and it keeps her from waking. Her own body is fighting against the intrusion, but she is so young.
“Yes, thankfully. It came up dark, almost purple.”
“Do you still have it?”
“The bile?” Ivo makes a face. “Goodness. I suppose it would be out with the rest of the midden… Did you want to examine it?”
“I might, after I’m finished here.” Rikilda gets down on her knees and touches the child’s forehead. It is very warm. “Have any of them been able to tell you anything?”
“No. They’ve woken a few times, but they’ve been delirious. I’d like to search their home to see if there is anything obvious, but I haven’t had the time. I don’t dare leave.”
“Why don’t you do that now?” suggests Rikilda. “I’ll watch over them in the meantime.”
Ivo hesitates for a moment, and Rikilda does not need to glance into his mind to know he is thinking about stories he’s heard of priestesses performing strange, terrifying experiments on unwilling subjects and the shadowy warriors who protect them. But these stories are from a different time, a darker time. Now the Temple of Rikilda is practically a respected name.
“All right,” agrees Ivo. He sighs wearily, and Rikilda wonders if it would be better to advise him to get some sleep. “Feel free to use any of the supplies in here.”
“Thank you,” says Rikilda, pleased that she’ll be able to work unimpeded. This priest doesn’t know how her priestesses usually go about healing patients, so he might not notice anything strange, but she does not want to take that risk. Revealing herself is generally more trouble than it’s worth.
“Who might have done this?” muses Ivo. “What sort of monster poisons an entire family?”
Rikilda has seen far worse—though usually among nobles—but she does not say so. “Who would benefit from their deaths?”
“I don’t know. Whoever stands to inherit, I suppose. But Faro and Marga are not wealthy. At least, not wealthy enough to drive someone to commit murder.”
“Did they have any enemies?” presses Rikilda. “Someone seeking revenge?”
“That sort of thing does not happen here!” cries Ivo. “Not—not here.”
Rikilda bites back an impolite reply. Ivo must sense her exasperation because he leaves quietly after that.
All of the gods have rudimentary healing abilities, but Rikilda does not use them now. She will be more effective if she stays within her own domain. She focuses all of her attention on the youngest child, and the sickness twisting through her veins.
The poison is not a sentient thing, but it reacts to Rikilda nevertheless, shifting to follow her hands as she hovers them over the sickly child’s body. She works slowly, trying not to tear through tissue or cells. The poison gathers under her hands, a mindless, toxic mass that beats like a soft heart.
Rikilda guides it through the child’s body. It grows larger as it progresses up the way it came until it is in her mouth. Rikilda reaches in with one hand to force the girl’s teeth apart, and the ugly mass of poison and magic drifts to her open palm. It hovers there in a disgusting pustule until she disassembles the molecules and scatters them.
The child still sleeps, but her breathing is easier now. With the poison removed, her body can focus on healing rather than fighting. She will sleep for a while, but Rikilda is confident that she will live. Rikilda leans in to listen to her thoughts, but she is at a disadvantage for three reasons—the mortal is asleep, she is recovering from being poisoned, and she is a young child. Her thoughts are a jumbled, meaningless mess.
Rikilda moves on to the second child and pulls the poison from her in the same way. It is slow, delicate work, and Rikilda takes her time. When she is finished, she pauses to rifle through the child’s thoughts and moves on to the eldest daughter. When she is done with her, she does the same for the woman named Marga.
She is pulling the final mass of poison from Faro’s mouth when she hears a gasp from behind her. Either Ivo came in very quietly, or she’d been too absorbed in her work to hear him. She allows the sack to hover above her palm as she turns to look at him.
“Sneaking around, are we?” she asks.
“What—” Ivo’s eyes are wide; his face is pale. “What is—who are—”
“They will all live.” She flares her fingers and the mass scatters. “Please don’t scream. I hate it when—”
“You’re Rikilda, aren’t you?” Ivo sounds more reverent than panicked, which she takes as a good sign. “You came all the way here for us?”
“Asterium isn’t as far as you think,” says Rikilda. She points at the middle child before they can get too far off-topic. “What is this one’s name?”
“Gyda,” said Ivo. “Why? Is something wrong?”
“No,” says Rikilda. “But I would like a word with her. I’m going to try to wake her up.”
Without waiting for a reply, Rikilda presses two fingers to Gyda’s forehead. After a long moment, pale-gray eyes flutter open.
“Mama?” murmurs the girl. “Mama?”
Gyda tries to get up off her mattress, but Rikilda places a firm hand on her chest to keep her in place. “Just a moment,” she says. “Your parents are ill, and so are your sisters. So are you.”
Gyda looks around the temple frantically. “Why are they all asleep?” she wails. “Mama!”
“Gyda,” says Rikilda. “They’re going to be all right. They’re resting. I woke you up because I wanted to talk to you first.”
“To me?” Gyda frowns; her lips quaver. She looks over Rikilda’s shoulder to Ivo, as if seeking an ally. “Why me?”
“Do you know why your family is sick?”
“No!” Tears fill Gyda’s eyes, and Rikilda forces herself not to recoil. She’s awful with children, and even worse with tears. “I don’t! I don’t.”
“Your mother let you bake something yesterday,” says Rikilda. “Didn’t she?”
Gyda’s eyes widen in shock. “Who told you that?”
“There’s purple berries down by the river, aren’t there?”
“N-no. No.”
“You know not to eat strange plants,” Rikilda says.
“I didn’t!” cries Gyda. “I didn’t do anything!”
“You don’t need to lie to me. I’m not going to shout at you. I know you didn’t do it on purpose.”
“The—the birds eat them all the time.” Tears fall down Gyda’s face. “And I tried one. And I didn’t get sick. So I thought…” Rikilda watches as Gyda remembers picking the berries and filling her basket, then pouring them into a soft, unbaked pastry shell.
“Is that what caused this?” asks Ivo, incredulous.
“Yes.”
For a moment, Rikilda is afraid he’ll start shouting, but he exhales with relief. “Thank the gods. I’ll tell the guardsmen right away. They’re determined to find a murderer.”
“I am sorry to disappoint them,” said Rikilda. An attempted quintuple murder is probably the most interesting thing to happen in this town in centuries. She looks to Gyda. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you not to eat things if you don’t know exactly what they are. You and your sister are still small enough that you might have died.”
Gyda nods miserably, and Rikilda decides she will not lecture the child. It was a foolish accident, but it was an accident nevertheless. Besides, she can sense how guilty Gyda feels.
“Don’t tell Mama,” pleads Gyda. “Don’t tell them. They’ll be so mad at me.”
Rikilda isn’t sure how to reply to this. She has no desire to get Gyda in trouble, but she also knows that the rest of her family is going to want an explanation. And she can’t let them go around thinking one of their neighbors is out to kill them.
“I wanted to use balmberries, but I couldn’t find enough. So I mixed them together. Everyone said it tasted good,” babbles Gyda. “I just—I wanted—”
Rikilda looks at Ivo for help.
“I’ll talk to Faro and Marga,” says Ivo. “I won’t let them be too hard on her.”
Gyda makes a miserable sound.
“I don’t think they’ll be too angry,” adds Ivo. “They might be frightened at first. But I think they’ll just be grateful everyone is alive and well.”
Reassured that Ivo has the situation in hand, Rikilda stands up. “I should be going. I’ve other matters to attend to.”
Gyda covers her face with her pillow, and Rikilda goes to the door. Ivo follows her. Once they are outside, Rikilda turns to him and waits for him to speak. She only hopes he will not ask her to pass on a message to some dead relative in Asterium.
“I never thought you might come somewhere as insignificant as this,” says Ivo. “But if you hadn’t, I don’t think the little ones would have survived. So…thank you.” He looks down at his feet, suddenly embarrassed.
Rikilda is terrible in situations like this, but she is determined not to throw Ivo’s gratitude aside. “Nowhere is insignificant,” she says. “No one is insignificant.”



Unravel
“THE GROUND IS so hard,” complains the young woman. “If you’re not going to dig, at least hold the lantern.”
Edan’s long claws make it almost impossible to use a shovel, but she brought one for him as well. It’s charming, in a presumptuous sort of way. She has never known gods who are unhelpful, malicious, dangerous. She does not fully understand what she’s gotten herself into.
“I should have hired the Nightshades,” she grumbles as the shovel’s wooden handle cuts into her soft palms. “They don’t talk. Everyone knows they don’t talk. Why did I listen to you?”
Edan, God of Wrath, thinks mortals on Inthya have become overly familiar. “You called me,” he reminds her.
The young woman slams her foot against the step of the shovel with all her strength, trying to force it downward into the frozen ground. After a few minutes of struggling, she screams in frustration and hurls the tool into the trees.
“Very dignified,” comments Edan. “Very regal.”
“Shut up. How else can we get rid of it?” She flails one hand in the direction of the large, lopsided burlap sack that she dragged out here under cover of darkness.
“You could ask your mother.”
“You’re useless!” screeches the young woman. “Useless, useless, useless!”
He knew his words would prompt a reaction, but he didn’t realize how strong it would be. The girl is a beacon of rage and entitlement, and he feels himself growing more powerful just by standing next to her. Amusing as it is to goad her into tantrums, it will be better for him in the long run if she remembers this interaction favorably.
“Eloisa,” he says. “Calm yourself. I’ll find a wolf pack to take care of it.”
Eloisa wipes at her brow. “Do wolves eat bones?”
“Sometimes.”
“I can’t have anyone finding the bones.”
Exhaustion and fear are making her irrational. Edan forces himself not to slice at her face for her stupidity. He needs her gratitude; he needs her influence. “Nobody will be able to identify him from his bones. And nobody expects to find him so far from Rho Dianae.”
Eloisa sits down on the frozen ground, breathing heavily. Sweat and the remnants of expensive Rhodian makeup drip down her face. Her simple brown dress, stolen from one of her own maids, is torn in several places, as well as stained with mud and sweat and even a bit of blood. She also wears a pair of heavy hunting boots stolen from one of her brothers. They are too large for her, and when she is not thinking about what must be done to hide her actions, she thinks about how badly they chafe at her ankles.
“Why did I think I could do this?” she asks, pressing her hands to her face. She looks up at the waning moon plaintively, but it gives her no reply.
“The hard part is done,” says Edan. “I told you. The wolves will handle it.”
But Eloisa is exhausted and needs a moment to catch her breath. She has never done real manual labor before, and smuggling a body out of the capital and into the countryside under cover of darkness turned out to be more strenuous than she’d imagined.
Normally, Edan would have grown tired of Eloisa hours ago and left her to work things out on her own. But her unrighteous fury is empowering. And he has nowhere else to be.
“Am I going to Aratha?” she asks, naming Edan’s plane.
Nobody ever elects to join him in Aratha. It’s more of a final resort. The souls never last long, though. Something about the place makes them unravel sooner than they do in other planes.
“No. You are going to Dia Asteria.”
“But I killed someone.”
Edan shrugs. “You’ll have to do worse than that to be disowned by Talcia.”
“How much worse?” presses Eloisa. “As bad as my mother?”
“Perhaps.” He does not know Talcia’s thoughts on that particular, complicated matter. She is the most lenient among the Ten, though, so Eloisa’s mother will probably be fine.
Eloisa takes a few more minutes to recover her strength, and then she stands. “All right, let’s finish this,” she says. “Wolves, right? So I’ll take it out of the bag for them.”
“Yes.”
Eloisa unties the sack and deposits the contents on the ground awkwardly. She’s had a few hours to grow accustomed to the weight, but it is simply too heavy for her. While she struggles, Edan reaches out with his mind. They are deep enough into the wilderness that he knows he will not have to struggle to find some predators.
Wolves do not like Edan, and he cannot say he cares for them either. They kill, but the kill is impersonal, professional. There is very little malice in a dog. Cats are a bit better, but not by much, and there are no decent wildcats living around here—Rhodian wildcats are too small and solitary to make quick work of a corpse.
The wolf pack controlling this territory are a few miles away, but they move quickly when Edan fills their minds with the scent of blood and the promise of easy prey. The worst of winter has passed, but springtime comes slowly in Rhodia, so they are still lean and hungry.
“Move back,” Edan warns flatly. Eloisa stops fumbling around with the sack and hurries to give the corpse a wide berth.
The wolves are wary to approach until Edan masks himself and Eloisa from them. Once they appear to be gone, the animals move in on the corpse.
Eloisa sighs in relief. “Next time I’m hiring Nightshades.”
“Go home, Princess,” Edan replies flatly. “And burn that dress.”
She goes, but Edan remains, watching the wolves devour the evidence of her crime. As far as murders go, he thinks this one was justified, but the law won’t see it that way. Hardly anyone ever sees things his way.
“Cold out here, isn’t it?”
Edan does not have to turn around to see who has manifested behind him. There is no mistaking her energy for anyone else’s. Almost uncomfortably warm and intoxicatingly powerful, Dayluue wears a luxurious fur-lined cloak beneath a bejeweled Rhodian ball gown. Her face is painted up in the Rhodian style as well, as though she thought she was manifesting in a palace and not the wilderness.
“I was just leaving,” says Edan.
Dayluue laughs, a light and carefree sound that does not belong in their gruesome surroundings. The wolves all pause to look at her, but they do not flee. “Were you? I was hoping to ask for a favor.”
Edan opens his mouth to refuse but stops himself in time. Having a goddess as powerful as Dayluue owe him a favor will be extremely advantageous. But Dayluue’s plans are never straightforward. She can plot for centuries, expending only drops of power to make small, insignificant changes that the other gods can never see the purpose of until it is too late, quietly weaving threads together to ensure her victory.
He might easily agree to something that he’ll regret later.
“What sort of favor?” he asks.
Dayluue pulls something out from beneath her cloak. Moonlight gleams on sharp facets, and he realizes a moment later that she holds a dagger carved from a single piece of violet crystal. Every molecule of it hums with ancient magic.
He recognizes it in a moment, of course. He would recognize any magical artifact. It is the unbinding stone.
“I want you to hold on to this for me,” she says.
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