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When they whisper, we wake…



EVERY DIVINE EXECUTION BEGINS pretty much the same: with me, bored and sweaty, staring down at the worn patch that sits before the altar of Tempestra-Innara, last living goddess of the Devoted Lands.

I hate that spot.

Even from the highest gallery of the Cathedral, it stands out like a stain, darker than the stone surrounding it, burnished smooth over centuries by the knees of countless devoted, conquered, and condemned. The Cathedral’s apse curls around it like an embrace, oil lamps on spidery chains flickering among the golden, bejeweled bones that line the walls. Some of those bones’ owners knelt too. I’m not sure they would have taken it as a compliment, having their flesh stripped away, skeletons gilded and set with gemstones, but that’s the honor the Goddess bestows upon their worthiest of enemies: a tacky eternity as the Cathedral’s most striking décor. From this angle, I can’t quite see my favorite skull—the one with its front teeth missing and jeweled daggers in its eye sockets—but it’s there. I named it Alastair.

Like the apse, the Cathedral is crowded with bodies, but fleshy living ones, which is why I am melting like a damn cake left in the sun. Even as high above them as my fellow Potentiates and I are, practically wedged into the skeletal ribbing of the vaulted ceiling, there’s no relief. It must be worse in the gallery below ours, which, despite the upcoming entertainment, remains sparsely occupied by our superiors in the Orders—some huddled Priors oozing bureaucracy, a pair of Bellators in their snappy military garb, one rather wilted-looking Cleric of the Blood. And I can’t imagine the pure torture on the floor, where a lagoon of onlookers churns endlessly, their perfumes and sachets long ago congealed into a smothering overripeness that I can practically taste.

Somehow the corporeal bouquet does nothing to temper the unwashed-armpit smell of my helm. We may not put on our ceremonial armor often, but the least the Dawn Cloister attendants could do is give it a good airing out before we do. Unlike those in the Orders, we don’t get a choice in attendance. For Potentiates, an execution is a requirement. But for the devoted, it’s their lucky day, the culmination of a pilgrimage to the holy city of Lumeris—garish, throbbing heart of the Goddess’s empire—and that slight chance to find themselves in Tempestra-Innara’s revered presence. Thousands of the less fortunate wait outside the sprawling Cathedral complex, prayers on their lips, regret for not successfully talking (or bribing) their way past the guards in their hearts, and still hoping, hoping, hoping for a glimpse of the Goddess’s glory.

“At this rate,” I say under my breath, shifting uncomfortably as a trickle of sweat runs down the small of my back toward my swampy nethers, “we’ll be dead before the condemned is.”

To one side of me, Jeziah lets out a brief yip of laughter, as fox-like as the creature his helm depicts. On the other, Morgan is silent, but I can sense the simmering annoyance beneath her hawk, which stares unflaggingly at the Cathedral’s apse. It would probably take me literally exploding into flames to break her focused, ever-obedient attention.

“Lys!”

I turn my head slightly at the hiss of my name, down the line of my fellow Potentiates to where a warning expression flashes beneath Prior Petronilla’s hood. There and gone, her face shadowed again, but the message is clear. Especially when her attention snags fleetingly on the gallery directly across from us, where the Potentiates of the Dusk Cloister stand: Do not embarrass us. But if the Dusk Potentiates or their Prior noticed my indiscretion, they give no indication, as straight and still as the statues honoring our distinguished predecessors that line the halls of the Cathedral complex.

We are a mirrored set, the gold-trimmed ebon gray of their armor contrasting with the polished red and gold of ours in a perfect theatrical duality. I don’t know the names or faces of the Dusk acolytes, and they don’t know ours. There are only helmed facades: raven, wraith, weasel, serpent, and, at the very end, a demon, with horns that curl as delicately as seashells. Until we join the higher Orders, we are nameless, faceless things to everyone outside our Cloister, our sole purpose to train and learn to serve the Goddess to the highest degree. Within the Dawn, competition to be the best is fierce. But Prior Petronilla never lets us forget that, no matter how we excel, the Dusk Potentiates might be that much better, that much more devoted. I expect her counterpart seeds the same expectation about us, forcing not an ounce of potential to go unrealized.

But anonymous or not, pitted against one another or not, we are all the children of Tempestra-Innara. Their Chosen. Every one of us once knelt on that infamous spot below and received the gift of the Goddess’s blessing: our communion of blood.

A shiver runs through me. But not from the memory.

Tempestra-Innara has arrived.

Instinctively, I stand straighter, discomfort forgotten as a sudden, diminishing sensation takes me. I am small, smaller even than when I first beheld them, when their gift trickled its way over my lips and into my veins. That shared blood sings now, their holy presence like a rush of fever as the bones in the apse shift, revealing the hidden door to the Goddess’s sanctum in the Cathedral spire. Below, the crowd cries out with pleasure, fear, awe. They clutch the reveries that hang around their necks—tiny representations of the holy flame wrought in gold, silver, marble—and reach out for a touch that will never deign to grace them. There is no acclimating to the arrival of the Goddess, not even for those with their divine gift. I’ve stood in their presence countless times, and still it overwhelms, turning my mouth dry and making me ache to throw myself down onto the weathered stone below, to supplicate myself. To bask and bathe in their godly power.

They glide forward. At the edge of the dais that marks the boundary between the apse and the Cathedral’s nave, the Goddess stops and raises their hands. Flames appear, filling their palms with a clean, white blaze. I feel the trembling in my legs again. Many in the crowd fall to their knees. I hear whimpers. I see tears.

I get it. For most, it’s their first time this close to the Goddess’s glory. Do they see the same thing I do? The unnerving amalgamation of flesh and divinity, familiar and alien at the same time? Describing Innara, the chosen vessel, is easy enough: tall and slight of frame, with a light complexion and brown hair.

But that is not a description of Tempestra.

They tower.

They radiate.

They glow with the cold brightness of a full moon, their tresses flowing with the power of a river swollen by spring thaw. And their flames… even from a distance the flickering tongues of divinity feel hungry with a need to cleanse the impure.

When they whisper, we wake…

The prayer begins without need for a cue, a rising swell of voices.

At their command, we follow. In their light, we are seen… we are judged…

My lips move automatically, reciting words I’ve known longer than I can remember, brought to my village by soft-tongued clerics long before a Bellator’s forces arrived to deliver their enlightenment in a more bellicose manner.

May their blessed flame find purity of faith, or else leave cinder and ash.

Jeziah once told me he thought the air seemed thinner at the end of a prayer. Lighter, as if something has been burned out of it. I agreed at the time. But it was a lie. The air seems as thick and cloying as it did before. No matter how fervent the delivery, prayers are just words dressed up fancy. And as this one tapers off, Tempestra-Innara lowers their hands, letting their flames extinguish before they address the crowd.

“Bring forward the condemned.”

They don’t waste time getting down to business. Which I appreciate, since the initial shock of their arrival has faded, and now I feel the sticky sweat again. The quicker this is over, the better.

The massive doors at the front of the Cathedral swing open, admitting a welcome rush of cool air. The condemned in question has probably been waiting just beyond them for ages, but there’s an order to these sorts of things. An anticipatory fear that needs to be constructed, a level of threatening theatricality that must be reached. After all, anything less than a showy execution is simply an invitation for further insurrection.

The man’s name is Emmaus. He stumbles as he’s dragged down the center aisle by the rope around his neck, hampered by chains binding his ankles and wrists. The restraints hardly seem necessary; even from a distance, he moves feebly, bruises covering his exposed skin, barely keeping upright. Not that it earns him any sympathy from the onlooking crowd. They hiss and spit, rancor as thick as their perfumes. Because common criminals don’t get divine executions. Because Emmaus is more than that—he’s a heretic. And a proficient one at that. He has preached against the Goddess and distributed sacrilegious tracts. He and his coconspirators have murdered magistrates and clerics, and eluded the Goddess’s forces for nearly two years.

Until they sent Andronica.

One hand gripping Emmaus’s rope, Andronica saunters her way to Tempestra-Innara, not a trace of humility in her razor-sharp gaze. As the Goddess’s Executrix, such things are below her. My fellow Potentiates and I briefly break our static vigil to tap the sigil of the Dawn Cloister on our shoulders. Respect for the Executrix, who was once one of us. They are the Goddess’s right hand, their hunter, their blade. Prior Petronilla absolutely puffs with pride as Andronica stops before the Goddess.

We are all stronger, faster, more resilient than a normal person, thanks to the Goddess’s gift. Our senses are sharper, our wounds quicker to heal. We can call the divine flame (some, like me, with less competency than others). But of all the paths a Potentiate will follow—Bellator, Prior, Arbiter, Cleric of the Blood—the position of the Executrix is the most revered. The most desired. And utterly out of reach. Andronica is still in her prime, radiating with vitality. But nothing, save the Goddess, lasts forever. The gift of Tempestra-Innara’s power is given in youth; and like youth, it fades. Eventually, Andronica’s strength will wane; when that happens, another young Potentiate will take up the Executrix mantle.

But long before that, I will be assigned to an Order. An irritating thought. Within months, maybe a year, Prior Petronilla will choose my fate. And it won’t be in Lumeris, where the best of us strive to remain, constantly awash in the Goddess’s light. Nor any of the Ordained Cities, farther from their radiance, but still pampered pillars of their empire. No, if I know Petronilla, she’ll shunt me off to the farthest posting from the Goddess she can manage, the sort of position usually reserved for Chosen in their waning years. And I’ll accept it like the good, obedient child that I am, because what other choice is there?

Andronica yanks the rope, sending Emmaus to his knees. There’s no fight left in him, his head hanging heavy to his chest. A reverie escapes his tattered shirt, a simple painted plaster pendant in the style favored by the lower classes. And by heretics. Easy to smash quickly if one needs to hide their spiritual inclinations. That Andronica has allowed Emmaus to keep wearing it is a clear mockery. Even with my divinely assisted eyesight, I can’t tell which dead god Emmaus is so devoted to that he risked ending up exactly where he is now, but it doesn’t matter. One is as damning as another.

And ridiculous. There are no other gods, not anymore. Tempestra-Innara killed the last of their siblings well over a century ago. All that’s left are beliefs that refuse to die too.

“Mother.” Andronica bows. “As you commanded, as you entrusted me to do, I have brought you the heretic Emmaus.”

Tempestra-Innara inclines their head slightly. “And for that, my daughter, you have my thanks and love. Emmaus.” The Goddess speaks the name with a measure of respect. More than he merits, but it’s there nonetheless, a minute concession from a victor whose triumph was never in question. “You are guilty of treason and heresy. For that, you will die with greater honor than you deserve, by the hand of divinity.”

Emmaus laughs, a creaking, defiant sound that sends a ripple of offended gasps through the crowd. “You may be divine…” I’m damn near impressed by the venom he summons. “But you are not my goddess.”

More scandalized murmurs, cut off by a single word from Tempestra-Innara.

“Heretic.” The sound shivers through the Cathedral, curdling my guts. Even Morgan flinches a little. The humanity in Tempestra-Innara’s features slips away, turning as cold as a marble statue’s. “I am the only goddess.”

No one, save Andronica, is unaffected by the declaration. She smirks a little, beaming with devoted pride. Then, almost indifferently, she turns and kicks Emmaus in the side. He lets out a cry of pain, worse than the blow warranted, which makes me suspect it’s not the first kick his ribs have taken lately.

“I should have cut out his tongue to gift you, Mother,” Andronica says. “If he speaks again, I will.”

But Emmaus doesn’t quiet. Instead, he reaches for his necklace and wraps his hand around the pendant. His lips begin to move, and though he speaks too quietly to make out, I know a prayer when I see it. I almost laugh. Fool.

I’m not the only one who anticipates the Goddess’s rage. The whole Cathedral collectively holds its breath, waiting for the inevitable execution, which, if it might have been merciful before, sure won’t be now. Now the Goddess will undoubtedly want to make an example of an example. Which means things are about to get graphic.

Divine execution might be an honored way to die, but it’s not a pleasant one.

Displeasure hardens the Goddess even further as they raise their hands again. But Emmaus doesn’t falter when the flames reappear. He continues to pray, rocking slightly as he brings the necklace to his lips and kisses it. Making peace with the last moments of his life.

At least, that’s what I think. Until I see his fist tighten. Until I hear the faint, chalky crunch an instant before Emmaus throws his head back.

It all happens so quickly. Even Tempestra-Innara doesn’t have time to react.

Suicide by poison. A syrupy moment passes as Emmaus stands and smiles—no, grins, lips blackened by whatever was secreted in the necklace. Mocking. Triumphant. I smirk beneath my helm. Maybe Emmaus isn’t as much a fool as I thought. To escape the wrath of Tempestra-Innara’s flame, in full view of hundreds of their followers and chosen gifted—heretics have certainly rallied behind less compelling tales.

Silence falls on the Cathedral. Not even Andronica moves, waiting, prudently, for the Goddess to react, to say something. This execution has turned into a colossal fuckup. Someone will have to bear the fault of it.

Tempestra-Innara does not speak. Nor do they move. And for the first time, I glimpse something I’ve never seen on the Goddess’s face. Something that must be anything else, because it can’t possibly be what I think it is.

Fear.

The Goddess strikes—a divine blow, unnatural in its speed. A blow that should leave Emmaus in as many pieces as his reverie.

A blow that Emmaus blocks.

Cries erupt from the crowd as Emmaus grips the Goddess’s wrist with one hand and snatches their neck with the other. He begins to squeeze. A blade swings—Andronica’s—but Emmaus glides beneath it, landing a kick that sends the Executrix flying. With unsettling vigor, Emmaus laughs. Impossibly, his bruises have disappeared, and he doesn’t move like a man with shattered ribs. Instead, he stands tall as his fingers tighten further. A truncated cough escapes the Goddess.

Then, abruptly, he begins to wheeze. To choke.

The heretic pitches forward, eyes squeezing shut as he loses his grip on Tempestra-Innara. Freed, the Goddess stumbles backward, the look on their face…

I don’t need to see it clearly to know something is truly wrong.

Especially not when Emmaus’s eyes open again. All humanity there is gone. In its place is blackness, oily and fetid. A darkness that spreads, bubbling over Emmaus’s face, pouring from his nose and mouth in a hideous gush. One that starts to consume him. To change him. Emmaus raises his arms, flesh disintegrating as spears of the grim effluvia burst from what used to be his hands, sharpening to a point as they plunge into Tempestra-Innara’s shoulder, stomach, thigh.

The Goddess screams, a sound that grates across my soul.

The world upends, turns fragmented. For a moment, I think I am impaled too. But when my vision clears, I am uninjured, and have moved without realizing it, hands now gripping the stone balustrade of the gallery. I cannot look away from the horror below, blood pounding in my ears even as it seems to drain out of me.

What I am seeing shouldn’t be possible. Cannot not be possible.

And yet, the blackness continues to grow. Faster even than my stunned disbelief as I watch Emmaus about to succeed in doing what I have secretly dreamed of since the first time I knelt on that worn Cathedral floor:

Killing Tempestra-Innara.
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Into the light, we are reborn. Within the flame, we are reforged.

—SHARED MOTTO OF THE DAWN AND DUSK CLOISTERS



TWO THINGS I LEARNED early and keep close: Everyone has secrets, and every secret has consequences.

Some of those consequences are merely embarrassing, like how peaches make Morgan fart like a draft horse. Others would mean punishment if discovered—Jeziah’s trysts with the Cloister attendants springs to mind—but are still forgivable.

My secret would be an instant ticket to an exceedingly-painful-and-probably-not-quick execution.

I’ve forgotten the particulars of the first time I truly imagined killing Tempestra-Innara, only that I conceived the fantasy not long after arriving at the Dawn Cloister. And since then, my repertoire of daydreams has grown like a well-tended garden. The swift, brutal efficiency of decapitation. The slow sensuality of exsanguination. Defenestration (through the Cathedral’s stained glass windows, of course). Evisceration. Immolation. Stuff there isn’t a fancy word for. I’ve even dreamed of blanketing their bound and helpless form with angry scorpions—indulgent and impractical, but what fantasy isn’t?

Especially as none of those things would kill a goddess.

But that sensibility never limited my imaginings, the treachery I keep deeply interred in the soil of my thoughts. A secret, with consequences, that I always knew to be impossible.

Until now.

I remember thinking at my communion, as Tempestra-Innara readied to bless me with the gift of their divinity, that it made no sense that a goddess could bleed. But they can, and they do—in great dark torrents, crimson sheeting from their wounds to the Cathedral floor.

I want to smile. To laugh. But… consequences.

Screaming, on the other hand, is just fine. I don’t scream, but others certainly do, chaos spreading as quickly as the dark pool at the Goddess’s feet. Yet, none of the devoted run. Whether it’s loyalty or simply shock winning over fear in their meaty little minds, I don’t know, but the crowd is nearly frozen in place as Emmaus continues his assault. I count the Cathedral Guard among them, not exactly surprising, their ranks being almost as ceremonial as our armor.

“Protect the Goddess!”

Prior Petronilla’s desperate command is the blade, honed by years, that finally cuts through everything else. Instinctively, I draw my sickles from their scabbards on my back. Unlike my armor, they are most definitely not for show, curved silver with ebony hilts, not even a hint of flashiness. I tear off my ridiculous, vision-limiting helm and toss it away as Morgan appears beside me, spear raised and ready. But it’s the Demon of the Dusk Cloister who attacks first, absolutely heedless as they launch themselves over the balustrade. Morgan does the same, with me in her wake. For a heartbeat, there is only the plunge to the Cathedral floor, and the horrific creature that waits below.

Emmaus is gone. His body is blacked, completely enveloped by the greasy darkness he released. Too late I realize it’s sprouted more grisly appendages, barely missing one as my feet strike stone. I roll out of its reach; a cry tells me Morgan isn’t so lucky. Oh well. In the Cloisters, there is no room for weakness, and I wouldn’t have wasted the time to check on her if I had it.

Which I don’t. Another black tentacle slices in my direction. I leap aside and collide with a stone pillar as I make my own cut, blades plunging into the darkness. Foul fluid sprays, coating me. The rational part of my mind tries to make sense of the creature—looks like sludge, cuts like flesh, and smells like death in a trash pile at the height of summer. I choke, unable to breathe through the reek of it, twisting around the pillar in a desperate attempt at reprieve.

I’m going to puke.

Then I’m going to die, loosing my guts onto the floor of the Cathedral. A ridiculous way to go. But even that embarrassing coherence slips away as I frantically wipe at the nasty ichor with the backs of my hands. Every second carries the tight expectation of a blow, or straight up death, but when I finally clear enough of the fluid away to take an almost-clean breath, I’m still alive. I breathe through my mouth, suppressing the indescribably foul taste of it on my tongue as I peek around the pillar. On the dais, the horrific darkness has coiled itself around Tempestra-Innara’s neck, but the Goddess is fighting back now, fingers clawing, skin pale as old snow.

They live. They still fight.

Which—fuck—means I have to too.

My hands tighten around my sickles as I step out from behind the pillar. Slaughter spreads before me, bodies strewn across the floor—devotees, Cathedral Guard, two Priors, a Dusk Potentiate. More that I can’t see. The rest of my blood brethren stand to fight, though the crowd has snapped out of their shock, screaming in terror as they rush the doors. But the Cathedral exit is locked, trapping them.

“Protect the Goddess!” Prior Petronilla’s cry comes again, a reminder that the crowd is not my concern. Still, I lunge as a dark appendage wraps around a nearby devotee. I am too far away to reach him before it contracts, rending the man in two, releasing a wet slop of viscera. I slash at the tentacle. It retracts briefly before attacking again. Not me, though. One of the Dusk Potentiates—the Demon. They evade it easily, dismembering the unctuous blackness almost casually before pressing closer to the apse, and the Goddess.

But they don’t see the other appendage replacing it, coming from behind.

“Demon, look out!”

By some miracle, they hear me and react, throwing themselves to one side. The tentacle scores only a glancing blow, connecting with their helm and sending it flying, revealing a dark-haired, pale-complexioned young man beneath. His face is calm, determined—way more than it should be given the nightmarish scene. Singularly focused, he cuts the second appendage away and twists back toward Tempestra-Innara.

I don’t get a chance to do the same. Another tentacle appears, forcing me to vault over the gutted devotee, putting me closer to the Emmaus-monster. I don’t bother with the flailing limbs. They seem mindless, and endless. Their source is the real enemy. Except how can I kill something when I don’t have the slightest clue what it is? Where was the lesson for this? I want to throw at Prior Petronilla. Over a decade of learning and training, and right now, all of it seems as helpful as the wet entrails caking my boots.

Through the melee, I catch a glimpse of Morgan. She is on her feet but barely, putting no weight on her left leg as she stabs desperately at the dark entity with her spear. To me, her survival rates about as highly as the Goddess’s, but two can do more damage than one, so I work my way in her direction.

Then, I am struck. I fly through the air, something at least semi-vital crunching as I collide with a pillar and fall to the floor.

The world blacks for an instant. Or maybe longer, I have no damn idea. When the fuzziness subsides, I am staring into Jeziah’s face.

But he’s not staring back. His eyes are blank with death, blood pooling beneath his dislodged fox helm.

Dammit.

I need to get up. Need to fight. But understanding floods me. Whatever horror Emmaus has unleased, we are powerless against it. Weak. We cannot save the Goddess, and we can’t save ourselves.

Which leaves two options: Keep up a futile defense and die. Or don’t, and also die.

Shit choices. I pull myself up, mainly because it will piss me off for eternity if Jeziah’s corpse is the last thing I see in this life. Back on my feet, I raise my blades again and take a steadying breath.

Then I let go. The pandemonium fades into a muted buzz as I allow my body to do what it’s been molded to do. My eyes find the one thing in this world that matters: Tempestra-Innara.

My Goddess.

My blood mother.

My godsdamned curse.

A third choice emerges, one for me alone: the desire to see them fall before I do.

But the Goddess doesn’t succumb. Despite the darkness piercing them, attempting to rip their body to pieces, Tempestra-Innara no longer looks wan—they look pissed. Their hands have ceased their frantic tearing, righteous anger blossoming on their delicate features. As I watch, the light of them grows from an intangible aura to a true one, and I sense what is coming just in time to abandon my current plan and attempt to get as far away as possible.

Emmaus’s corpse wasn’t slated for decorative purposes. Had the execution gone as planned, Tempestra-Innara’s divine flame would have engulfed him, consumed him until there was nothing left but ash. The Goddess turns that power on the monster Emmaus has become, starting with the appendages assaulting them. The flame ripples down those dark tentacles like fire over an oil spill, spreading with a desperate fury unlike any I have witnessed before. I stumble back, nearly blinded by the brightness, pain exploding as my skin begins to singe. A new scream sounds. It is not human. I don’t know what it is, except that it comes from the roiling darkness, and that it comes as a relief.

Human or not, I know a death cry when I hear it.

When the flames subside—only after the scream does—I am on the ground again, dizzy with the energy still crackling in the air. Where Emmaus used to be there is nothing but a smoking pile of pallid gray ash. And standing above that heretic-turned-horror-turned-dust-pile is Tempestra-Innara. They appear calm, save for their breath, which is slightly faster than normal. Their formerly white garment is shredded and looks as if it’s been used to mop the floor of a slaughterhouse. For a long minute, they stare at the ash. Then down at their wounds, which are still bleeding freely.

By the normal conventions of flesh, such injuries wouldn’t be survivable. But divinity has its own rules. As I watch, the Goddess takes a deep breath and closes their eyes. A moment later, the wounds begin to close. Soon, they are gone completely.

During the healing, the crowd has ceased its panic, cautiously loosening again. The faces among it are a mélange of confusion, fear, relief, and pure, completely unhindered devotion. I see similar expressions on my blood brethren. The ones who are still alive, at least. I can’t help but glance back at Jeziah, and spot Morgan, only steps away. She’s on the ground as well, face covered in blood, with what appears suspiciously like a bit of bone poking through her left shin. Catching me looking, Morgan sneers.

She’s fine.

Getting to my feet again, I seek out the Demon. He’s alive, on his feet, and ridiculously unruffled despite being as painted with gore as I am, with eyes only for our blood mother.

A relieved silence settles throughout the Cathedral.

Tempestra-Innara’s divine light still burns.

Yay.

I shove the disappointment as deep as it will go, sure the Goddess will look my way and spot the betrayal in my face. But they only gaze over the crowd of survivors, most of whom have fallen to their knees, whispered prayers forming on their trembling lips. The people wait; for what, I’m not sure. An explanation, a blessing, a dinner recommendation for one of Lumeris’s many fine establishments… it doesn’t matter, so long as it comes from the Goddess.

Instead, framed by the golden wall of bones, the Goddess sighs sadly and raises one hand. “I am so very, very sorry.”

I don’t understand what is happening until I hear the first choking gasp. Within heartbeats, it spreads, racing through the crowd, an unstoppable wave of death.

And I can only watch as, one by one, the devoted drop to the ground, dead.





Three [image: ]


The truest moment of devotion comes in our very last, when Death arrives, but faith in the flame still burns bright… Not darkness, but light, will ferry us into our peaceful rest.

—FROM THE WRITINGS OF CLERIC LEANDRO, HIGH CLERIC OF THE BLOOD.



THE RIDE BACK TO the Dawn Cloister is awkward, to say the least. Especially given the complete lack of explanation that precedes Prior Petronilla ordering us away from the massacre and into our carriage. Three were needed to carry us to the Cathedral; one suffices now, though it’s a tad snug.

And smelly. Morgan and I are caked with the remains of the encounter, and even with the windows thrown open, it’s nearly unbearable. I almost feel bad for the younger Potentiates, whom Prior Petronilla held back from the fight, preventing what would have surely been more empty seats. Almost immediately, Reia, the youngest allowed to attend today, begins to cry.

Morgan slaps her, the sharp snap of flesh on flesh breaking the heavy silence.

“Stop sniveling.” It’s impressive how intimidating Morgan manages to make herself while pale and sweating, leg wound hastily bandaged and probably pure agony. And yet, no obstacle to being a colossal bitch. “You’re lucky the Prior isn’t here to see you.”

“Don’t listen to her.” I don’t look at either of them as I speak, watching out the window as the skeletal stretch of Cathedral complex recedes behind us: its skirt of imposing bone-white walls, around which the gilded structures of Lumeris cling; the pointed tower where the Goddess dwells; and the fire that glows at its golden pinnacle—always lit, always burning. The Enduring Flame. “The smell would make anyone’s eyes water.”

“What…” Reia, barely fourteen, sniffles. “What was that?”

Morgan raises her hand again, but I grab her wrist and hold it, eyeing her askance. Daring her. Scowling, she shakes free, but doesn’t try to strike again.

“Heresy.” I reply to Reia’s question the way the clerics would. That handy, all-purpose answer that explains exactly fuck all about what just happened. Because there’s only two things I’m sure about right now.

The first—a conclusion punctuated by the corpses of a few hundred devotees—is that Reia is better off not asking questions. That whatever happened wasn’t meant to be seen.

Which also serves to confirm my second conclusion: that Emmaus not only tried to assassinate Tempestra-Innara, but nearly succeeded.



The Dawn Cloister is as heavy and dark as Lumeris is ethereal and light. And yet, a welcome sight. The moment we stop, I throw open the door of the carriage and begin shedding the pieces of my armor in the stable yard—leaving them for the attendants to gather, clean, whatever—driven inside by one thought and one thought only:

A bath.

My sickles I keep close, though, sheathed on my back, despite an itch to hold them. Once I’m through the nearest archway, thick stone walls douse the noise of our return with cold silence. Unlike the gilded, ornate Cathedral and matching sprawl of Lumeris, the Dawn Cloister is austere in decoration. Still, plenty of statues of my Potentiate predecessors lurk in niches and corners throughout. They have nothing to say as I blow past them, lucky enough to be immune to the pungent scent I bring. I bypass the wing that houses our cells, the classrooms and training halls, not slowing until I feel the air around me begin to turn warm and damp. Isolated in the hills, a few hours’ ride from the Cathedral, the Dawn Cloister doesn’t have a lot of amenities one might call luxurious. But there is a system of natural hot springs that feed its baths. Minerally steam fills my nostrils as I enter a bathing chamber, making sure to bar the door before stripping off my ruined uniform and plunging into the heated waters.

There, finally, I begin to shake.

Today, I almost watched the Goddess die.

For some indeterminable amount of time, this is the only thought in my mind as I stand in the center of the sunken pool, hypnotized by the tendrils of steam snaking off the water’s surface. Only when the smell begins to get to me again do I reach for a bar of soap and scrub furiously until the last of the foul ichor is gone. Then, slowly, I sink, descending until entirely submerged. Strands of wine-red hair swim across my blurred vision, a reminder of my gift. I’d begun dyeing it years ago, inspired by devotees I’d spied during a period when the color was in fashion. Eventually, I stopped, but it kept growing that hue all the same, a quirky—but far from unique—side effect of being one of Tempestra-Innara’s Chosen. Jeziah arrived at the Dawn Cloister with wrists ringed by vivid black tattoos that betrayed an origin among the nomads of the northern Riverlands. If he’d remained with them, those tattoos would have climbed until they reached his collarbone. Instead, as time passed, the ink faded to the barest ghosts, though he still covers them when he can.

Covered them. My gut clenches briefly, but whatever grief I owe Jeziah can’t stand against the confounded numbness.

The divine gift can affect us in the same way the Goddess can affect the world—altering it, molding it, locking the only door to safety—albeit in simpler, smaller ways. But I’d never imagined anything—divine or created by human hands—resulting in what happened to Emmaus. My hand goes to my reverie, made of solid gold, still yoked around my neck by its chain despite the tumult of the battle. What could possibly turn someone into an unimaginable horror in a matter of seconds, while be secreted in such a small vessel? Why would Emmaus ingest it willingly?

And—most important—how powerful was it to make Tempestra-Innara afraid?

I surface on my back, floating as I scour the events of the execution as thoroughly as I did my skin. The battle and subsequent slaughter are insignificant.

Emmaus’s change.

Tempestra-Innara’s fear.

These are the moments I come back to.

These are the moments that set me shaking again. Not because of what Emmaus did, but because it could be done. For years, I’ve imagined inflicting every sort of death imaginable on the Goddess, knowing all along that my thoughts were impossibilities. That nothing I could do would even scratch their power. The Goddess was untouchable—endless—and because of that, so was my fealty to them.

I sink beneath the water again.

For years, I’d secretly denied my inescapable servility. Loathed it. And then finally, despite my plentiful murderous daydreams, I’d accepted it. Now Emmaus had gifted me with the one thing I’d never been able to imagine: hope.

Tempting, teasing, impossibly cruel hope.

And because of that, shrouded within the warm, wet womb of the bath, I begin to scream.
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There is no greater honor in this existence than to be chosen by the Goddess to become part of them, one of their own. We are their children. They are our mother. They care for us. We serve them. There is no greater honor.

—THE SAME SPEECH PRIOR PETRONILLA GIVES ALL THE NEW POTENTIATES.



I WAS A GIFT.

A fucking gift.

Presents should be things like a knit sweater or a really good knife, not a dozen shivering children torn from their homes, kneeling on a cold stone floor before a golden ossuary. But that’s what we were, each plucked from obscurity by one of the Goddess’s Chosen—in my case, a Bellator whose name I never learned. My journey to the Cathedral? Barely remember it, a blur that only came into focus once I was added to the pack. I was heavy then, a creature of clay, hollowed out by the circumstances of my acquisition.

That at least meant I was quiet. Others were less stoic—there was a fair amount of sobbing and snot, though a few were ensorcelled by the sheer grandiosity of the Cathedral. As we waited, some part of me clarified, the idea of escape flickering, probably my first sharp thought in days. Which led my gaze to Alastair, the skull with the daggered eyes. I wondered if the blades came free, and how far I might get wielding them. Stupid thoughts given the Chosen still surrounding us, any one of whom could have cut me down in the blink of an eye.

Then, Alastair began to move, the wall of bones sliding aside like a curtain.

I’d heard the stories of Tempestra-Innara, of course. But a goddess a thousand leagues away is not the same as a goddess so close you could spit on them. And as soon as they appeared, I understood. For the first time in my short, sheltered, upended life, I understood: I was a heretic. A sinner. And that the Goddess was truly, exceptionally divine.

It was an understanding that pissed me off like nothing since. Even more than when Morgan used to sneak shards of glass into my boots.

There were no introductions. No pesky orations about the offerings being made or where we came from. Only us, lined up before the apse like dolls, and Tempestra-Innara’s penetrating presence. The Goddess examined each of us in turn, gliding down the row, silent as they gazed down at the terrified children at their feet. Most trembled. A couple fainted.

When they reached me, I expected death. That Tempestra-Innara would see the rage beneath my awe, the hate beneath the reverence.

But the Goddess only smiled. Reached down to brush the strands of filthy hair from my face. The brief contact nearly toppled me, their power a flooding, welcoming light out of the darkness, the warmth of the sun after a long, cold night. For the span of that brief caress, my fear, hunger, pain… gone. There was only the Goddess.

There was only their love.

The other children were taken away. I never saw any of them again.

And then, following my divine communion, I was ferried off to the Dawn Cloister.



The slamming of a door jolts me awake even as the dreamy sensation of godly fingers brushing my cheek lingers.

Night has fallen. I am in my cell, alone. The door is locked and bolted.

I hadn’t expected to fall asleep.

I probably shouldn’t have. I don’t need as much sleep as most, but years of structured training has conditioned me to take rest, sustenance, and advantage whenever I can.

I throw my blanket aside and pad across the worn carpet.

Someone is in the corridor, their steps as angry as they are uneven. I slide open the door’s narrow viewing port. The hall is dim, only a few oil lamps lit this late at night. A figure cuts across my view: Morgan. Wherever she’s come from, she’s pissed. So much so that she doesn’t catch me spying as she stops abruptly before her door and slams a fist against the wood. It creaks painfully. When her arm drops, there’s a fresh, fist-sized divot in it. Only then does Morgan wrench the handle open and enter, the next slam likely waking whoever the first one didn’t.

There’s only one place she could have come from at this hour, in that mood.

Prior Petronilla must be back.



Questions.

After the shock of the execution, after my thoughts stopped being wild things rampaging through my mind, that’s what I was left with: questions. None of which I had answers for.

But I knew who might.

I knock on the door to Prior Petronilla’s office. At first, there’s no response, but a thin line of light betrays the room’s occupancy. As does the smothering incense the Prior insists on burning day and night. Burnt orange and peppery clove. Wood resin. A scent that I will associate with being in trouble until the day I die.

Finally: “Enter.”

The Prior blinks at me as I do. “Lys.” Her voice is flat, betraying nothing. “I didn’t call for you yet.”

Yet? Shit. That means she already planned on summoning me, something that, historically, has never been to my benefit. Still, I smile. “Thought you might want some company.”

She sighs with irritation. “Sit.”

I plunk onto the hard wood bench set before her desk. The one that completes the sensation of impending punishment. Prior Petronilla’s office is the most unwelcoming yet warmly appointed room I’ve ever been in. Thick, hand-knotted rugs, a wall of books, exquisite tapestries—it’s like camouflage for a snare. There is only one thing I like about it, one part I’ve even, on occasion, manufactured my own chastisement in order to see: the huge framed map on one wall, the most detailed I have ever seen of the Devoted Lands.

Lumeris sits southwest of center on the lumpy potato of a continent, the Ordained Cities forming a rough circle around the capital. Aerdis for the Bellators, Pirga for the Priors, Siscia, where the Clerics of the Blood commune, and—smallest of them all, more fortress than city—Osturan, where the Arbiters reign. I’d find myself in one of them soon enough, baptized into whatever Order Petronilla decides to burden with me, before being shuffled off to one of the countless smaller cities and towns scattered beyond. These thin out the farther the map reaches, leading to a jagged diagonal of islands along the southern coast, tangled river marshes to the north, the swells and clefts of countless valleys and hills, and, finally, to the very fringes of the Devoted Lands, including a cluster of sharp peaks where a Bellator once kidnapped a broken little girl.

But it’s not what I can see on the map that sparks my interest, but rather what I can’t—the world that lies beyond its edges, in those sparse, vaguely sketched spots slipping beneath the polished wooden frame. Places untouched—unfettered—by the Goddess’s light, beyond their reach.

And mine.

Unbalanced by my semi-expected arrival, I sit in silence and wait to be addressed, but the Prior only stares at me, expression one part contemplative, one part sourpuss. If she’d already planned to have me here, it must be about what happened in the Cathedral. And yet, I get the sense she’s disappointed. As if I’ve disappointed her. Not sure how, though. I survived, didn’t I? That’s one up on Jeziah and the others.

I get tired of waiting. “I want to know what happened this morning.”

She leans back in her chair, exhaling bitterly. “Of course you do.”

No explanation follows. “Do you even know?”

That snaps the fire into her eyes, more the Prior Petronilla I’m used to seeing on the other side of that desk. “Tread lightly, Lys. Your insolence is the last thing I need right now.” But her anger recedes almost immediately. “A tragedy. That’s what happened this morning. The heretic, prior to his execution, managed to release a powerful poison into the Cathedral. Only those with our blessing survived it.”

It’s exactly the sort of horseshit explanation I was expecting regular folks to get, but not me.

“Oh, of course. One of those rare, dismembering poisons. Hate those.”

Her annoyance flashes again. “This is no joking matter, Lys. What happened was…” She stops, unsettled. Which is unusual enough to unsettle me. “This is what is important right now: Andronica is dead.”

“Yeah, I saw the pieces.”

“Andronica is dead,” she repeats more forcefully, “which means the Dawn Cloister needs to put up a candidate for Executrix.”

“Already? You’d think they’d at least give her body a chance to cool—”

“Quiet.” She doesn’t sound mad now. More… tired. “There will be mourning, but the Goddess has requested candidates immediately.” Her eyes lock with mine. “Jeziah and the other senior Potentiates are dead. Morgan is injured, and the others are too young and untrained. That leaves you.”

I laugh, a little snort, totally unintentional. Partially out of surprise, more because that’s the last godsdamned thing I care about right now. Though it does explain Morgan’s tantrum. “So put up Morgan. She’ll be kicking down walls in a week, maybe—”

“This isn’t a request, Lystrata.” The words snap like a switch. “There is no time to wait for Morgan to heal. Tomorrow you will accompany me to the Cathedral. There, you will conduct yourself as nobly as a Potentiate of the Dawn Cloister should, and serve the Goddess as they order.”

Resignation sneaks into her tone by the end. I sympathize. The only person who wants me to be the Cloister’s candidate less than Prior Petronilla is me. And maybe Morgan.

“No,” I say.

“Excuse me?”

“No. Not until you tell me what really happened.”

Silence simmers. I try to read her eyes, but I’m not sure I like what I see. It’s more than the usual frustration, for sure. But then again, I did just refuse to serve the Goddess, which definitely borders on sacrilege. There are plenty of lines I’ve crossed since coming to the Cloister, but for the first time, I wonder if I’ve gone a smidge too far.

Then, the hardness in her gaze softens. “Why do you let Morgan beat you?”

“Excuse me?”

“In your training. You almost always let her win. Why?”

I cross my arms. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You do. As much a pain in the ass—in my ass—as you are, Lys, you are a more than competent Potentiate. Impressive, even. But you hold back. You hide, both in your physical training and in your educational examinations. I tolerated it because your potential didn’t make up for your insolence. And because I never expected to be in a position like this.”

“Morgan beats me fair and square all the time.” But not always. It’s a lesson I learned early on—being the best means you’re the one everyone is trying to knock down. We all serve the Goddess, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t encouraged to try to serve a little better than the next Potentiate. Failure results in punishment, sometimes even death. But so does success. Jeziah and I both understood that, which was about two-thirds of the reason for our “friendship.” Best to be near the top, but not on top. Not if you wanted to survive long enough to leave this place. “She’s a better fighter than me. If anyone should be Executrix, it’s her.”

“Yes.” The Prior folds her hands in front of her. “But that’s not a possibility right now, and this is not a negotiation. And, frankly, if I could punish you for turning it into one, I would. But I don’t have that luxury. So, know this: If you wish to learn more about what happened at the Cathedral, you will accept this path. This is your responsibility. This is the Goddess’s will. There is no other.”

Her meaning is crystal clear. To refuse again will be regarded as blasphemy. At least this shows that she doesn’t suspect me of anything more than my usual obstinance, that she hasn’t picked up on my penchant for imagined deicide any more now than in the past.

I let out a breath. “The Goddess’s will it is.” The words taste sour in my mouth.

Executrix. Bound even closer to Tempestra-Innara than I already am. Not exactly what I had in mind.

Assuming I get the job. Because the Dusk Cloister will be putting up a candidate too, and there’s no telling how good theirs will be. The two of us will be tested, pushed to our limits, pitted against one another—and probably end up with a few chances to whittle two candidates down to one. More often than not, the choice for Executrix isn’t really a decision—it’s based on whoever is left standing. But this is how I’ve been tasked to serve the Goddess.

It is also, apparently, my only chance to learn how to escape them.

“Cheer up,” I say to Prior Petronilla, who still looks like she’s had to swallow something rotten. “At least this means you’ll be rid of me, one way or another.”
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Prior. Bellator. Arbiter. Cleric of the Blood. Each calling has its own esteem, its own distinctions. But Executrix—its call must be answered by only the finest of our blood brethren. For they serve at the Goddess’s side, acting as their hand, their blade, and, when necessary, their executioner.

—EDICTS OF THE BLOOD, 3RD EDITION



I AM EVER SO KINDLY allowed the last few hours before dawn to prepare myself. Which means I’m ready to go early, since there’s nothing for me to do besides put on a clean uniform and give my sickles one last going over to make sure there’s no crusty bits of Emmaus left on them. (There are a few. Ick.)

The Cloister stable yard is shadowed and silent, save for the faint tread of my steps across the cobbles, enough to alert the horses, who nicker a faint greeting as I enter. Stall by stall, I pat their muzzles as I pass, choosing two of the draft horses to draw the carriage Prior Petronilla and I will use. Attendants’ work, but I’m not cruel enough to wake them hours before they need to gather for morning prayers. My fellow Potentiates will follow suit a little after that… or not, I suppose. I picture that daily gathering, erasing familiar faces I’ve seen strained with effort, twisted by anger, broken and bleeding. When I get to Jeziah, his features are laughing. A lump forms in my throat. I swallow it and get the horses hitched, even if it risks a chastising from the Prior for “lowering myself.”

I lead them into the yard to wait. The silence turns immediately oppressive, my thoughts flipping to and fro between getting stuck as the Dawn Cloister’s candidate for Executrix and the possibility that it will lead me to answers about how Emmaus nearly eviscerated Tempestra-Innara. A smile touches my lips. At least that thought is a warming one.

Instinct throws me to the side a split second before a spear embeds itself in the wood of the stable wall next to me. There, it quivers with disappointment.

I draw my sickles and calmly turn toward its source. “The proper response is ‘Congratulations.’ ”

Morgan is about as furious as I’ve ever seen her. Which is saying something. “I should have been offered.”

“Yeah, well, next time our blood mother is attacked, make sure not to choke during the rescue.”

“I didn’t—” She wisely cuts herself off. Morgan may have dumped me on my ass in training plenty of times, but she knows better than to engage me in a war of words. “You don’t deserve to be a candidate for Executrix.”

No, I don’t. “Take it up with Prior P. Or try to kill me again. But I’m warning you, I’m gonna make a run for it. Think you can keep up on that leg?”

For a moment, I do think she’s going to come at me again. She’s practically vibrating with fury, not the focused, calculating Morgan I’m used to facing here in the yards. I almost consider telling her that I agree with her. But she did just try to kill me, so fuck her feelings.

“Go back to bed.” I lower my sickles but don’t put them away. “You do your holy duty and I’ll do mine. Just like we’re supposed to, right?”

Morgan scowls, but she’s done. The decision made is the Goddess’s will, and one murder attempt is as much insurrection as she plans today. “May the Goddess see the truth about you—your weakness and unworthiness.” With that, she turns away and limps back into the Cloister, and the night.

But her words hang in the air. May the Goddess see the truth about you…

I hope not. Because if they ever do, what happened to Emmaus will look like a mercy.



In a dim chamber off the chilly corridors that worm their way beneath the Cathedral complex, the bodies of the divine dead lay on stone tables, shrouded in white linen. All except for their faces, where a single thin strip has been laid across their eyes. There’s something impossibly still about them, less than even meat now, no more life in them than the statues in the Cathedral’s halls above. The twinge in my stomach has returned, digging deeper this time. With the exception of Jeziah, I can’t claim to care about the deaths of my fellow Potentiates, but there’s an unfairness that nags. An injustice. None of them had any more choice about their fate than I did, even if they embraced it. And now they are dead before fulfilling the purpose they strove so hard for, robbed of two lives instead of just one.

The reason for that stands above them, a thin trickle of tears running down their cheeks.

I have never seen the Goddess cry. Never seen them like this. It’s odd, almost obscene, an unmooring sensation that buffets me in the wake of their usual swell of divinity. I know they are our blood mother, that we are referred to as their children, but that holy parenting is mostly absentee, the Cloisters doing the real work to beat us into proper shape, both figuratively and literally. So, the tired sadness in their face is unexpectedly visceral.

A Bellator Prime, High Cleric of the Blood, Prior Superior, and a Senior Arbiter—the chosen among the Chosen—watch the Goddess. I watch them, mainly the Arbiter, whose very presence crawls through the chamber. Her eyes are milky white, the color leached from them like a cloak washed too many times, along with most of her sight. It’s the effect of decades of judgements, fueled by the cordial the Arbiters drip into their eyes, the one that allows them to see truths within someone. They can’t exactly read thoughts, but they can ascertain whether a person’s devotion and love for Tempestra-Innara is true. Or if it’s not, and that person is a heretic.

I’ve always found the whole concept unsettling, and right now, it’s damn near unnerving. If passing an Arbiter’s judgement is part of the evaluation to become Executrix, this little party may be over with real quick.

But so far Prior Petronilla’s and my arrival has been ignored. The vigil continues—the Arbiter stays on her side of the room; I stay on mine.

And the Goddess mourns.

A pale, graceful hand rises and falls, brushing a cooled cheek. My innards quiver, jealous of the touch. It’s a sickening bliss, the memory of which tightens around my throat. Then, my muscles stiffen as a different thought rises to combat that desire: the Goddess laid out like the corpses before me, eyes covered, marble cold. I banish it, the fantasy too dangerous to entertain. Not here, not now.

Steps approach. I practically pounce on the distraction, turning to find a robed Prior and—will today’s surprises never cease—the Demon. Now the Dusk Cloister’s candidate for Executrix, apparently. Up close and not covered in gore, he’s what Jeziah would have called fetching (or perhaps tasty), with an alabaster complexion and dark hair swept to one side in a rakish style that doesn’t quite match his quiet serenity. I scan him head to toe; he ignores me completely.

Guess he’s not too concerned with his competition.

“Forgive us for making you wait, my Goddess.” The Dusk Prior sounds genuinely remorseful.

Meanwhile, Prior Petronilla oozes satisfaction, as if this is the first test in choosing the next Executrix, and we’ve scored the point.

“Forgiven.” The word is tiny, barely carrying despite the quiet chamber. Tempestra-Innara caresses Jeziah one last time before turning their attention our way. Once again, their divine light washes over me, a drink I cannot get enough of. One I would joyfully drown in. Yet, when the Goddess moves closer, out of the shadows, some cling, darkening the skin beneath their eyes with a markedly human fatigue. But the tears are gone now, disappeared, though I never saw them wiped away.

“I apologize for summoning you here so quickly,” the Goddess continues, “but grave matters call for grave haste. Priors of the Cloisters—which of my children have you brought me?”

Prior Petronilla begins first, as if our prompt arrival has earned that right. “The Dawn Cloister presents your honored and gifted daughter Lystrata.”

“Lys,” I correct. Lystrata may be my full name, but it’s not the one I hear in the few memories that remain from before I arrived in Lumeris. Lys, those whisper. Always just Lys. Prior Petronilla immediately shoots me a look of horror, as if I’ve just dropped my pants to shit on the floor. And maybe I have, figuratively, but if there’s no unringing that bell, might as well make sure it was heard. “My name is Lys.”

The Goddess smiles faintly. “Lys, yes.”

I tremble as my name passes over their lips, suddenly wishing I hadn’t made the correction, dipping my head deferentially to hide the discomfort.

As pissed as Petronilla undoubtedly is, the Goddess moves on without any sign they share that sentiment. “And this one?”

Now the Dusk Prior is the one who seems bloated with confidence. “The Dusk Cloister presents your honored and gifted son Nolan.”

Nolan. He proves he’s smarter than me right off by keeping his mouth shut. Instead, he gazes at the Goddess with a wide-eyed, unbroken stare, overflowing with devotion.

Great. A suck-up for sure.

The Goddess nods. “My children. A new Executrix must be anointed, and you, as the finest of your Cloisters, have been chosen to prove yourselves worthy of that appointment. In the past, this has meant setting your abilities against one another.” They pause. “But I am afraid the events of yesterday have invariably altered that course. Now, contrary to the usual evaluations, what I must ask you to do now is something entirely different: to work together.”

My jaw tightens. Work… together? What does that mean? Winning the position of the Executrix has always meant exactly that—winning. Being stronger, faster, stabbier. I have many questions, but the Goddess’s mention of the slaughter in the Cathedral keeps them tangled up on my tongue. It also confirms that Prior Petronilla was playing straight with me when it comes to learning more about the whole affair. So, I muster one of my least practiced skills: patience.

Which is a good thing because, once again, no explanation follows. Instead, the Goddess heads for one of the arched doorways. “Follow, please.”

We do, a line of somber ducklings in order of importance, the silent quartet of my most senior blood brethren falling in behind the Goddess first, then the Cloister Priors, and finally Nolan and me. I steal another look at him, but his attention is still for the Goddess and nothing else. A sword is belted at his waist, a heavy, brutal thing without an ounce of subtlety. It’s the same weapon he used against the Emmaus-monster, and he seemed to be handy with it, so I’m not exactly disappointed that we aren’t headed for hand-to-hand combat.

As to where we are headed…

The deeper we go into the Cathedral, the more the ornate trappings fade, the lower the vaulted ceilings grow. They press down, ancient and heavy, chalky spots of niter clinging to the bare stone, a vague dampness scenting the air. It’s too dark here for even our divinely blessed eyesight, but the Goddess has that covered. Lamps set into niches light as we pass and extinguish behind us. Black in front, black behind, our steps barely echoing, as if the darkness is absorbing all signs of life down here. It’s enough to make me miss the corpse room.

Finally—a door. Solid iron, it’s heavily riveted, with no handle, no keyhole, and absolutely nothing to indicate what might lie behind it. The Goddess presses a palm to it; the heavy clunk of some mechanism disengaging follows, and the door creaks open. Slightly anticlimactically—beyond the portal is even more darkness.

The Goddess enters. Nolan and I wait for the others to follow, but instead they step aside.

“Come,” the Goddess calls. “They will wait.”

Definitely not the most encouraging of invitations. What’s inside that a couple of lowly Potentiates are allowed to see, that the most elevated of the Goddess’s Chosen aren’t? I risk a glance at Nolan. There’s no fear in his features, no emotion at all save for a slight thinning of his lips to show he might be having some apprehensive thoughts too. Which is only smart, given we’re being invited into the sort of chamber that feels as if an exit isn’t always guaranteed. But that’s where the Goddess is, and the Goddess has answers.

Fuck it.

I go ahead of him with a haste that I’m sure makes Prior Petronilla proud, letting the darkness swallow me. I hear Nolan follow. He’s savvy enough in the dark to make his way to one side of me, the sound of his breathing the only orientation I have.

Again, the door creaks, and what’s left of the light disappears as it closes behind us.
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No, we don’t render aid, more than a bit of water, and I’d call even that an indulgence. If they are strong, our mother has chosen well, and they will survive. If not, they are weak, and have no place among us.

—FROM THE PERSONAL CORRESPONDENCE OF PRIOR GREIN (DUSK CLOISTER) TO PRIOR ILUA (DAWN CLOISTER)



DIVINITY CAME IN THE drowning deluge of a thin trickle. The moment it touched my lips, it surged into my base, human blood, blazing through my veins, leaving not a single corner of my flesh unchanged. And like a wildfire, it did its godsdamned best to destroy me. Being chosen wasn’t a guarantee of elevation—there was also the trivial part about actually surviving the Goddess’s gift, a trial no one bothered to warn of beforehand.

But I survived, waking to a feeling not unlike what I experience in the pure blackness of the Goddess’s secret mystery chamber. Their presence saturates the air, turning the darkness into something almost alive, seething with power. It is disorienting, upending—only the sense of solid stone below my feet and the vague presence of Nolan keeps me grounded.

Then, light. Lamps, hundreds of them, ignite, their combined flickers sun-strong as they illuminate the chamber—round, domed, and larger than expected. Also, empty, save for a single pedestal in the center. On it sits the fanciest bottle I’ve ever seen, clear glass veined with delicate whorls of gold, and a stopper that appears to be a single ruby cut into the shape of a flame. No, not glass—rock crystal, utterly flawless. It’s small, the sort of vessel that might hold perfume or scented oil, but I doubt the Goddess has dragged us all the way down here to show off their signature scent. Especially since the liquid it contains is a deep, vibrant red.

“There are secrets best kept hidden,” Tempestra-Innara says, gliding over to the pillar, “and pieces of the past better off forgotten.”

Oh, good. Another useless “explanation.”

The Goddess picks up the bottle and it begins to glow, a cool, diffuse light that leaves no doubt that its source is rooted in the divine. But it isn’t until the Goddess plucks the ruby free that I begin to understand.

Blood sings to blood.

“This, my children,” they continue, complexion cooled by the otherworldly illumination, “is a reliquary.” They speak the word with a mix of reverence and apprehension. “An ancient vessel created specifically for the blood of a divinity—my blood. A rarity now, but once quite numerous, long ago when my siblings still walked this land.”

That gets my attention. Speaking of the old gods, except in regards to their defeat, isn’t the usual casual conversation. And never once have I heard Tempestra-Innara bring them up. The last, Arcadius-Viktori, the Green God, was defeated by the Goddess over a century ago, in a battle that leveled the god’s temple and most of the city around it, and whose ruins remain extremely ruined even now.

Tempestra-Innara returns the stopper to the bottle and the bottle to the pedestal. As soon as they release it, the glow fades. “We spread our blessings foolishly in those days, sending our reliquaries far and wide to share our gift. Unfortunately, there were those that saw that generosity as something to take advantage of, and consequences that we did not consider. Even after we became more… judicious in our gifts, divine blood was no longer the only coveted rarity. As you know, divinity does not fade with the death of the body. And there are some that practice a most vile form of heresy.”

They don’t say the word aloud: Renderers. I know all about those. It’s practically a time-honored tradition for the older Potentiates to threaten the younger with giving them over to the Renderers. Hunters of the living blessed. Scavengers of the divine dead. A length of old bone, a flap of desiccated skin, coveted fresh blood—all rendered into concoctions that impart a taste of godliness to anyone willing to pay the price. Never mind that the effects are temporary, and punishable by things much less appealing than death.

“Our gift was not meant to fall into unworthy hands.” The Goddess turns grim as they continue their increasingly opaque explanation. “I’d thought them all found, destroyed. It seems I was wrong.” They reach out again, one finger caressing the crystal reliquary. “What power
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