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[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


There was a scratching in the walls of the Sunder.

Caught by the many Teeth of the underground, the intruder surrendered, and allowed themself to be escorted through long, sleek passageways. They marveled at the world underneath, so much more expansive than they had ever imagined; it resembled a bustling city in many ways, only that it was deep below the earth. There had been little time to map things out, to see how far it extended, how many people had persisted here and made a home. But it had to be enormous. Cavernous.

There was a giddy malice all around, moreso here than the intruder had felt before. The city—The Eyrie, they called it—seemed to be some epicentre of tension. A place of settling scores and proving oneself, and less one of a furtive existence, scraped out from the high stone walls, as it had been recorded in historical accounts.

The intruder was thrust into a dimly lit chamber that resembled a castle hall. This place felt large, important, but was still small enough to be cramped and cluttered—by persons, by hangings on the walls: tattered, muddied tapestries; weaponry, in good and ill repair alike; bracers, candelabras, candles, even lanterns. There were carvings by every entrance, reliefs that decorated the archways; shepherds and their flocks of the exiled and the damned.

Eleven in total were seated at a half-moon table, dressed in various styles and weights of armor. Their tense conversation tapered into nothing as their brethren filtered in—perhaps five or six more—and pushed their bounty forward.

“Sorry to interrupt. We found someone sneaking around the underburgh,” one cloaked figure said, still holding the intruder’s arm.

“We’re discussing a very important issue.”

“This isn’t just any old wayward Waker.” The woman shoved the stranger forward again, letting go. After a heavy and expectant silence, they spoke.

“Godsinger’s pauldron. He is dead...and I—the Wake needs your help.” They pulled a wrapped parcel that hung off of their girdle, hidden by the same tattered fabric that covered their head and face.
“Our help?” a woman said with a sneer. 

Someone else scoffed. “The Sunsplitter? He’s a myth.”
A man at the middle of the table leaned into the warm orange light of the room. His stringy black hair was like erratic strokes of ink, twisted with begrudging life at the sides of his pale face. His dark eyes shone through the wisps of it, considering. The creak of his chair preceded the sound of his voice, which had an unexpected but familiar lilt to the intruder’s ear.
“Not being funny, a topsider—a Waker—asking for help from us? How can we even begin to take you seriously?”

The intruder stood firm and dignified, even without the typical tawdry display of full topside regalia. They were dressed for the job—exploration. Little hung off them that could be considered a weapon; perhaps the sturdy trunk they wore, which housed writing, mapping and measuring tools, rolls of parchment, twine...and, of course, various curiosities they’d collected during their travels. Their artfully crafted bow had been taken, as had their quiver of arrows. A harmless swathe of green and leather, with cheeky glimpses of gold.

“There is someone I would like to speak with.”

The dark-featured man had cocked his head; his eyes narrowed, and his scarred lip curled. Then he rose, the motion marked by the shriek of his rotted chair—next came the sound of his sabatons across the floor. He was looking...observing. A bird regarding prey...but underneath that was an unsettled air, his mind working to place the sense of familiarity the stranger gave him.

“Curious...that actually doesn’t even begin to cover it. Who the fuck are you, then? What is it you want from us?”

The intruder remained poised. It seemed no part of them had moved in either bravery or fear. Finally, they responded, gaze steady through their fabric mask. “Private audience with Morgan, of Lugarian, Hound of Nwrmh.”

The man froze. His tablemates were looking at each other, murmuring. 

Swaying with a laugh, he swiveled on his heel, and clapped his hands too loudly for the lack of actual noise in the room. “Get out.” The moment of hesitancy that followed was not appreciated, apparent by the way he became aggressive at once, rushing to the table with a dagger he had pulled from somewhere. “OUT!” The dagger plunged into wood, rattling everything. Everyone made their leave, some slower than others. And then he and the intruder were alone.
The man was curled over his weapon. Slowly, he straightened, regaining composure in the process. Not a far difference from his default—he never stood completely straight, his lean but solid body always crooked, always ready to spring to immediate action. He turned to look over his shoulder.
“How do you know Morgan?” Even in their melody, his words were doused in threat. In warning.

“My name is Godlef. Godsinger was my father, my Lord.” The intruder brought down their mask, revealing a startling resemblance. From the striking gaze to their broad, flat nose and high cheekbones, they looked every bit the spawn of such a magnanimous hero. It really was Godlef, if memory served—which it was loathe to do in recent years. 

“This was given to me.” Godlef’s gloved fingers clutched at the golden pauldron, still half-wrapped in cloth. “Along with a message for Morgan. She will recognise the armor, my lord.”
Their brown eyes were warm yet sharp. The child of Godsinger. Yes, it made sense. Who else would traipse so far into these depths with a priceless treasure? 
“Stop calling me that,” the man grumbled, lip curling as he started to walk about the table, grazing the wood of it with the metal claws of his gauntlet. “I don’t give a shit about titles. That is idiocy exclusive to the Wake.” Despite his bite, he relaxed, face smoothing. He leaned against the table, body sinking, shoulders high. Somehow, it only made him look more the ready to pounce. Everything had come to a halt—even the flickering of the torches seemed bashful now. 

“It’s me. But it’s Moth, now. No Morgan.” He swallowed. “No more Morgan.”

Godlef peered at him curiously. Moth’s lip twitched, and he licked his lips, uneasy under their scrutiny; he felt himself sour by the second.

“Do you want the message?”
“No,” he replied, then began to approach the other. “Yes.” Godlef’s fingers hardly twitched as Moth snatched a small scrap of parchment from them. It had been in the piece of shining gold armor, wrapped tightly with a pretty blue ribbon, which he pulled to reveal the hurried letters scrawled upon it:

iofera has returned from the abyss. you must find morgan.


Moth stilled. He recognised that hand. Clutching the scrap of parchment, he tightened his fist and it buckled, crinkling in pain, until he let it drop to the floor. 

“Leave. Get out. I don’t want anything to do with...” He ground out, barely aware of himself. Numb. “I don’t care.”

“Moth.”

He paused. A heavy silence rooted them to the stone ground, and a myriad of waspy thoughts buzzed inside Moth’s skull. He did care. Seeing Godlef again made him feel nostalgic, warm, but it also filled him with nervous air. It had been so long...but everything was crumbling down around him. Bad news. Horrible news. It stirred his gut so thoroughly that Moth was certain he’d be shitting butter soon. Eyes shut tight, he lifted his head, and glanced back up at Godlef.

“I was supposed to find her...and now she...” Moth’s face felt hot. His sockets burned with the threat of emotion. 

“Moth, she is not well.”

“What do you know!” He barked, scared of his sudden departure from a practised image, scared of his inability to re-coil himself. “Get out! Go back whatever cursed way you came into the Sunder. You’ll get out of the Eyrie alive, you will, but more than that is beyond me.”

“I’ll wait. A little while.” Godlef masked themself again.

“Don’t bother.”

Moth stepped on the parchment, grinding it beneath his sabaton, feeling it shred. When he turned, Godlef was gone, and he felt something in him settle, like a body sinking to the sea floor.
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“What are you gonna do when you see her, anyway?” Shy muttered.
“I don’t know! Scream! Vomit!” Moth swung around, grabbing Shy by the collar of his dirty, battered jacket. The red-head recoiled at once, jerking in such a way that he bit his tongue—that was funny. Not funny enough, however, to stop Moth’s hands from shaking him. What resulted was a gurgling sound, and then a proper retaliation from the ratty blacksmith—panicked hands, grasping. 

“Pack your fucking sack.”
“Pack my—I’m not going up there!” Those calloused, rough-worked hands found and gripped Moth’s scarred wrists, hard enough to white the skin. Regardless, Moth did not relent, shoving Shy back against the wall of his chambers. For a moment they stopped, breathing hard, Shy grimacing. “I barely knew my mother, and I turned out fine.”
“HA!” Moth barked. “Roaches like you aren’t born. You just spring out of the earth.” He let go with another shove, jaw sliding as he surveyed his room. 

Never one for needless luxury, Moth’s bedchambers were a mostly functional space. The four-post bed had a canopy that had been bare for quite some time, and it was clear that the dark wood of it had seen better days. The many furs and throws casually flung onto the mattress were never made, always a jumble of deep colours that swirled together into one murky comfort. All the pillows, except for the one he used, lay where they had fallen or where they were kicked. Shy liked to sleep on the edge of the bed when he was there—diagonally, like a pest—and required little cushion to find himself at peace.

Moth’s blackened fingers passed over the jeweled hilt of a small dagger, which rested, in a rich but dirtied sapphire cloth, on the rotting wood of a monk’s bench. Shy had given it life, and it showed. It was, perhaps, one of Moth’s favourite treasures.

Otherwise, the room was rather scant. A nightstand with a few candlesticks of varying size, a table with a bowl for washing that was stained, like the cloth under it, with old blood. A wardrobe for linens, underclothes and the like, a chest for weapons Moth had collected over time, some still fixed to the belts of their previous owners. Two ottomans on the verge of structural collapse. The walls themselves were covered in scores, cracks and even holes, scarred as much as the persons they surrounded. 

It echoed the spirit of the Sunder quite well. Under the Waking world...where everything was stone and iron. Those of the First Age had made it so; halls where the ceilings were lost to darkness, arches like jagged teeth compounding in the distance. It had never been a place of luxury, or hospitality, or light. A thousand doorways, a million passages, waiting to trap whatever they could. 

Moth had made it his home. That had not been a simple matter—nothing was in this place. The type of people who had done the same as him were those who could not survive without the darkness—a darkness which persisted like a strange, inviting disease. 

“Fine.” Shy pushed off the wall at long last, attaching himself to Moth’s back. His hands moved to run up the man’s tunic, bunching the fabric, pressing the wet smoothness of his teeth against salty skin. “Let me fuck your ass, and I’ll go.” 

A guttural laugh moved through the body in his arms. Moth clawed at Shy’s calloused hands, but pressed himself backwards, eyes rolling in their sockets as he let his head fall back.
“What a depraved little man. Is the other hole not good enough?”

“This one’s tighter.”
Moth elbowed him in the ribs and they stumbled apart, Shy doubling over almost at once before he flew at Moth, who had fallen hard against the bed with a comical bounce. Before Shy could descend upon him however, Moth rolled, mashing his face into a cushion and lifting his backside readily. That made the blacksmith snort. He braced one foot on the iron frame, and grabbed Moth’s hips. The veritable King of the Eyrie, presenting himself like this...Moth would readily choke him for uttering such nonsense, and especially in private quarters. But that sight alone—the slinking body, bones and muscle adjusting, bowing, tensing—was almost satisfying.

Satisfying would come in a few moments, and might last the night, if Shy was lucky.
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The beginning of him and the smith, as Moth knew it, was not a singular point in time. 

His fingertips brushed the grooves of the hauberk draped over his lap, hungrily soaking in amber candlelight. Shy had made it expressly for Moth; to perfection, of course, as was his tendency. The reason for his official title as Sundersmith. He lay next to Moth tonight, face mashed into the down mattress, a shiny line of spit at the corner of his open mouth—Moth might have given him  trouble for such an abrupt retire, wanting to talk or touch or fight, but the day had been long. This mail in particular, glinting across the bare skin of Moth’s thighs, was the most recent product of Shy’s committed labour, fresh from his consummate, committed hands.

When they had met was hard to say...Moth racked his brain for the point at which they had formally become introduced, but the memory was hard to pick out of the swirl of his mind, so he let another come to him. He was happy enough to remember anything at all.
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Moth had been watching Shy push at hot coals. The heat of the small forge was welcoming, beckoning him further in, and he knew he was going to get a look from Shy for being too close—like always. 

Tempering was one of his favourite things to spectate. Shy seemed completely at ease and in his element during the process; there were breaks where he wandered to and fro, but mostly he remained seated by the blade he was softening, fully concentrated—not scowling, or brooding, or sulking. Calm and smooth-faced, lit by a steady glow. Sometimes it was hard for Moth to pry his eyes from the piece at work, sometimes it was hard to pry them off of Shy’s profile.

A lot of the women, and some men, who knew Shy for his work, were more concerned with his striking and hammering. Perhaps, too, they were keen to notice the glisten of sweat at his brow while he bent and shaped things to his will, or the fine slope of his nose between focused brown eyes, ambered by fire. Maybe the copper curls that stuck to his skin, dampened with the efforts of his work. As a man, Shy was enticing in his own right: broad and sturdy, the look of him softened by freckles that were stubborn enough to remain, despite the Sunder’s lack of sun. He had a strange aptness for knowing what his commissioners wanted and needed. An intuition for their personal fantasies. The smith could see it take shape, in his mind’s eye. Moth found it exponentially curious.

But he was also a coward. A dodgy miscreant who would snake his way out of trouble, or grovel, or worse. 

He had made the swords Moth used, exclusively, ever since their creation. Two curved blades, perfectly suited to the discipline most natural to him, perfectly weighted—simple, sleek. Someone had said the cut of his blade was like wind from the feet of the dead. Cold and sharp. Since that day, he had called them Deadgale and Spinechill.

After the commission of his swords, Moth had dropped by the forge whenever he could. To watch, mostly...but he liked listening to Shy explain his process, his philosophies, and he liked speaking to him about everything he remembered from books, from his training as a knight. Shy was understandably ignorant of fighting and dueling techniques, of war and strategy. Moth was similarly empty of technical knowledge—hardly easy to learn it from dusty scrolls, which in any subject argued viciously with each other. The smiths in the forge of his home had no time for a curious child. Nevermind that he scarcely found opportunity to skulk about there, like he could here.

Moth smiled to himself.

“You should belong to me.” 

Shy looked over his shoulder, as if to make sure Moth had spoken in the first place, and not just in his own imagination. Then he turned more fully. “What?”
“At my disposal, all the time—working only for me. People won’t call you stupid behind your back, then.”

“Am stupid, Moth,” Shy said flatly. “S’if I’d bother disproving my only defense.”

“Haha, fair point, that is.” 

The coals glowed, and so did the metal, trapped in their embrace. Shy finally seemed satisfied, pulling the blade out of the forge and into a quench.

“I’ll pay you well enough. Money, food, a hole to tuck yourself into.” Moth had moved closer before speaking again, soot-stained fingers bare on the wood of a time-worn beam. Shy didn’t turn immediately, surrounded by billowing steam, eyes traveling the length of his current commission. “Very few care like you do—like we do, anymore,” the knight continued, crossing his arms as he sauntered further still.
“Why should they?” Shy’s voice was less gruff than usual. “Think anyone down here has time to care? They just want owt to disembowel their neighbor with.”

“The Eyrie wasn’t always this reckless. Was a time people did care, Shy, about the make of their weapon, and the skillful hand what made it. About the craft of the smith, right—and the pride he found in his work, and the pride one felt to own such an inspiring creation.”

Shy had stilled, eyes unfocused, glazed, barely looking at the cooled metal in the gentle grasp of his tool. Moth’s words rung true. These days, he felt the emptiness of it all—his own detachment in the face of ambivalence. People wanted to cut down, to find strength through metal, more than they wanted to make a living free from the chokehold of the Wake. He pondered momentarily upon it, just realising it himself.

“Do you miss it?” Moth’s voice slithered to him, closer and closer. Shy dare not turn. Moth had finally had it, he presumed. The smith’s skill had lessened, and with it, his worth—Moth would discard him, surely, and not in any gentle way... He was trying to get him alone, slit his throat—no, worse, much worse. Shy swallowed. The sound of sabatons was so close, until it stopped, and so had his breath.

The smith made a short, high-pitched sound as Moth’s hands, bared and bloody, snaked around his torso. The sword clattered against his crafting table, metallic and sharp in his ears.

“M-M-”

“Ha.” Moth’s face was pressed into the back of Shy’s dampened tunic. “I could spill your guts right here, I could.”

“Please!”

Moth’s hands stopped in their tracks, back straightening in genuine confusion. “What? You want me to?

“N-no!” Shy stammered, swallowing loudly. “Please don’t—I meant please don’t!”

“Haha! Big lout.” Moth pressed himself to Shy again. “Shake off your webs, Sundersmith, and pound me into shape, why don’t you?”

The suggestion had produced a choking sound from Shy, whose ears became a fearsome shade of red; so too did the colour begin to creep up the back of his neck. He drew in a breath and caught Moth’s hands, stationary over his intestines.

“I mean—if you want, I...”
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Moth snorted to himself, coming back to the present. Shy stirred in response—first his head picked up, hair in the beginning stages of slumber-forged unruliness, then his whole body turned to face the other man.

“Haven’t you a royal meeting t’sleep for?” Shy muttered. Moth scowled immediately. He slipped off the bed to house his mail until further notice.

“Ooh yes! With the round table of dishonourable slugs.” 

Shy let slip a small ‘pfft’ before collapsing onto his back, eyes on the ceiling before they slid back to Moth, who was still ferreting about. “Am cold.”

“No you’re not,” Moth shot back, closing the sorry excuse for a wardrobe before he made his way back to Shy. “You’re just a massive milksop, you are.” The knight brought one knee upon the mattress, which sunk into the down, swallowing a myriad of fabrics in the process. 

“N’am not,” Shy grumbled defensively. He tried to keep his eyes hard on the body curled towards him, but there was no use, feeling the cloven hooves of sheepishness soften his expression. “Just get in, Saints’ sake.” 

Moth’s giggling washed over him, followed by an uncomfortable bounce as the full weight of the man dropped to his right. Shy groaned but made no further complaint. He was happy enough, despite himself, that Moth had finally chosen to rest.
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Smoke tumbled lazily upwards. It came from every direction, and sometimes descended to create a synthetic fog, swirling about heads and boots and hearts.

The halls of the Hypogeal Eyrie were perpetually dimmed, lit by fires in all manner of casings, some of which flickered freely on the heads of torches. The network of cave tunnels had been supremely cut by time and ancient progenitors, no doubt with grandeur in mind, but these days, the city held little that any traditional nobility would define as grand.

The Eyrie’s people were the descendants of those who had been cast out and forced to leave the topside half of the world, where the monarchy of the Wake persisted. As such, there was no monarchy below. Only the Teeth—leaders chosen through bloodsport—were tasked with suppressing the chaos of a people who had only begun to try and heal their pains. The children and grandchildren of those who had been subjugated and abused in the name of greed. Some rare few came directly from the Wake, through growing cracks in the seal that divided the two worlds; they were like beaten dogs, ready to sink their teeth into whatever hand came towards them, be it cruel or kind.

At first arrival, teenaged, Moth had marveled at the abstractness of it all. The Sunder seemed to lie in antithesis to his homeland, a fledgling kingdom without a head, rewarding the vicious, but also harboring the weak. In the firelight there was constant proving of worth. In the dark was a home for the quiet, who wanted a chance to live not in service to a greater power, but to themself, and their kin. There was a certain sense of freedom, born of that sometimes cruel simplicity—a strange culture, where goodness and wickedness were not so rigidly defined, and surviving was not so condemned, so long as it didn’t interfere too much with the survival of society as a whole. This was no venue to live out a sordid fantasy of limitless sin. 

Only one horror remained beneath it all, and it was that death did not come easily to any person in the Sunder. Pthygyr’s boon, they so named the phenomenon, and thought it truly a blessing. But what was  once an honourable death had become a slow, torturous thing; a peeling of layers that took with it the most precious of memories. It was sheets of humanity, falling away, until a person was little more than the basest wish of life, floating helplessly through darkness. Not much time passed before Pthygyr’s boon began to feel like a curse, and Sunderites turned their back on the dark, bitter in the face of its hunger, bitter to be burned again after so much pain. They gave it a new name: the wilt.

Moth was no stranger to it. Even a knight of his calibre had found it hard to avoid pain and death, though he had seen his revenge for every injustice. So his reputation had been born.

He shook the thought from his head and avoided the gaze of passersby, Shy close behind him. Something was thrust into a bucket of water and created a spew of steam, causing a few caged chickens to squawk and flail uselessly in their less than ideal quarters. Lizards darted across cobblestone and then up the walls  towards the high ceiling, before disappearing into their own secret tunnels. It was somehow cold and dry but hot and wet; the air smelled thick, smokey, tinged with the putrid notes of a densely packed borgh. People talked amongst themselves: some loudly, laughing unabashedly; some in hushed whispers, leaning further into shadow, folding into their clothes with every word.

They turned a familiar corner. Moth looked behind them before they entered the thinner passage. The claws of his gauntlet clicked against the plates of his fauld as they drifted nearer to his weapons. There was rarely any use for such precaution, but even so, the bold only ever grew bolder.

“Why don’t you move shop already? Or do you like being walked?” He snickered, and skipped a step to bump into Shy’s arm. Then Moth smirked up at his ward, nose wrinkling. “Would you like a carrot?”

“Stop’at,” Shy mumbled, flustered, in response. His fingers were tight around the belt of his satchel. “I just don’t...look, things are familiar here. The forge in Blackspit is—”

“Creepy? Crawly?”

“Big.” The smith swallowed, looking away in frustration. “It’s too big. That’s all.”

“Nonsense. At least there I can keep an eye on you. Several eyes, in fact.”

“My worst fucking nightmare. If I might say as much, milord.”

Moth groaned at the title, and raised his leg to kick Shy through the threshold. The bigger man stumbled halfway through, a hand shooting out to grab the stone-carved frame just in time. He didn’t bother to whip around with an exclamation—in fact, he coughed out a laugh before moving closer to his workbench. Only once he set his satchel down did he turn to regard the knight, who was leaning in the doorway, blocking out the minimal light shining into the humble workspace.

He was looking around aimlessly, and Shy could tell he would rather stay here. Moth had seemed rather restless as of late. The past year, really. An observation filed under ‘things Sundersmith Shy didn’t like to linger on’.

“Don’t get stabbed or whatever,” Moth said without looking Shy’s way, like he was picking the words out of his teeth. Then he simply disappeared, joining the miasma outside without much affair. He had his own business to attend to back at Blackspit Hold.

Moth was well aware of how arduous a task leaving would be. Few had managed it since the sealing of the Sunder. Fewer yet even remember the time before the sealing. There was also the question of why a Sunderite would ever want to return to the Wake. 

With age and experience came brute strength, enough to push him further yet—through circles of backstabbers, orders of cold-blooded killers with time and hate to spare—until he had made a name for himself. Within him, all along, had been an innate intimacy with the rhythm of harshness, and with the bite of cold, everlasting night. But the question of his mother and everything about her was too large, too splintered, to ignore. It tugged at him like a sharp hook, its invisible wire unbearably taut.

Above them all, the Wake spread itself out, holding itself the victor in the long tale of the world and how it came to be. True that those in the Glimmering Sunder, as was its full title, knew little of luxury—but it was better that way. At least there was an expectation, a code of sorts, in the world below; an understanding of things that were plain, always, and never hidden under so many lies that one could mistake a lion for a lamb without an inkling of suspicion. 

Unlucky that his father would fall on his sword to defend the Wake. More in particular, the people who sought to endlessly rule it. Moth had little memory of his mother, but knew she had never belonged up above. To know she was back there after trying so hard to leave it behind was an agonising puzzle. Without seeing him...without question as to where her child was. Why hadn’t anyone sent more than a fucking pauldron and a scribbled sentence? Why hadn’t he met or even seen her before she made it back to the surface? The abyss lay directly below, connected to his domain, where she had apparently gone to be lost for however long... so why? 

All of it put a strange feeling in the center of him...churning and gnawing in a circle, leaving him in apprehensive unrest. His gaze was fixed ahead as he walked down a corridor of the hold, the sound of his sabatons long lost to him.

The door at the end of this particular corridor was recognisable, but Moth made a point to come here as little as he could bear.

He turned the handle and thrust himself into the next corridor, which was lined with large doors that came to pointed arches at their tops. They were simple in design, dark and without adornments, worn by time, as most were—collected like swords ready to defend. Nothing, in most cases, despite their foreboding.

At the end, past all the others, was the one door he’d been searching for. This one was the most well-kept, incidentally, firm between Moth and what lay beyond an inky threshold. It stood slightly taller than its kin, and most would swear it emitted something foul—a smoke barely seen, and impossible voices, whose verity were a disconcerting mystery.

His gloved hand found the red-rusted handle. At first it was begrudging. He had to pull harder, then harder still, before the door finally opened. With his torch, Moth lit the sconce on the wall to light the room. In the subsequent burst of light, an assortment of items were illuminated: things he had collected over the years, though the contents looked very little like treasures and more like discarded, ill-kept wares. He knew exactly where he would find what he was looking for. It was leaning against a far wall. 

He pulled at a tattered cloth, which revealed a sizable, framed portrait of a noble family. Two knights, and their child, on the cusp of adolescence.

He had traded for it in the earlier days of his life in the Sunder. The merchant of sorts who procured it had mentioned Moth’s likeness to the child in the portrait—indeed it was striking—and Moth had found himself trapped in the strokes of it, feeling his blood cool to an unlivable temperature. 

He looked now at the faces of his father and mother, each with a hand on his shoulder. Lugarian of Nwrmh, tall and bright, even in his coldness, with his wash of white hair and golden eyes. Then his mother, existing in stark contrast with her long, dark hair and tanned skin. Her eyes were deep, and dark, and full. 

Moth could recall the time at which this had been commissioned, in fact. He remembered standing for ages, bored out of his skull, watching his tutor, Anarawd, scribbling away behind the painter. Moth’s fingers slid over the amalgam of chipping colours without much care. 

“We all need a little faith,” the merchant had said, stirring Moth from the whispers in his mind. “A little sanity, where we can find it.”

His mother’s eyes were fixed on him as he gazed down at her, black and burning, but he knew she had been watching Anarawd’s hand moving across parchment, scratching hurriedly before his philosophies escaped him. Even now, her painted irises seemed to flit to and fro with the motions.
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Moth had become accustomed to more than a handful of mysteries, of dangers—they were infinite in the darkness. At least the dark was measured. At least it was constant, and ever itself.

Shy turned, shifting the unfamiliar weight of a flared mace with a grunt. He looked tired already, though that air about him was natural—as if he were fed up before he even had anything to be fed up over. Moth regarded him, teeth sliding over his lower lip with a grimace.
“You look like a fucking idiot.”

Shy rolled his eyes and scoffed. It seemed like he’d tidied some—rather than having to sell Moth on faith alone, his hair looked auburn today. Moth was sure, too, that underneath some sloppy layers of basic vestments, he would see spatters of freckles instead of soot and dust and other such muck. For all his bumbling, Shy was a profoundly accomplished blacksmith. Naturally, this meant that he seldom appeared as anything but a profoundly accomplished blacksmith. Which was to say, dirty.

“I’m not like you. Can’t fight, Moth.” The smith sighed, and ran a hand through his hair. “Don’t make me do this. Why can’t we just stay? You’ve lived ‘ere, without—”

“What if someone took her?” Moth snapped, and Shy flinched, hands rising in a pitiful attempt to defend himself should Moth attack. “Lured her up there? What if she’s fucking lost because she...ugh! Why do you want to stay here? If I go, don’t pretend you’ll last more than a pissing day, Shy.”

“I was doing just fine!”

“Oh, yes, cowering in your fucking forge like a field mouse! The Teeth can’t protect you always! Things are going to shit down here and you see it! You see it just like I do.” Moth had flown forwards, a hair’s breadth from Shy’s face. “You’re coming with me. Whether you like it or not.”

Shy sighed again, jaw tensing, gaze averted.

The corridor was like every other, except not. The minute differences from passage to passage would have been easily lost to someone not so familiar. The Eyrie was a labyrinth of sorts, winding haphazardly, stopping where it wanted, continuing where it pleased. Finding one’s way through the mess of it was hard work for the best cretins in the Sunder. For Moth, there was something that compelled him forward. A pull in his chest. An instinct. That strange sense was the reason for his survival when he had initially arrived; without some such thing, there were too many opportunities for bad ends, not the least of which was the collapse of one’s own mind. Luckily, Moth’s mind followed a simple line, clear in the absence of light—it was the light—and he followed it like a glowing thread towards wherever it wanted to take him.

Shy was not so confident. He was a person who delighted in staying put, stuffed away in a prison of his own making. No one in, no one out. There was nothing worse than venturing outwards from his comforts, which seemed to be one of Moth’s favourite pastimes. Nevertheless, there was a strange bind which locked them into collaboration. A trust, if there could be one. An exception to a rule.

That was why Shy slowed, but kept on, always a step behind Moth. He could stop at any time, he knew he could, but something about being without Moth made him sick. What an absence that would be...of course he’d never dare to say so, but the truth of it was paralysing. He felt like the Eyrie, without Moth, would collapse into a chaos even worse than the one before the Teeth. Not exactly his idea of home.

So, there was only one slightly positive path to be taken, made sweeter by the promise that eventually, they would be fucking, and Shy could think about that while they blundered through and out of their promised doom.

“You came from the Wake, did you?” Moth was ahead some paces, fingers brushing against stone as they began an ascent up stairs, which curled around like a great serpent. There were various nicks and scratches everywhere, and bits of steps missing. Shy hurried to close the distance between them.

“I think so,” the smith answered simply. “Why?”

“Never asked how you came to be here. I just realised.”

Shy paused, hand tightening around the baldric which carried his mace. “Reckon I was cursed. It all seems like a dream, now. Like one day I had a life, and then one day I was here, sneaking into the forge.”

Moth let him speak, slowing his pace. He turned his head further, expression smooth. “How old were you?”

“Just a boy. I don’t know exactly. Can’t remember owt before...” Shy tapered off, averting his gaze. “No family. Nothing but piss-stained trousers and a thumping heart, when the smith found me.”

“Not much’s changed, then.” Moth hummed, and Shy deflated, expression souring.

“You wouldn’t understand,” was all he replied with, hands tight on his baldric. Moth’s jaw slid. He felt like he should say something, but he was sore—he did understand. Shy was stupid if he didn’t know that. But it was useless to fight over it, and Moth turned with a sniff, done. Shy stood still for a moment before hopping into step again, too scared to be so far behind.

They were on the outskirts of the Eyrie before long, amongst some of the abandoned houses, close to passageways that led deeper underground. Some time ago, they had led to the distant enclaves—closest was the Halcyon Enclave, home to the Redsmiths. The roads had been mostly abandoned. Even brigands kept close enough to the Eyrie, loath to venture where they could be reached by the fabled arms of the dead, and things far worse and more powerful than that.

“Stay by here, until I’m inside.” Moth muttered under his breath, tucking Shy behind a corner. “Not a word of this. And if I get snuffed, you run to Bryn. Straight to her, Shy, or so help me Haadam, I’ll come back to jump rope with your intestines.”

The smith swallowed, nodded obediently. He put his back to stone and faced the way they came, big hands wrapped tightly around the leather strap across his chest. He only peeked out once Moth left him to investigate.
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Jalo was unlike most people in the Eyrie, and much more akin to the stranger folk who had migrated to the deeper enclaves of the Sunder. He was a man of few words, and strange, sadistic rituals, most of which he performed behind closed doors. Little phased him. Little seemed to interest him. Almost nothing brought him out from his privacy. For some reason, however, Moth had become some source of amusement to him, at least for a small length of time. 

It was here, outside an old mining tunnel, that Moth and Jalo spoke of the Holy Martyrs—those who were the power behind the Borealis and its king before the collapse. Four extraordinary warriors, ordained Saints by the monarchy. Moth was expertly distracted by the conversation. Jalo knew of the weapons the Two-Armed Saint had wielded last. He was describing them, telling Moth he still had the axe-head of her halberd, as they dragged a body to his hole of a home in the tunnel. No foul act when the body in question was that of a putrid, defiling shithead. He had already torched the man’s cock off.

Moth had never come across any account of the Martyrs until after that day, in a tattered book whose margins were overridden with notes and tiny, abstract drawings. The mention was short; a blip in the great history of the Borealis, which took no more than a page to detail. In that scrap of intel was something that caught Moth like a flame. It read:

The Two-Headed Saint was a tall man, with golden hair straight as reeds, and a face so calm it unsettled rather than soothed. He had eyes like a foggy mire painted in bistre, and wore a permanent, even smile; was soft-spoken and kept to himself. On the battlefield he swung as if he were cutting wheat in a field. He was a person who was still, even when he moved.

Jalo on paper. Moth had thought it instantly.

Now he walked to the slanted wooden door of the tiny abode, ice in his veins. It creaked open as if to beckon him inside.
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“Now will you tell me where we are?” Shy asked, gripping his mace.

Moth had finally pulled him along once it was clear Jalo’s roost was abandoned. No ambush awaited them, and if anything happened, he would simply send Shy away again if the smith didn’t turn tail by himself.

“Nice try, but you’ll shit yourself if I do.”

Shy scoffed, then swallowed, audibly. “It’s that fucker’s, isn’t it?”

Moth sniffed and pushed the door open with his sabaton. “Quiet,” he said. Then he stepped past the threshold. “He'll know the best way out.”

Immediately, the knight sensed something very fucking off in the air—which smelled of incense, dust, and death. The last note was not very pungent, but formed a sickly undercurrent that pervaded, despite the abode looking quite abandoned. A few herbs hung from the ceiling, but most of them had withered considerably, littering the floor with crisp leaves and parched stems. 

Moth moved slowly. The door opened into a hall, where long, slim tables, and shelves of the same nature made clutter on each side. There was no food left out, or stored away. Only empty bottles and casks on the shelves. The layer of dust, and the sight of cobwebs filling every corner, told Moth that even the spiders had left.

“No one here. No point goin’ further,” Shy hissed, eyes wide as they bounced from wall to wall and back again.

“Wait outside then,” Moth replied. He approached another door at the end of the hall. This one was different—stone, or maybe iron. The fingers of his gauntlet ran over the intricate design; a snake, or...no. Some kind of long-headed lizard, with other shapes he couldn’t discern, and ancient writing that even a more scholarly man would have trouble decoding. He pushed it, but it didn’t budge, and he saw no handle.

A frustrated sound escaped him. Shy peeked over his shoulder, the umber of his eyes alight by the flame of Moth’s torch.

“Right. C’mon Moth. Nothin’ even to borrow off the shelves.”

“Shut up.”

Moth looked up, then down. He noticed something on the floor...splotchy stains, dark on the dirt and stone. Blood? His eyes returned to the writing on the door. His lips moved over the sounds he could assume.

“‘Gods’?” Moth turned to Shy. “Want to take a look? You’ve probably seen enough runes on swords to be an expert, Sundersmith.”

Shy scoffed, sheepish, curling in to make himself smaller. He approached with begrudging steps, his lips pulled into a half-grimace as he struggled to read, but his sourness evaporated as he decoded.

“‘Will’, this says. Will or wish. And this one.” He pointed without touching, eyes darting back to Moth. “‘Burn’. The rune for burn is ‘fire’ with another line under it.”

“What do we do, then? The door wishes for us to burn something? Incense, maybe?” Moth leaned in, trying to catch more runes he could recognise. His finger pressed against something vaguely familiar. “This one. Is this ‘blood’ or ‘death’? Always mix those up.”

Shy stood, rigid, expression contorted with anxiety. “Blood. All the runes curl around these few, so...chances are these are important. ‘Blood’...‘will’, again. ‘Blood, fire’ and ‘wish, burn’...but runes are written top to bottom. If you read them like they ought to be, it’s more like...‘will of blood’, and ‘burn of flame’.”

Moth sighed. “‘Will of blood’? Fine, then—my blood wills for you to open this door. You’re bigger than us, try pushing.”

The knight only received a scowl in response. Shy muttered something as he approached the door. He stalled there, looking at it, top to bottom, until Moth gave him an impatient shove. So he grit his teeth and pushed.

And again, with more of his weight...and nothing. Not even a shift of dust.

Moth looked at the ground again, and this time, he knelt by the bottom of the door, where he saw dried blood caught in the finely carved grooves of its border. His expression relaxed with new understanding as he rose, slowly, tapping Shy on the shoulder.

“Move back.” The knight reached behind his cuirass and pulled out the dagger Shy had given him. Unsheathing it, he took off his left gauntlet. “My blood wills.” With that, he slashed the palm of his hand.

Shy yelped, rushing forward, but Moth paid him no mind, instead slapping his hand to the door. They both waited in silence as the moments passed.

The slab of stone shifted and spat a cloud of dust. Moth coughed, then raised his hand to his face, lest more dust get inside his mouth and nose. Shy followed suit and lifted the fabric of his cowl that rested at his collar.

The stone door moved slowly, and the room behind it was so dark that it took a moment for the two to adjust their senses. The odor hit them first—putrid, invading the senses—sight, taste, touch as much as smell. The air was thick with dust. Ash. Moth’s eyes watered, but nothing could smooth the image of what hung from the ceiling.

Human remains, charred to black. Arms, legs, hands...parts of a torso...ears and tongues. All burnt by flame. Blood stained the stone and dirt of the floor. Candles littered what looked like an altar at the back of the room, and between groupings of melted wax and cut wicks, there were all manner of sharp tools that turned one’s stomach inside out.

Moth was not accustomed to the feeling of panic, but it crept up from his sabatons to the back of his eyes—he took a step forward, lips slightly parted, trying to make sense of the scene. The sound of Shy retching in a corner distracted him, made him turn, and that’s when he noticed shards of glass fixed to the wall directly behind them. They were all big enough to serve as mirrors, and that they did...Moth squinted, mind working as he shifted in place. He turned back to the hanging flesh.

“They hang...” Moth looked to the mirrors again. “They make runes. I see runes.”

“Moth, w-we need to get out of here—”

Moth’s expression became a mixture of anger and fear. Shy followed his gaze, and then gasped, running to the clean stone where a doorway used to be. 

“Where’s the fucking door?!” The smith pounded his fist against rock, teeth bared, and his breaths came out in ragged, frightened vowels.

“Stop. Stop!” Moth barked, and grabbed Shy’s arm. Then he moved to press his still bleeding hand to the surface. 

Nothing happened. He hissed a curse in frustration. Loath as he was to face the nightmare behind him, he looked again to the mirrors, fingers tight around Shy. 

Whispers began to circle about. he dust kicked up by their intrusion. They broke Moth’s concentration, melting together, becoming louder and louder with each passing second until he closed his eyes. He could hear Shy panicking closeby—had he heard them too?

One voice broke through the racket just then; low, and only vaguely human.

You have a pull of your own.

“What?” Moth said, head whipping around. Shy looked past him, then back, eyes wide. 

Moth stared at the smith for too long. He swallowed, keeping his gaze on the empty wall between the mirror shards. A pull of his own. A pull. His heart began to pound, and he was sure the idea that had come to him was stupid, but he couldn’t think of anything else, couldn’t look at the reflections without hearing the whispers.

His feet carried him quickly to the altar. Moth’s hands hit the cool surface of it, and his body loomed over all the bloodied utensils. He blew out the candles.

Shy made a sound of visceral fear, voice cracking, and Moth heard the sound of him drop to the floor—not the solid thud of a collapse, but the slide and thump of a sit, and then, terrified muttering. A prayer, perhaps. Moth had heard Shy do that before. It was a sound he could relegate to the background while he faced the mirrors once again. This time, it was as if his eyes simply knew where to look.

Top left, second shard. Saints tits it was hard to see in such a pitch, but he tried, he squinted, strained. Two steps to his left, and one back, and finally he saw it. Death.

Good. The voice said again. It was raspy. Faint.

Moth looked to the right, towards the bottom. He took a step closer. Gods.

Death of the gods...death to the gods?

“Death to the gods.”

The candles burst into flame the very instant those words left Moth’s lips, startling them both. Shy rose at once and flew to Moth. Something splattered by his foot. Moth looked up, but the first thing he noticed was a strong metallic smell, like copper, as if he had just brought an ingot to his nose. 

Blood. 

It began to ooze and drip from the runes, then trickle into rivers that sprinted to the altar, collecting there before climbing the wall. Soon there was the shape of a passageway, and in the blink of an eye, it was real.

Shy desperately clung to Moth, who was too busy trying to make sense of the moment to shove the much larger man away. The whispers had begun again, overhead like tiny vultures. He felt they should move. Now. He tugged the smith forwards but the man hardly budged, stuck by his terror to the spot, eyes on the ceiling. Moth yanked him harder.

“Want to join them?” The knight spat, and Shy shook his head quickly, eyes wide, and out of breath. Another tug did the trick, propelling him and Moth into the exposed tunnel, away from the voices and the bleeding runes.

In the growing quiet of their new path, Moth wondered if Jalo’s victims had been random, or chosen...how long had he been cutting up and burning bodies in that small, suffocating space?

He wondered what the fuck ‘death to the gods’ even meant, and then settled that he didn’t want to know. He just wanted to get far, far away.
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The tunnel brought them to a circular room with three doors, none of which opened. At least there were no hanging body parts. 

Shy unfasted the small lantern at his hip and set it down. He then procured a strip of iron, bent into an oval shape that fit snugly around his fingers, a piece of flint rock, and some frayed rope. The edges of it caught without much trouble, and only a few strikes of the stone; he opened the side of the lantern to feed the candle that sat inside.

Moth leaned against the far wall, staring, as an orange glow devoured the better half of his armor. It traveled upwards as Shy lifted the lantern to see their surroundings. There were no runes on these doors, only intricate carvings, all of a hooded shepherd in different depictions. Shy was eyeing each figure, trying to make sense of them.

Something pulled Moth’s body towards the last of them, and so he drifted forward, arms crossed—they uncrossed so he could run a finger over two curved swords, crossed at the hilt, right over the head of the shepherd. On this door, the shepherd’s position was reverent, a stag at his feet, sleeping soundly.

He peeked at the one beside it. The shepherd had an arm raised, and the other at his middle; both hands held a curved sword. Clusters of mullein hid his lower half almost completely. Moth felt like he shouldn’t look at the third, but curiosity got the best of him.

Blank.

He stepped closer, thinking his mind was playing tricks on him...but other than the lines of its frame that converged at the top corner, the stone was smooth as the still surface of a lake. Shy said something, but it didn’t register, too low or too far away. Moth was staring at the door, or perhaps the absence of one, drawn to the emptiness before him. And then, a stone hand reached through and gripped his wrist. His whole body became as cold and fragile as frost on a flower petal. Once the shock waned, Moth felt enough of himself again to jerk his hand back, heart pounding in his ears and in his throat.

The blank surface became like a mirror, except there was no reflection—not of him or the smith, anyway. Moth saw a chamber flipped on its head, but before he could get a proper look at it, an explosion of large, black birds made it impossible to see a thing. When the barrage finally ended, the stone had caved to reveal a short path blocked by ruins. It looked ancient, fused by time, with a layer of debris and dust that must have had decades to collect.

Moth backed away. He shouldn’t have looked. Point taken, he thought, to whatever had closed the way, which still radiated a wrongness he could not explain.

“Did you see that?” he said breathlessly, turning to Shy. The smith gave him an uncertain look in return.

“See what? The door crumble?”

Moth’s nose wrinkled. “No, you brainless amphibian. The hand, the Saints’ damned flock of birds...ravens, I think they were.”

Shy went pale. “I’d remember that sort of witchcraft!” He swallowed audibly, crossing his arms as if to make himself smaller, and shrank away from the walls and whatever curse was in them. Moth sighed. He moved back to the last door and started to look for a ring, or handle.

“Whatever. C’mere, help me open this.” He felt Shy hesitate and turned around again to scowl at him. Finally, the man moved.

There was no handle to be found. Not even a recessed pull. “Blood again...?” Moth muttered to himself, eyes on the relief carving. Pthygyr, it must have been—all the symbols were there. He traced over the stag’s antlers, enormous, and curved like a moon. Like the blades wielded in the relief beside this one, but tined.

He lifted the hand with no gauntlet while he inhaled, and braced himself for more fuckery were it to happen. Another grab. Another mess of wings and talons. Whatever it took to get them further to wherever they were going. His other hand began to reach for the dagger, but when he looked back at his palm, it was already bleeding.

Moth stared without a word, not wanting to startle Shy any further, and make him even more of a mess to handle than he already was. The knight’s jaw slid, then tightened, and finally, he pressed his wound to the door, over Pthygyr’s open palms.

The door went away without theatre, as if it was never there to begin with. In front of them stretched another tunnel, curving so that it took every hint to its end with it. Moth and Shy exchanged glances.

“Wait...” Shy’s hand reached for Moth, slowly. He took his waterskin and poured, attempting to clean the dagger wound somewhat—Moth’s nose wrinkled, his eyes sharp.

“It’s fine. Won’t stay open long, you know that,” he groused.

“Still.”

Shy’s voice was steady with concentration. He pulled a strip of fabric from behind his glove, and wrapped it around Moth’s hand. Then he unclasped Moth’s gauntlet from his hip and helped him to pull it back on.

“Our courting phase has long since ended,” said Moth, but he was fighting a smirk despite himself. Shy looked away as if he knew, and meant to keep himself ignorant for the sake of Moth’s pride.

“I’m no replacement for that hand. Even with both my own,” the smith replied. He rubbed the shaved bit of his head.

Moth snorted, and took his arm to lead him forward. “Don’t I know it.”

Moth’s armor made him look like an insect, Shy thought then, eyes sliding over the curved surface of plates he had toiled over some time ago. The suit, blackened by burning oil onto the metal, did not add much to his person—except for his pauldrons, the tops of which rose in sharp peaks. Simple. Efficient. Fitting. Armor should be an exoskeleton, something that enhanced, as much as protected the body inside of it. 

Shy had known well before he heard it...that Moth was a knight. A real knight. The ones in the poems he had no mind or patience for once he’d grown up. Agile. Practised. Awe-inspiring...

“Pay attention.” He heard Moth say, and he was pulled back into the uneasy present.

A heaviness had descended from the stone ceiling. It was as if the further they went, the less air there was to breathe, like something invisible was taking up the space. Maybe so. There must have been a reason someone like Moth was tense.

“Can’t be much here,” the smith rasped, passing by another time-worn sconce. “I can barely see where we’re going.”

Moth didn’t answer right away. He half-turned a few paces later, when they’d reached an archway to an open chamber. “Listen, will you.” His face was unusually even, fingers curled around the hilt of one of his twin swords. “Stay close. Don’t fuck about. I mean it, Shy, stay close to me and don’t try anything stupid.”

The smith nodded, finding his place close behind his knight.

They entered the chamber with cautious footsteps forward. The sound of them echoed off the cool-toned walls, the stone more clearly cut here, unlike some of the more natural tunnels in the lesser traveled bits of the Sunder. There were carved out shelves, lined with neat rows of candle plates; some were empty, some with the stubs of long-snuffed candles caught in the last stages of deliquescence. Past these rows were two archways, across from each other, that presumably led further on.

Shy thought he saw something beyond his periphery, but was too afraid to turn his head in case he might catch whatever it was. Fortunately, he was distracted from his anxieties by the draft that swirled about his calves, winding further and further upwards.

“Something’s fucked,” Moth muttered. He was standing between the doors, hands ready to draw his weapons. When he turned to regard Shy, who had slowed to pick some candles from the shelves, he stilled. “Shy.”

“What?” The smith asked without looking. Then he caught Moth’s expression and froze, somehow paler than before. “What?” His voice was lower.

“Get over here.” Moth was looking beyond him. The temptation to look over his shoulder was usurped by a sudden surge of horror. Shy’s legs felt boneless. He teetered, hand falling onto a shelf for support, ice cold to the touch. The more he thought about it, the colder he felt, and the more he thought about that, the more he regretted every decision he’d ever made up until this point.

“I hate this, I hate—” Shy’s jaw clamped shut as a vicious chill ran the length of him. For a moment he could barely think, and then he felt sick, stumbling wordlessly to Moth. It only took a few shaky steps, then a few more to position himself safely behind the shorter man.

Where he had been standing not too long ago, the faint outline of a person meandered. In the space of its body, the surroundings were slightly warped; it was hard to distinguish them otherwise. Right, Shy thought to himself, just a lost soul. Can’t hurt me. Can’t even touch me.

Out of the walls sprang two more spirits, one more visible than the other. Shy’s hand immediately grabbed at Moth’s arm and was promptly shaken off, though Moth didn’t turn to chastise him yet. He seemed more focused on their new company.

“They’re just wandering,” Moth said quietly. “We should take the left passage.”

“Can’t move,” Shy rasped.

“You want them to kill you, or me?”

“...Left passage. Right.”

Shy ambled away first, walking backwards, then jerkily twisting around when he realised he wouldn’t see any lost souls who might be waiting for him further on. Moth followed shortly after. It appeared that he was having trouble deciding whether or not to draw one or both of his blades. Ultimately, he settled on one.

The passage looked like a normal corridor—like normal stone walls in a castle, in fact. Shy found comfort in the
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