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      JACOB’S HANDS TREMBLED. His arms grew tired.

      He still marched on at the front of Gerti’s funeral procession. The former love of his life deserved no less. Even if he could have afforded to hire a professional mourner to carry the feathers and march out front, he would not have.

      He kept his bare arms spread wide as he marched, as wide as a hawk’s, a white feather clutched in each hand. Earlier, before the procession, three priests of the god Izden had come to Jacob’s small home. They’d sanctified the space where Gerti and their unborn little girl had died, making sure that no ill humors remained and all who entered would be well. To show that the space was now considered cleansed, they’d placed black feathers above the doorway of the tiny boot-makers shop.

      Then the priests had covered Jacob’s skin in ash, from the waist up, all along his thin torso and down his muscular arms, as well as across his rough face and through his short dark hair. The gray ash turned his tanned skin white. It felt slippery and cool, and he smelled like smoke.

      He wore loose, drab-colored trousers held up with a cloth belt, as well as his old worn boots, one of the first pairs he’d ever made. He’d always kept them polished, a nice dark-brown leather, now spotted with ashes.

      In the funeral procession, behind Jacob, the three priests marched—all that Jacob could afford, though Gerti deserved a dozen or more. They wore white mourning tabards over their usual shapeless black robes. They chanting hymns, asking that the great god Izden fly down to Gerti’s funeral pyre, dance in the smoke and ash, then catch Gerti’s soul as it flew up and carry her gently to his heavenly palace.

      Legends told of Izden touching the front marcher at a funeral, the one carrying the feathers. He or she would be transformed into a huge white snow-eagle and fly off to the pyre.

      Stories even told of the god Izden himself coming down, carrying the body away to the court of his sister, the goddess Kapumani, and her healing the person.

      Such things only happened in the Six Kingdoms, though. Not on the mainland of Svent Mantee. And certainly not in the city of Miril.

      Still, Jacob marched, prayed, and hoped that somehow, his love wasn’t dead, hadn’t been killed in childbirth by their little girl who’d just never grown right.

      Behind the priests marched Gerti’s parents and their friends. None of them were rich enough to own proper white mourning clothes. However, they all either carried white feathers, or like Manson the weaver, had a badge pinned to their clothes that had feathers sewn on it.

      They all felt his loss. They’d been as excited as Jacob when Gerti had not only gotten pregnant but been able to carry to term. She’d lost the two before.

      But the birth had proved fatal.

      And so, Jacob marched on, despite the tears washing away the ash on his face. His world tasted like ash, now, his whole life gray and crumbling.

      Two drummers kept the beat, marching last in the procession. Both had volunteered in exchange for some repair work on their boots, a kindness that Jacob had appreciated.

      The funeral procession wound from Jacob’s small boot shop, along the cobblestone streets crowded with tall wooden houses and shops, then up one of the main boulevards to the closest temple of Izden, a humble building among the hundreds dedicated to the god. Jacob didn’t notice the people in the street or the horse-drawn carts, how the shops grew nicer and the pedestrians more finely dressed. He’d walked this way many times before, however. The further up the hill, the shops all grew larger and more expensive, all the way up to the top where the palace of the king stood.

      Jacob’s body shook badly when he saw the door to the temple. He did, but didn’t, want the procession to be over. He wished he could have afforded to take the long walk with the funeral procession, all the way around the city, like how the king had mourned the loss of his brother. That way, the entire city could know Jacob’s grief and mourn with him.

      Gerti would have fussed at him for spending so much money, though she deserved it.

      Flames burned in huge iron braziers standing on either side of the brilliant red temple door. Disaster struck a city when those fires went out, or so the legends told.

      The building itself was made out of huge stones packed tightly, painted black and white, of course. It stood three stories tall, sightless, with no windows. Just a single room that took up most of the sanctuary. The ceiling rose far above the parishioner’s heads, hidden in smoke from the constant fires, though the air below remained breathable, fresh air routing in through hidden vents..

      Jacob finally let his arms drop when he entered the temple. The floor felt hard and cold under his boots, made out of gray slate. Braziers stood around the edges of the round room, fires leaping high in all of them, the air filled with smoke. A long, skinny altar, covered in white cloth, stood at the front. Smaller fires burned behind it, along with two torches on the wall between the doors leading to the other parts of the temple.

      The three priests marched around him, going to stand behind the altar and face the room. All two-dozen mourners could easily fit in the sanctuary.

      The priests raised their voices in an eerie song, the notes rising up to the ceiling, swirling with the smoke. The drums died off but a harp, hidden in the darkness, took up the tune, plucking the high notes, strident, conflicting, sending shivers down Jacob’s spine.

      As the music swelled, the priests lifted up the plain, red-clay urn that had been sitting on the altar at the front, blessing the ashes within.

      The actual cremation ceremony had been held the day before. Jacob hadn’t been able to pay for a single cremation, and had had to place Gerti and the body of their tiny unborn baby on a communal pyre. The ashes the priests held weren’t hers, alone.

      Still, it was better to have some piece of her then none at all, as much as he resented having to buy his own wife’s ashes back from the priests.

      Jacob couldn’t tell if the ceremony was long or short. He stayed focused on that precious urn, all that remained of Gerti. He was aware that her father came up and placed his warm hand on Jacob’s shoulder, despite the ashes. He thought he heard Elsie, Gerti’s best friend, crying.

      Despite the heat of the temple, filled with flames and so many bodies, all Jacob felt was cold. Cold ashes held aloft by the priests. Cold house behind him. Cold life ahead of him.

      One thought kept echoing through his head.

      Gerti shouldn’t have died.
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        * * *

      

      Jacob woke alone the next morning in what had been his happy marital bed. He was tangled up in the blankets, though he didn’t bother to free himself yet, instead, staring up at the ceiling whitewashed wooden ceiling. Dim light broke through the window to his right, through the bars meant to keep thieves at bay. He felt empty of tears, empty of life.

      Gerti would have yelled at him for being so lazy and not getting up, however. There was a shop to run. Boots to make. Customer orders to fill.

      Jacob pushed the blanket away and himself up to sitting, rubbing one hand across his rough chin. At least he’d remembered to wash off the ashes before tumbling into bed. He would have to get out the straight-blade and shave soon. Gerti had always preferred him without a beard.

      The chill in the room made him shiver. He knew it was just his imagination that the room was too cold, that it would never grow warm. It was just the late spring that year. Come summer he’d be sweating and cursing the heat.

      He didn’t bother starting a fire in the small hearth to the left of the bed. It was positioned on top of the hearth on the first floor, sharing the chimney stack that went all the way to the roof. When Gerti had been pregnant he’d fallen out of the habit, as she’d always been too warm.

      The small urn with her ashes now stood on the mantel above the fireplace. Jacob nodded to her, afraid to say anything or he might start howling with rage. Again.

      She shouldn’t have died.

      Jacob washed his face in the chilly water standing in the basin next to the door. He dressed in his usual blue-wool shirt and thick brown wool pants, stuffing his feet into gray socks that Gerti’s mother had knit for him one?—no, two—years before.

      He paused as he reached for his boots. Ash still dotted the fine brown leather.

      Jacob grabbed his polishing cloth and started wiping the boots clean, tears spilling from his eyes.

      If they’d lived in the Six Kingdom, where the gods walked the lands and the people were all taken care of, Gerti wouldn’t have died. The goddess Kapumani would have seen to the birth, would have helped Gerti along, or would have stopped the child from coming as she’d never grown right.

      Gerti shouldn’t have died.

      But Jacob lived in the city of Miril, on the main land. He and Gerti had stayed here, instead of trying to immigrate to the Six Kingdoms. He couldn’t have afforded the fare to sail from Svent Mantee to the Six Kingdoms, even after the midwife told them that the child wasn’t growing right.

      Women carried babies to term all the time. Even sickly babies.

      Gerti shouldn’t have died.

      Jacob finished cleaning his boots, the rich smell of polish filling the room. He slipped them on. They felt right. Normal.

      When nothing else did.

      He paused in the doorway and sighed.

      He did not want to walk down the steep, rickety stairs, to open the front door of the shop. He didn’t want to see anyone or do anything. He nearly turned and went right back to bed.

      However, Jacob forced himself to walk down the stairs anyway, taking care as always that he not bang his head on the lintel. Knowing that he needed to do this today, go forward with his life, or he never would.

      The shop looked much as it usually did. In the far corner sat his comfortable workbench, where Jacob made boots and shoes. Lining both walls behind the bench stood wooden shoe forms, their toes pointing out like many fingers, accusing him of not working. Long strips of thread and cut leather hung from a metal circle, always at hand for his stitching. His needles and awls, punches and hammers, were all lined up neatly on the bench, just waiting for him as well.

      A larger fireplace took up the back of the shop. The priests had blessed it, too, the day before. Even in the dim light Jacob could still see the three curved lines of ash they’d drawn.

      Jacob knew if he’d been a richer man, instead of just the symbol of Izden the priests would have drawn more realistic feathers. He uselessly tried to push away the anger he had at them.

      It seemed to be the only feeling he had left.

      A shuttered window took up much of the right wall, next to the shop door. Cool spring breezes pushed through the bottom of it, something Gerti had always complained about but he’d never gotten around to fixing.

      In the summer, Jacob kept the window open, with a long wooden tray holding many of his fancier products, letting in the sounds of the busy street along with too many flies.

      Only one customer chair sat in the corner. Jacob and Gerti had always dreamed of owning a shop big enough for more than one chair, maybe as many as three. The chair was one of the nicest things Jacob owned. It had a high back, with padded red-leather cushions, and fancy carved wooden feet.

      Jacob stood in the middle of his shop, feeling lost. Maybe he should open the door, accept customers.

      His stomach growled. Or maybe he should eat.

      When was the last time he’d eaten? He couldn’t remember.

      He turned to his left, then stopped again before he went through the small doorway leading to the back of the shop.

      The kitchen had been Gerti’s domain, except for the last few weeks when she’d taken to bed. Still, Jacob didn’t feel right going back there. He didn’t want to claim the space as his. Not yet.

      Maybe he should eat out. Go to Meredith’s shop down the block, have some warm soup.

      He didn’t want to see anyone. But he couldn’t stay here, in this cold shop. He needed to fetch more firewood, anyway.

      Jacob wrapped a warm blue scarf around his neck, yet another gift from Gerti’s mother. He didn’t bother with mittens, though he had a fine pair made out of leather and lined with warm fur that he’d gotten from the glove maker in exchange for a pair of lady slippers for his wife.

      As Jacob reached for the door, someone on the other side knocked.

      Loudly.

      Puzzled, Jacob opened the door.

      There stood a priest of the god Sa’el. He wore a forest green robe with a golden eye embroidered in the center of his chest. He had a shaved head and at first look, appeared younger than Jacob’s twenty-eight years. His skin was as tanned as Jacob’s, and now Jacob noticed the fine wrinkles that indicated the man was actually much older. Dark brown eyes stared up at Jacob.

      Was the priest god-touched? He didn’t glow, though his eyes seemed to burn.

      “Can I help you?” Jacob asked, glancing down at the priest’s feet. Did he need boots or something? But the shoes the priest wore looked fairly new, and in good shape.

      “She shouldn’t have died,” the priest said sharply.

      Jacob gasped. A sharp pain went through his chest, as if the priest’s words had been a physical blow. How had he guessed Jacob’s constant inner monologue? Had the gods spoken to him?

      “And I know what to do about it,” the priest added. “May I come in?”

      Mutely, Jacob nodded, holding the door wide, too shocked to do anything else.

      Whatever he’d been expecting the first day after Gerti’s funeral, it hadn’t been this.
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      BROTHER ISADORE LISTENED as he drank his ale in the darkened corner of the local tavern, The Drunken Fox.

      Of course, no one here knew him as Brother Isadore. They all thought of him as Dieter, a somber man with dirty blond hair who always wore a red cap, and who focused on drinking his beer instead of talking with anyone.

      The wig had really been a stroke of genius. No one would look for a bald monk in the place of a blond man. It had been easy enough to make, too, to weave the hair he’d stolen from a corpse into a cap.

      The only one who might have suspected anything was Rael, the publican, the old fox the tavern was probably named after. But Rael kept his own counsel, merely serving Dieter his ale after all his questions had been rebuffed a few times.

      Rael kept an eye on Dieter, however. While the others were likely to forget Dieter sat there, the publican never did. Rael was an older man, tall but now with a paunch. Ginger curls shot through with silver clung to the edges of his skull. Freckles dotted his still muscular arms. His eyes were an unusually deep green that seemed to spark when he grew angry.

      And Rael readily grew angry when his customers were discourteous and bothered strangers who’d made it apparent that they wanted to be left alone.

      So Dieter sat undisturbed. And listened. And marked the growing discontent.

      The Drunken Fox wasn’t the only tavern Dieter visited. But it had become his favorite of late. It was cleaner (and safer) than the drinking holes down by the docks where he frequently left early due to the fights. The chairs in this tavern had a comfortable worn-in feel, the wood smoothed out from the years of people sitting on them. Rael regularly changed the straw covering the dirt floor, and Dieter rarely heard mice rustling near his feet.

      Sausages and sometimes hams hung from the rafters above where Rael generally stood, giving the room a nice, spicy scent. The fireplace in the corner was always well tended and even when there was just a chill in the air, had a merry fire blooming. Though Dieter sat far from the fire, in the coldest spot in the room where people would be the least likely to bother him, he still appreciated the thought Rael gave to his customers.

      Most of the people who came regularly to the tavern lived and worked in the small shops that lined the nearby streets. They were primarily craftsmen who lived above their shops, fretting when bad weather kept away customers, toasting their neighbors and their good fortune, commiserating with them when they had bad luck.

      Rael didn’t have a proper altar for any of the gods in his tavern. However, three small clay figures did stand on the rough mantel above the fireplace: an eagle for Izdan, a gryphon for Kapumani, and a stag for Sa’el. Patrons occasionally brought in a piece of wood or a bit of string and placed it at the foot of one of the figures at the start of the evening, then threw it in the fire as an offering before they left.

      Izden was the favorite for luck. Sa’el was frequently used by a craftsman before he went out to buy materials, as Sa’el was the god of the hunt. Kapumani was used whenever women were involved, problems with wives or mother-in-laws, pregnancy or even children.

      The frequency the men of the tavern placed their blessed wood had increased dramatically over the last few years.

      As had the curses when their luck continued to be bad.

      Dieter could almost taste the desperation in the air, a sour stench that mingled with the burnt bread Rael often served, his guests unable to afford the top crust.

      Despite the undercurrent of discontent that seemed to bubble up in every corner of the city, Dieter still recruited slowly. Carefully.

      Turning souls away from the gods one at a time.

      He didn’t think it ironic at all that he remained a priest of Sa’el, who in the olden days, had been known as the god Hákon. It was his job to see the truth in all things, not to follow the word of any god blindly.

      The gods changed. Died and were reborn. More often than most realized.

      Dieter had long ago come to accept that he was just part of Their Plan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One of Dieter’s first memories was of a traveling show that came to the small village near the farm where he’d grown up.

      He couldn’t have been more than four or five. It was fall, the weather just turned chilly. He remembered the first apples, crisp and clean, and holding onto his older sister’s hand as they wandered through the crowds.

      A true magician traveled with the fair. It was the first time Dieter had seen magic—not just that, it was the first time that most people that far inland had seen magic.

      Magic was only supposed to happen in the Six Kingdoms, far away on the other side of the Yris Sea. Many people had magic there, and the gods frequently walked among them.

      Yet, here was this man, in Dieter’s home village, strong enough in his faith that he could perform magic so far away from the Six Kingdoms.

      It wasn’t much of a show. He formed beautiful bubbles out of sunshine—Peri’s Circles of Light, or so he called them—then juggled with them.

      He kept calling up more and more bubbles, golden and delicate, holding them in the air with just his thoughts. Dieter had held his mouth open with awe all afternoon, chills running along his arms.

      Until his sister had complained about how useless that magic was. There wasn’t anything the man could do with it, unlike the real Peri, the god Sa’el’s one true love, who could turn those bubbles into explosive balls and blow things up.

      That winter, fire ravaged the grain mill. Dieter didn’t see the fire. He remembered how scared his mother grew, though, the next morning.

      All the feed had been destroyed.

      Dieter suddenly knew hunger. The whole countryside knew famine. He ate grass, ants, tree bark, everything his parents served him. His stomach constantly rumbled and complained. He blamed that shortage on why he’d never gained any height and remained the shortest person in his family, even shorter than his two older sisters.

      He always connected the two event: the useless magic that was just pretty, and the famine that the gods should have prevented.

      Could have prevented, if they had power in Svent Mantee.

      Dieter became a priest in part to channel that useless power into something that could be helpful. Also, he planned to spread the power of the gods, and to bring more magic into the world.

      Taking it out of the Six Kingdoms bringing it and to Svent Mantee.
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        * * *

      

      Dieter had raised his glass with the others in The Drunken Fox when Jacob had announced that this latest pregnancy of his wife’s had lasted for more than a few months. It was actually half over by the time Jacob made his proclamation, that the shoemaker finally felt as though he wasn’t courting bad luck by talking about it.

      Jacob brought in slivers of wood, and even slivers of leather from his work, that he placed at Kapumani’s feet every night while he drank with his friends, then ritualistically burned them.

      The murmurs had been impossible to ignore when Jacob stopped talking about his wife’s pregnancy.

      Jacob was worried about his wife. Something was wrong with the growing child.

      And he blamed the gods. Railed against them one night when he drank more than he should.

      Dieter couldn’t blame him. He’d seen it happen more than once.

      Simple births. Simple illnesses. Plague. Famine. War.

      All of it could have been prevented if the gods would just take more interest in Svent Mantee.

      At least Dieter had a plan now, another soul to recruit.

      So the morning after the funeral, Dieter went to Jacob’s small boot shop.
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        * * *

      

      Brother Isadore had never been in the boot maker’s shop before. The temple provided him with most of his possessions: clean robes, sandals for summer and boots for winter, linens and candles.

      He knew he was taking a risk appearing at Jacob’s shop. Only a couple of people had seen through his disguise over the years of recruiting. It wasn’t that hair, or the lack of it, was that great at hiding him. It mainly had to do with context: people assumed that someone who looked like a day laborer wouldn’t suddenly appear on their doorstep as a priest.

      The order of Sa’el did not insist that its priests remain either celibate or single. Many of the older priests were married with families. However, the children of priests were usually apprenticed to tradesmen and craftsmen, as the order had strict rules meant to prevent dynasties from taking over.

      However, Brother Isadore had never married. He’d set his sights on his primary, secret goal of bringing magic to Svent Mantee and had never been swayed.

      The boot shop was much like its neighbors: small, cozy, intimate. A single customer chair made out of carved wood with red-leather padded cushions tied to it. The shop smelled of leather, as well as the ash from the funeral. Brother Isadore easily made out the three curved lines drawn on the fireplace mantle.

      Lazy priests had only drawn lines instead of feathers.

      His own order had the mark of an eye, or simply an oval at times. Kapumani’s symbol was frequently a triangle, or merely a V shape, to represent a gryphon’s beak.

      “Are you hungry?” Jacob asked as he unwound the blue scarf from his neck. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, no, I’ve already broken my fast,” Brother Isadore replied. He gestured toward the door on the back wall, to what he assumed was the kitchen. “You go ahead and get yourself something, though.”

      Jacob hesitated. He seemed unsure of what to do.

      Brother Isadore gestured toward the small door again. “Please,” he added. He stood patiently while Jacob came to a decision.

      With a shrug, Jacob turned and went through.

      It surprised Dieter how tall the man was. He’d thought of Jacob as being average sized. But Jacob was tall, maybe more than six feet, and had to bend his head to not bang it on the lintel.

      Maybe it was because Dieter had never paid attention to Jacob until after the babe had stopped growing, and Jacob had been bent over by the weight of it.

      The kitchen was also very typical. A door led out the back, to communal ovens shared by many of the neighbors on the block. A tiny table was crammed into the far corner, where Jacob and his wife had probably shared most of their meals. Counters made of solid wood lined the small room, with baskets holding food lining it—probably from neighbors, friends, and family who’d attended the funeral.

      Jacob reached for the first basket and poked through it for a few moments before pulling out a roll. From another basket, he pulled out a couple of slices of cold meat. He put them on a plate, sighing, before he sat down.

      Dieter could see the grief laying heavily on the man. But curiosity also sparked there.

      Good. He hadn’t given up, which had been Dieter’s biggest fear.

      Now, Brother Isadore just had to bring the Plan of God to fruition.

      Or Jacob might be joining his wife sooner rather than later.
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      ZARA GREW IMPATIENT as she waited for her idiot brothers.

      Yes, she was the smallest of the three of them. The youngest, too, only ten while they were twelve and fourteen. It was easier for her to lose the clumsy guards, to skirt the watchful sailors on the pier, and to race by rich merchants and traders and have them not even notice her passing.

      But that didn’t mean they had to be so slow! Making her wait here and sweat in the strong summer sunshine. She pushed back the strands of her dirty-blonde hair that had fallen out of the single braid that fell to the center of her shoulder blades.

      Maybe someday she’d be able to grow long hair, like Mama’s had been, that it wouldn’t always feel scraggly under her fingers.

      Eric, Zara’s eldest brother, had once told her that her eyes were about the same color as Mama’s, a light brown with just a touch of green. Of course, he couldn’t say anything nice about the color, teasing her instead about it reminded him of rotting wood. But someday she’d steal herself a fine, clear mirror and would be able to see for herself.

      The sea smelled of dead fish, as always. Sweet spices, too, from the old barge waiting to be towed out of the harbor on the next pier, going down the coast to Caasajut, the next big port.

      The tourists from the Six Kingdoms brought their own scent—dry, like scratchy, summer hay. They smelled of soap and fine lavender, scents that made her sneeze and her eyes itch.

      And they smelled of gold and riches and deep, dark magic. Or at least she always told herself that was what that last smell meant, that scent she’d never caught anywhere else, that always stuck in the back of her throat and left it dry and aching for days.

      There were never many travelers who came to Svent Mantee from the Six Kingdoms. Most who made the journey weren’t tourists, either, but traders.

      Zara knew better than to try to lift the purses off them. Generally, the merchants had been to Miril before, knew the dangers of the docks.

      But the ones fresh off the boat…

      She was tempted to reach into the deep pocket she’d sewn into her left leg, but restrained herself. The pocket (and what it contained) was well camouflaged by the baggy, brown material. Her stained work-shirt too, functioned as a disguise: someone would have to get close really close to her to see that she wasn’t, in fact, a small boy but a girl.

      The fat purse that she’d cut from an obvious tourist lay heavily in the hidden pocket. She wouldn’t know what the purse contained, though, wouldn’t touch it for hours, not until she was safely hidden away from all eyes.

      Even her brothers.

      Where were they, though? She was going to have to go find shade, and soon.

      Zara didn’t stand at the end of one of the half dozen piers waiting for them. She knew better than that—too difficult to escape from. Only one way back to the land. And while she could swim, that would just admit her guilt, and the guards of the docks would be on the watch for her.

      Instead, Zara stood a few feet up the pier, just off the main broad walk, scanning the crowds anxiously. Troops of sailors in salt-washed shirts walked by, their rolling gait telling her they hadn’t been on land long. Three merchants passed, their rich black-and-red-velvet tunics with heavy pouches hanging from their belts that made her fingers itch.

      She’d already taken a purse, and unlike her stupid brothers, didn’t believe in pushing her luck.

      And there were guards. And more guards. They knew the temptation the tourists from the Six Kingdoms represented. They didn’t have a consistent uniform—just a badge pinned to the fronts of their shirts, representing their authority. Three curved lines, and oval, and a triangle—the symbols of the gods—were stitched onto the badge, along with the image of a sea lion floating along the bottom, the sign of Miril and the docks.

      Zara had heard stories of Guo, the master thief, actually stealing one of those badges once. He’d had to give it back, of course, but that told her it was possible.

      Someday, she might try her luck.

      A ruckus to her right made her turn her head and scan the crowd closer.

      The guards seemed to have caught someone. She heard the blows even from where she stood, then watched them carry a sagging body between them.

      Good. Less competition for her and her brothers. Plus, fewer guards.

      But where were her idiot siblings? Sometimes she felt like the most grown up among the three of them.

      A quiet whistle brought her attention back to her left.

      Mika stood there, stock still, as though he’d been turned into a statue. His normally dark face looked pale and gray.

      For a moment, Zara’s heart pounded. Had her middle brother gotten caught by some magician? Everyone knew the stories of what someone with magic could do in the Six Kingdoms. Was there someone that powerful here? Who’d turned her brother to stone?

      But after a few breathless moments, Mika turned his head. His eyes bore into hers.

      Where was Erik? Or was her eldest brother being more stupid than usual?

      Mika cast his eyes downward. Shook his head. Then looked up again, at where the guards had passed.

      Where the ruckus had been.

      By the eyes of Sa’el, Zara swore.

      Zara suddenly knew what had occurred.

      Erik had done something more idiotic than usual.

      He’d gone and gotten himself caught.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zara sat in the small room above the warehouse, stunned. Warm summer sunlight came through the open window to her right, but she couldn’t feel it. The room had grown cold, and dark. Though Mika still sat just in front of her, she felt so alone. Her heart beat hard, making her chest feel hollow. Her ears rang, as though all the bells in all the temples had started clamoring at once.

      The guards had just announced that they planned to hang Erik the next day. As though he was a dangerous criminal.

      “Are you sure?” Zara asked Mika. He’d heard the news that morning.

      Mika nodded grimly. “His name’s on the list.”

      Zara opened her mouth to ask what they could do, then closed it again.

      There wasn’t anything they could do. They didn’t have the money to pay the necessary bribes as well as the fines the guards would charge to free Erik. They certainly didn’t have any sort of family connections either. No, Mama and Papa were long gone, killed by a plague that had swept the city three years ago.

      Zara shook her head in denial. They couldn’t hang her big brother. The one who’d taught her all the different style of lifts, as he’d learned them from Papa. Who’d blindfolded her and made her learn the value of any coin just by feel and weight alone. Who’d shyly presented her with a set of throwing knives on the eve of her tenth birthday because she’d turned out to be more accurate than either of her siblings when it came to throwing anything.

      “It’ll be okay,” Mika said softly.

      Zara shook her head again. No, it wouldn’t be. It would never be okay again. It hadn’t been okay when Mama and Papa had died. Now, it was even worse.

      She got up abruptly, only to find Mika baring her way.

      “Where are you going?” he asked. His voice grated on her ear.

      Zara swayed and glanced around the small room they shared. It held blankets and pads that could be rolled up at a moment’s notice. A leather backpack already stuffed with clothes so they could just grab it and go. No money or weapons, those they kept on them at all times, even when they slept.

      “I can’t stay here,” Zara finally told her brother. “I need—I need to go pray.”

      Mika finally nodded and stepped out of her way. “Don’t go doing something foolish,” he warned as she left.

      Zara sneered. “As if.” She might only be ten. She wasn’t a baby anymore. Hadn’t been for a while now.

      Zara fled the room and raced out into the street. The flow of traffic slowed her. She automatically fell into step with those around her. Didn’t want to stand out or be noticed.

      Attention could mean death, as Erik had warned her more than once.

      If only he’d paid more heed to his own lessons.

      Zara never bothered with Kapumani’s temple. Mostly sailors went there, asking for her help on rough waters when sailing the Yris Sea. The large body of water was also evidently a woman, though Zara wasn’t sure how they knew.

      Plus, that temple also had a lot of the prostitutes hanging out front. And though Zara was young, too young to actually do that kind of thing, some men didn’t care and asked for her services anyway.

      She worried sometimes about a man pushing his luck and not taking no for an answer. She knew that was what had happened with Iluda, who lived just down the street and worked in the tavern for her parents.

      But Zara had her knives, not just the obvious one tucked into her belt but others. And Erik had never been gentle on her when it came to learning how to protect herself.

      She was small and could just be picked up and carried off, she knew.

      She was also meaner than most. Anyone who tried something stupid might also find their dick cut off.

      And that would just be the start.

      Zara turned down a small side alley, stepping gratefully into the shade. The summer sun had baked the buildings and stones on either side of her, leaving everything hazy and hot.

      There, just a few doors up, hung a small banner, not more than a foot square, deep green with a golden eye in the center of it.

      Most temples were on the main boulevards and easy to get to.

      This temple of Sa’el, however, stayed hidden.

      Zara knew better than to think that some magic hid it from all but those in need.

      She still wondered, sometimes.

      She walked up the one stone step and easily opened the tall, skinny door that was also painted a deep shade of green.

      The inside of this temple was always cooler than outside. Another trick that made Zara suspicious of magic.

      Just inside the door, to the right, stood a closed (and locked) door. Zara had learned that it went upstairs to the rooms of the priests who lived at the temple. Nothing really exciting up there. And she hadn’t ever stolen anything from the rooms she’d seen, either.

      She didn’t want to have to be wary of coming here, to give the priests some reason to deny her.

      The main temple room was small, maybe twelve feet by twenty four. It had no windows, which always made Zara nervous—just one exit and entrance. Glass oil lamps hung from the walls, far above her head. The priests had to use a small stool to reach them. They banished any shadows, making the room look as bright as a cloudy afternoon. Plus, the oil the lamps burned was very fine and produced little smoke.

      The middle of the far wall was taken up with a large tapestry. It showed Sa’el as a huge stag, with a hundred points in his antlers. Bright yellow stars hung from many of the tines. The stag had human eyes, thoughtful, watchful, looking straight out. He stood at the edge of a forest, with a stream in the distance. Zara could never decide if it was sunrise or sunset beyond the trees, could never figure out which would make her happier.

      A small altar stood below the tapestry, covered in a rich purple cloth that Zara was certain was silk. Offerings lay there: a small bowl of millet, three pieces of wheat with their stalks braided together, two leather “coins” supposed to bring luck to a business.

      Zara reached into one of her obvious pockets and pulled out a stone she’d found on the beach. It had glittered in the sunlight, catching her eye.

      Fool’s gold, though, nothing valuable.

      It was all she had, but what better thing to offer for her fool of a brother?

      Though Zara was aware it wouldn’t do any good, she still placed the stone on the altar, then easily lowered herself to her knees and prayed like never before.

      Izden was the god of trickery and luck. She knew she was supposed to pray to him, particularly for her brother.

      But Sa’el was known as the kindest of the gods. As well as the one most tolerant of fools.

      So she prayed that Sa’el might rescue Erik. Might catch his soul up in his many antler points before he descended into Hell, throwing him up instead into Izden’s heavenly kingdom. Or at the very least, Sa’el could judge Erik lightly before declaring his punishment.

      Because Zara knew better than to pray that somehow, Erik might evade the hangman’s noose.
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      JACOB SAT, UNCOMFORTABLE, at the table with the priest. He’d never sat at the little table in the kitchen with anyone but Gerti.

      The space was too small. Limited. Intimate.

      Jacob felt trapped, in part, by his own head, and by habits he didn’t want to break. How could he do normal things when Gerti was no longer there? Eat, sleep, hell, even laugh?

      Still, he broke his hard roll into pieces, sliced what appeared to be a smoked ham into long strips, then started eating. The quiet swelled around them, and started to poke its sticky fingers into Jacob’s gut. But Jacob stayed silent, willing for Brother Isadore to say more about what he meant, that he had a plan for how to deal with Gerti’s death.

      Besides, the roll actually tasted good, spicy with fennel and garlic, and the meat turned out to be well-salted and smoked.

      “How much do you know about the history of the gods?” Brother Isadore asked suddenly.

      At least the priest had the grace to look away and not stare at Jacob like a hawk while he ate.

      Jacob shrugged, chewed, swallowed, and finally answered. “I know the stories I learned as a boy,” he said.

      Brother Isadore motioned for Jacob to continue.

      “The gods grew tired of living in the formless darkness,” Jacob said. “So they created the world. They first made the Six Kingdoms, and it became their home. After eons, they decided to share the world, so they created man and withdrew to the heavens.”

      That was why the Six Kingdoms had magic and none of the rest of the world did. And why the gods always looked after those people who lived in the Six Kingdoms, why the gods had such a close connection to the world there.

      Brother Isadore nodded. “What if I told you that the hero S’kondy used to be a god? And he’s still worshipped as such, in the countryside?”

      Jacob shrugged, uncomfortable. What did he know about the gods? He was well aware that the people from the countryside were different. They had strange accents and celebrated things like a name day instead of a birthday.

      Their money was good enough, though. And they liked his boots. During the fall, Jacob always sold a lot of boots, slippers, and shoes to farmers who’d brought their crops into the big port city of Miril.

      “People lived here, in Svent Mantee, before they reached the Six Kingdoms,” Brother Isadore finally said.

      “Everyone knows that,” Jacob said as he finished his roll. “People weren’t allowed to live in the Six Kingdoms. That was where the gods lived.”

      “No,” Brother Isadore said. “The gods didn’t exist until people actually landed in the Six Kingdoms.”

      Jacob pushed himself back from the small table. “What do you mean?” he asked. He found himself more curious than angry.

      He’d never known a heretic before.

      “The gods spontaneously ascended when people arrived at the Six Kingdoms. It was the only way for the wild magic there to be tamed,” Brother Isadore said seriously.

      Jacob shook his head and rose, looking for some watered wine to drink. Drinking straight water would kill you, at least in Svent Mantee. He’d heard, though, that people in the Six Kingdoms could drink water straight from the wells in their cities.

      He poured himself a glass from one of the sideboards, then stood there, thinking while looking out the small window into the back, where the communal kitchen was set up. He saw two of his neighbors building a fire back there, in the oven.

      Would he have to learn how to do that? All the things he didn’t know, that Gerti did, suddenly felt overwhelming.

      He turned his thoughts back to the strange words of the priest.

      The gods didn’t exist before people landed in the Six Kingdoms? That wasn’t possible. The gods had always existed. Before people. Before the land. Sure, it didn’t really make sense that they lived in a formless nothingness before they created the world, but they were gods. They weren’t supposed to make sense.

      “How does this help with…Gerti?” Jacob finally asked. He still tripped over saying her name.

      He couldn’t call her his “ex-wife.” Didn’t want to call himself a widower yet, either.

      “Do you remember stories about the Dark Days?” Brother Isadore asked.

      Jacob nodded slowly. Legends of the dark time were plentiful.

      One day, suddenly, the fires in all the temples just went out, as if a god had blown them out. All healing craft failed. Clouds covered the sun and the moon, and the world became a gray place. No laughter could be had. No tears, either.

      Land that had been stable throughout all history suddenly changed. Fields turned into lakes overnight. Hills sprang up or disappeared. Chaos stalked the world.

      “When Derik the god slayer killed Hákon, he brought about the Dark Days,” Brother Isadore said.

      Jacob looked over his shoulder at the priest. “How could someone kill a god? And why would they want to, if doing so brought the Dark Days?”

      “The Dark Days are a myth,” Brother Isadore said firmly. “So that man doesn’t go hunting gods again.”

      Jacob shook his head. It didn’t make any sense. “Why?” he asked again. “Why would someone want to kill a god?”

      “The gods steal magic from the land,” Brother Isadore explained. “I can show you proof. If you kill a god, all the magic will spill out from the Six Kingdoms.”

      “And suddenly there would be magic here? In Svent Mantee?” Jacob asked, trying to put together what the priest was saying.

      “Yes,” Brother Isadore said. “Magic. Power. And women like Gerti will no longer die in childbirth.”

      Grief suddenly welled up, threatening to overwhelm Jacob. His knees buckled, but he managed to lock them in time so he didn’t fall.

      “Get out,” Jacob said. He didn’t recognize his own voice. Such a grating sound had never come from him before. “Now.”

      At least Brother Isadore seemed to know better than to argue. He rose, bowed his head, and walked out of the kitchen quickly.

      Jacob heard the front door to the shop open and close.

      The priest was insane.

      Jacob followed the priest’s logic to its conclusion.

      All Jacob had to do was to kill a god. Then women in childbirth would stop dying, because magic would exist in Svent Mantee.

      He started to laugh, a harsh, hacking sound that turned quickly to tears.

      Gerti was dead. His love, gone.

      And the only hope he had came from an insane priest.
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      Jacob woke the next morning to a bed that felt both empty and cold. Gerti had complained about how small their bed had been, teased Jacob about taking up all the space, while he teased her in return about stealing the covers.

      How could the same bed have felt so right just a few days before?

      Jacob didn’t think he had any more tears, but they came anyway, leaving cold streaks down his cheeks while he lay there.

      He knew he should get up. Start his day. It would be better once he got going. Though there would still be sharp spikes of grief. Unexpected. Constant.

      He snorted when he thought about the insane priest. Killing a god.

      Still, he wondered.

      Would that have saved Gerti?

      No. He couldn’t consider it. That way lay madness. Jacob shook his head and made himself push back the blankets, shivering in the cool spring air. The room smelled sour and stale, like his tears. He’d have to remember to air out the blankets and pillows, yet another task that Gerti had always done.

      Still, he found his thoughts going back to Brother Isadore throughout the day. When Gerti’s parents came later that morning, their grief for their middle daughter surrounded them as a dark cloud, as hard and heavy as Jacob’s. Then later, a customer came and inquired about his wife’s health, someone who hadn’t heard about the death, reminding him again that she’d died.

      Instead of spending the evening alone, wandering aimlessly through the tiny shop—into the kitchen, upstairs, then back down again—Jacob took himself off to The Drunken Fox.

      The door to the tavern opened easily. The light inside came primarily from the large fireplace to the right, as well as the lamps hanging above the counter to the left. Rael stood behind the counter, as always, an older man with ginger curls and strong arms. Jacob had seen Rael maneuver large barrels of beer all by himself.

      Manson, the weaver, sat at one of the tables closest to the fire and talked animatedly with Tulis and David. Quiet Dieter sat, as always, in the far corner, nursing his ale. There were a few other friendly faces that Jacob nodded to as he made his way over to the counter.

      “Ale?” Rael asked, already reaching for a mug.

      “Aye,” Jacob said. He fumbled for his purse.

      “Your money’s no good here, tonight,” Rael said firmly, reaching across the counter and wrapping a strong, meaty hand around Jacob’s forearm.

      “Oh,” Jacob said. He stopped. Looked up.

      The kindness he saw in Rael’s eyes made his own tear up. “Thank you,” Jacob said, looking back down at his hands.

      Jacob had done the same for others when they’d had losses. Like when Manson had lost his son, just a young lad who’d never had the chance to grow hearty.

      Jacob took his mug and held it between his two hands. The golden liquid stared back at him, dark in the solid clay tankard.

      After he took a sip of the sour beer, and gained better control of his feelings, he glanced around the room.

      Manson and the others were still talking, but Jacob knew he’d been spotted. They’d make room for him if he wanted to join them. So would Tracy, standing over on the far side of the bar. Hell, even Dieter, who never talked to anyone, might talk with him that night.

      It was up to him.

      What did he want?

      Jacob didn’t know. He stayed where he was, standing at the counter, drinking, trying to keep his mind empty.

      It didn’t work. He felt as though the walls of
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