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Artemis’ last client left as the sun was rising, and went as all the others did - free of the burdens he had been carrying, walking with a lighter step than he had in quite some time.
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The magistrate had had to judge a troubling case, and it had stuck in his mind turning over and over, until he had decided, finally, to come to her. Her, who served the city’s rich and powerful, who could soothe away any troubling emotion they cared to vent on her so long as they paid the price.
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She did this not only for the gold but also for the power. The act of letting them vent, of fucking her, was how she obtained it. Part of it she used on a simple spell that eased their minds, and the rest...
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Artemis cursed under her breath as the mark on her hip started to burn. It always did when she ‘fed’ from men like this, and then she’d have to look at it to be sure it was alright. It would burn painfully if she took in too much, and yet that pain was worth it to stave off the hunger. Whatever was in her needing a steady diet of power, and that was gained in her work. The rest of the world, including the Temple, thought of her as a mere sorcerer, and she wanted to keep it that way.
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She’d used to wonder where it came from. Why it was like this, and what she could do to be rid of it. But looking was dangerous - the Temple, with all its strictures and orders to remain chaste and only to yield to lust when absolutely necessary, would whisper ‘the dead god’ and have her locked away in a heartbeat, she was sure, if she poked too much. And however right that might end up being she didn’t want to die for someone else’s fear.
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So she let it be. She knew how to keep it contained, how to keep it purring beneath her skin rather than roaring, so that had to be enough.
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A pain behind the eyes, a flash of a memory that wasn’t hers. Black stone under her hands, empty and dismally lit halls, and a man...a man whose face she couldn’t remember, but whose gaze she felt. Felt the domination practically spilling out of him, and yet for all that it didn’t feel that she should fear him. The opposite, actually. She felt like she could trust whoever-it-was with her life, for he loved her dearly.
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The mentor who taught her to control this thing inside her had mentioned the dead god. An agent of change, one who might cause disruptions in society, but ones that would ultimately be revealed as necessary. His avatars would be born from time to time and would end up serving that same purpose, in whatever way. The last avatar of the dead god had sold his body before he came into his power, or perhaps it was that servitude that drew it out. The ancestors of the current Temple leaders had thought it heretical and killed him for bringing about the end of two kingdoms, and banished the seven lords who were his lovers.
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And yet these lords remained serious threats to their power, drawing followers and devotion and all manner of things to lands which had formerly been called dead. Little grew, but enough that they could remain, and to keep them content enough to stay in that zone a yearly ‘tithe’ of sorts was made.
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The Temple hated the free manner in which courtesans and prostitutes offered their wares and yet they must offer one such woman to the banished ‘dead’ lords every year. Someone of magical ability, for some reason no one ever explained to the ones who did the job in question. It paid well enough, and she’d been considering the job when she’d gotten the magistrate in late into the night, begging for her attention.
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And then there was another knock at her door. Sighing, she headed up to answer it, finding–unexpectedly–a Temple priest.
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“You do not need me, surely,” she said, “Unless you have been through something terrible. Or perhaps you are here in secret?”
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The Temple priest shook his head and came in when she gestured.
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“I’m here about the Tithe. The Temple’s heard about what you can do for men and is hoping you’ll be able to quell them a little better than the ones who usually do it. Not that they don’t try, of course. But with your power...a little extra calm couldn’t hurt.”
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“I’m not the dead god, I don’t know what they expect me to do,” she said, “It’s not a miracle I work, it’s just...”
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“And it’s better than the usual.” He said. Then he gave a figure in gold that made her eyebrows raise. “They despise offering it of course, but something’s got them agitated about the Dead Lords. They’re trying, but the High Council’s having more trouble against their forces than usual. They want someone who can soothe the savage beast.”
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“So naturally, they came to me.”

“Naturally.”
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It was a handsome sum, and perhaps she would be able to feed enough to satisfy the urge of the thing inside her for a longer period. But more than that...if they had known the dead god, perhaps they might know how to manage power that was like his. It was worth taking the chance.
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So when the priest produced the contract (she noted some preferences that were a bit much, but nothing she hadn’t done for men before) she signed it without much hesitation.
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Then he produced a handful of scrolls she was bade to save for the trip ahead, further detailing the preferences of the dead lords. The last one she unrolled when he prompted her to do so.
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“The first lord is called Lydros,” the priest said, “And is widely considered the gentlest of the lords. He is one for whom sex is secondary to the contact it provides.”
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There was a slight smile. Artemis had known men like that. Mercenaries who rarely touched women on their long campaigns or jobs, men who felt themselves too old to marry but who still desired a woman’s warmth, to name a few. Oh yes, she knew exactly how to treat a man of Lydros’s taste.

The first leg of the journey took three days. She reached the wall marking the border between the ‘civilized’ lands and that of those who worshiped the dead god. The difference was stark, and as the two Temple guards walked through the gate with her she marveled at the near-barren landscape.
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It felt sad, that was the strangest part. She felt she could feel the land missing something, and wondered briefly just how dead this god could be if she was feeling things like this. Maybe some part of him had been left behind? Or maybe she was just crazy and imagining things.
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“Where a god dies, the land withers, no matter how much better off the world may be for it,” one of the guards said, seeing the look on her face. “In other places where his avatars have died the land refuses to grow anything at all.”
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And yet here, things did grow? Strange. Perhaps the dead lords knew some magic of the gods that was doing this.
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On the morning of the third day, they saw the first of the fortresses. It was a domed sort of building, connected by tunnels to other domed off areas. The stone was dark, but not black, and not anything she recognized. 
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The Temple preached that these so-called dead lords were too different from one another and that was why they lived separately. That the only unifying thing among them was their hatred of the good and righteous people who followed the True Way, who obeyed the Temple’s word and followed their commands. And hatred of a common enemy would unite many disparate people.
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The lords had sworn themselves to the dead god, and Artemis thought that might be part of it too, but nothing with the dead god was ever publicly preached. It was the sort of thing you learned from scholars who studied old languages in dusty rooms. Or heard from them when they came into the place drunk and wanting their cocks to get wet.
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The Temple guards stopped when they reached an arch set into a weathered brick wall.
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“This marks the entrance of the fortress of Lydros. From here you go on alone. The door will be ahead, not to either side. We pray you return unchanged.”
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Unchanged. The Temple did love hammering that one in. One should strive to be pure, and good, a state of unchange, they’d say. A boring state to her, but like many others she kept her mouth shut on that issue. Better that way.
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She walked ahead until she came to the door, noting the presence of others on domes to her left and right. She opened the one ahead, and stepped inside. Not seeing anyone right away she walked down the hall. Torches were ever burning but not going out, and despite the lack of apparent inhabitants in this area it appeared as clean as an old fort could be. 
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Then, finally, she met someone. He was in plain grey robes and pale from a lack of sunlight.
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“Are you Lydros?”
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“No, but I can take you to him. Who are you?”
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“The Tithe,” she said, “Am I not expected?”
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“We thought you might take longer to get here.” The grey-robed man lead her forward and down the hall, “The Tithes usually find themselves regretting the journey greatly, and thus the three-day journey becomes five or six.”
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“I suppose I can understand why, if they’re Temple faithful. But I’m not,” Artemis said, “Or at least, not in truth. Everyone at least has to pay lip service on the outside.”
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“I am aware. Sad that you must falsify what should come easily. Worship should not be so pressed.”
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They turned a few corners and he lead her to a carpeted hallway that was better lit than the rest of what she’d seen so far. Now the torches were
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