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PROLOGUE: WHAT DROWNS IN THE KILLING
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The God of Beasts died screaming.

Not a human scream — nothing so clean. It was the sound a forest makes when it burns from the roots up, every creature in it expressing the same note at once, frogs and foxes and the things with no names that lived in the deep places all crying out in the same register at the same moment. Mael's ears bled from it. He didn't stop.

He'd been fighting Krev for four hours.

That was the thing no one who worshipped the God of Beasts understood about him — he was patient. Krev had three forms. The first was enormous: bone and matted fur, a jaw wide enough to swallow a man standing upright, eyes the milky amber of things that had never needed daylight. He'd opened with this form on the southern approach to the forest, and Mael had bled from it, and cut through it, and the cuts had closed with the sick wet speed of divine healing, and he'd cut through those too, and so on, for an hour.

The second form was a swarm. Beetles, crows, river fish writhing in the mud — a diaspora of hunger that came apart and reassembled faster than Mael could cut through it. You couldn't kill what had no center. You had to wait, and Mael had waited, watching the swarm orient, learning its geometry, the way the larger birds clustered near the nexus of it, and then he'd moved inward at the gap where the fish met the beetles, and he'd held his ground in the swarm's heart for three minutes while it tore at him from all sides, and at the end of three minutes the swarm had pulled back. It had remembered what a center was.

The third form he'd never seen before. He understood, when it happened, that Krev had been saving it.

The god shrank.

It became a child. Seven years old, maybe eight. A boy with eyes like two moons, crouching in the mud of what had been a forest before the fight reduced it to kindling and exposed earth. The boy looked at Mael across a clearing that stank of burned fur and opened meat. He had Krev's eyes in a child's face, and the child's face was terrified, and the terrified expression was perfect.

Essa's voice, somewhere behind him: Mael. Mael, don't.

He knew it was a trick. The terror was real — the god was dying, and gods feared their end as acutely as anything that had lived long enough to understand what living was. But the form was chosen. The child was a message: see what you're doing. He'd seen it before. Not this precise form, but the strategy — gods at the end of themselves reaching for whatever image might make a mortal hand hesitate. Voreth had shown him a burning city in his mind's eye as the blade went in. The Pale Mother had shown him his own death.

He killed it anyway.

The blade went in at the throat. The divine body resisted the way it always resisted — like pushing a sword through living hardwood, the material of a god's chosen flesh having a density that wasn't physical, wasn't about muscle or bone, was about the weight of what a thing believed itself to be. He pushed through it. The divine body gave all at once, the way a dam goes, and the essence came out of the wound as light that had no color anyone had a name for.

It moved the way liquid moves when gravity doesn't apply. It moved with intention.

It found Mael because he had done this before, and the essence of dead gods recognized the home that already existed inside him. Two gods already carried, two sets of divine instinct and memory and incomprehensible age already folded into the country of him. The light knew where to go. It entered through his hands because his hands had done the killing, and the killing was the point of contact, the moment of transfer.

He felt Krev arrive.

Not like a thought — he'd expected a thought, some intellectual apprehension of new knowledge. It wasn't that. More like a memory that had always been there and he'd just turned his head the right way to see it: a continent of hunger, the precise sensation of knowing where every warm thing was within a mile radius — the horses, Essa, a family of deer half a mile north — the old animal certainty that all life was just organized food waiting to be disorganized. Mael's stomach lurched in a way that had nothing to do with nausea.

Welcome, said Voreth, from somewhere behind his sternum, using Mael's lungs without his permission. The voice was war-flavored and smelled of iron. He's small.

All gods are small, said the Pale Mother, from the cold place in his spine where she'd lived since he'd killed her in the temple at Veth. Once they've lost their sky.

I can hear the deer, said Krev, from the new place, which was somewhere at the animal substrate of him, below thought, below language. They're frightened. They've been frightened since you started. The fear has a taste.

Silence, said Voreth.

You're not my hierarchy, Krev said.

Mael dropped to one knee in the mud. The forest — what remained of it — was silent in the aftermath, the profound silence of a place where the dominant thing had just been removed. His hands were shaking. Not from fear. Not from effort, exactly. From the pressure of three dead gods trying to establish their relationships with each other inside a body that had been designed to hold one thing and was currently holding four.

Essa reached him. Her hands on his face, tilting it up — she was the only person alive who touched him without asking first, had been since their mother died, and he'd stopped flinching at it years ago. Her face was doing the thing where she kept it deliberately even. He knew what that cost her.

"How bad," she said. Not a question.

"I'm fine."

"How bad, Mael."

He looked at his hands. Where Krev had entered him, the veins had gone dark — not bruised dark, not blood-dark, but the deep matte black of something that had been under the earth for centuries. Visible through the skin like rivers seen from high up, branching from his palms to his wrists, disappearing under his sleeves. He flexed his fingers. The darkness pulsed once, like a second heartbeat, and then settled into the background of him.

"It'll fade," he said.

She looked at his hands and then at his face and then back at his hands.

It didn't, of course. It never faded. It only went deeper.

* * *
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HE WALKED FOR TWO HOURS before he let himself stop.

The forest thinned south of Krev's territory, the burned and broken-branched landscape giving way to the ordinary damaged forest that existed at the territory's edge — not the god's destruction, just the ordinary damage of weather and time and the natural processes that forests engaged in when nobody was paying attention. The transition was legible. His feet registered it before his eyes did: the ground under Krev's influence had a specific quality, compressed and heat-dried and dense, and the ground beyond the territory line was softer, looser, the ordinary decay processes running normally beneath it.

He stopped at a stream. Sat down. Let the stream be a stream for a few minutes, which was the specific activity of doing nothing that Essa had been telling him he needed to be better at for three years. He put his hands in the water and watched the cold of it do nothing to the dark veins on his left arm and forearm, the cold water running over skin where the godfield ran and producing no response from either the water or the skin, the two things in contact and neither of them acknowledging the other.

The cold is irrelevant to us, said the Pale Mother, from his spine, with the patience of something that had been in place for long enough that patience was its natural register. We operate at a different level than temperature.

"I know," he said. He watched the water. "I'm not doing it for you."

"I noticed," said Essa, from behind him.

He hadn't heard her approach. He had Krev's range partially open and had felt her coming and had chosen not to respond to the knowing, which was a different kind of deception than the ones he tried to avoid. She came to the stream's edge and sat beside him and put her own hands in the water and let the cold be cold.

"How many of those are there going to be," she said.

He knew she meant the fights. "I don't know exactly," he said. "The fracture involves at least one more major figure — possibly two, depending on how the eastern coast resolves."

"That's not what I'm asking."

He looked at the water. "I know what you're asking."

"How many before you can't answer my question with the right answer."

He turned and looked at her. She was looking at the stream, her profile the profile he'd been looking at since childhood, the specific quality of her face that was their father's jaw and their mother's eyes and the thing that was purely Essa that he didn't have a name for. She was twenty-six years old and she'd been on the road since she was eighteen and it had made her in the way roads make people, which was without mercy and with great precision.

"I don't know," he said. Honest.

She absorbed this. Her hands in the stream, the water running over them, the cold doing its indifferent work. "Are you still you," she said. "Right now. Fully."

"The important parts."

"All of them," she said.

He did the inventory. It wasn't a quick process anymore — three gods meant three parallel streams of information and identity and inclination running alongside his own, and the inventory required distinguishing what was his from what was theirs, and the distinguishing was work that got harder as the gods settled and their presences became more familiar. Familiar was the danger. You stopped noticing familiar things.

"I think all of them," he said. "But I have a worse view of the answer than you do. Watch me. Tell me when I'm wrong."

She looked at him. The look that read his face the way she'd been reading it since they were children, the comprehensive read, checking for the specific wrongness she'd learned to look for. She'd seen every version of him that had ever existed and was the only person who had the complete comparative dataset.

"Still you," she said. "But the dark on your arm is higher than it was this morning."

He looked at his left arm. She was right. The dark veins had climbed another inch toward the elbow. He hadn't noticed. "Krev," he said. "He's still — establishing his position."

"Will it keep climbing."

"I don't know."

"If I asked you to stop," she said, and she paused at the end of it, the pause of someone who had not quite decided to finish the sentence, and then she finished it: "What would you say."

He held her gaze. "I'd say show me what you're protecting by my stopping, and I'd look at it with you, and I'd tell you the honest answer."

"Which would be."

"That the stopping and the continuing are both costs," he said. "That there's no version of this that doesn't cost something. That I'm trying to make sure the cost is worth it." He paused. "And that I'm not going to pretend I can stop, because Voreth inside me wants the next thing and Krev wants the hunt and even the Pale Mother—" He stopped. "Even she doesn't want to be still."

"What does she want."

He checked. The Pale Mother was always present — the cold certainty in his spine, the continuous awareness of how close everything was to ending. He'd learned to read her inclinations in the quality of that awareness, the specific register of it, what it emphasized.

"She wants to know that the things she counted as ending mattered," he said. "That the deaths weren't just — numbers. That they came to something."

Essa was quiet for a long moment. The stream ran. The forest did its edge-of-territory things. Somewhere above them a bird that had made a risk calculation about whether to be in this area had apparently decided the calculation was acceptable.

"Come on," she said. She stood up and shook the water from her hands and didn't extend one to help him because she'd learned years ago that he needed to stand up on his own and that the offer felt like doubt. "The camp is two miles south. We have food and I want you to eat something that isn't whatever that was."

"That was the blood of a god," he said.

"I know what it was," she said. "Eat something else."

He stood. The three dead gods settled their evening arrangements, whatever that meant for things that didn't sleep — some kind of reduced processing, a lower register, the specific internal quiet of presences that had accepted the configuration for tonight. He followed Essa south through the edge-of-territory forest and let the stream recede behind them and let the walk be a walk.

He was still himself.

He checked once more, at the camp's edge, with the honest inventory. Mael Sorn. Twenty-eight. His sister ahead of him making the fire with the efficiency that he'd watched build over eight years, the efficiency that was itself a kind of love, the love of someone who makes the world more workable for the person they love rather than performing the making. His father somewhere south of Meres, which he didn't know yet but was going to know, and the knowing was going to change the direction.

Still himself. The important parts intact. The rest — in progress.

He sat down by the fire and ate and let it be enough.
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ONE: THE GODFIELD AT MAREN'S CROSSING
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The godfield at Maren's Crossing stretched for forty miles in every direction and smelled of old copper.

Everything that grew there grew wrong. The grass came in black and knee-high, with a texture like wet leather when you brushed through it. The trees — there weren't many, this far into the field — stood at angles that suggested they were leaning away from something, not in the way of wind-shaped trees that learned over decades, but in the way of something that had turned suddenly and frozen. A few had grown glass-smooth bark the color of a bruise, the surface of them reflective enough to show a warped version of whatever stood before them. One, near the western edge, was on fire without burning, wrapped in flame that produced no smoke and did not spread, the branches moving slightly inside the fire as if the fire were a current and not a combustion.

Mael had seen six godfields in his life. The first when he was seventeen, the one at Harren's Hill that was all Voreth's doing — the ground puckered into something like hands from the soil, the ruins of the battles fought there still standing in the field-memory, ghost-soldiers visible at certain light conditions, fighting wars the living had stopped caring about. The second had been the Pale Mother's field, in the death-country east of Veth, where nothing made sound and everything was the color just before dawn and you could see, if you looked down, the impressions of feet in the earth going somewhere you couldn't follow. This one was Oran's: the God of Rivers and Thresholds, who had been killed two hundred years ago in the Third Conclave War by a coalition of human armies fighting under Voreth's banner. Mael knew this because Voreth remembered it with something that felt uncomfortably like pride.

We broke him across the Crossing itself, Voreth said, with the particular flavor he used for recollection — war-bright, too immediate, the gods' relationship to memory being nothing like the way humans forgot. He tried to unmake the bridge. He was always a threshold god first, a river god second. He thought if the armies couldn't cross, they'd stop.

"Did they?"

For a day. Then they built another bridge. He unmade that one too. We gave him three bridges to unmake and on the third he was exhausted, and then we killed him. A pause with satisfaction in it. He begged, at the end. They usually do.

"Stop," Mael said.

Essa, riding beside him, didn't look up from the map she was holding. "Talking to them again?"

"Voreth's feeling nostalgic."

"Tell him to keep it to himself."

Voreth, to his credit, went quiet. He was the most tractable of the three — Mael suspected because the God of Conquest respected hierarchy and hierarchy required a clear apex, and Mael had beaten him, which meant in some part of Voreth's divine logic Mael ranked above him now. It was a useful fiction. Mael was careful not to examine it too closely.

The Pale Mother never spoke unsolicited. She simply made him aware, sometimes, of how close certain things were to death. The horses were tired — one of them was operating on the ragged edge of a stone bruise in the near-front hoof that hadn't declared itself yet. The grass around them would be dead within the week, the field-corruption advancing slowly on the living margin. A crow following them at a distance had already half-decided to fall — something in the godfield's residue had confused its navigation, and it was flying on instinct now, and instinct was starting to fail. The Pale Mother didn't announce these observations. She simply placed them in his awareness like stones dropped into still water, and the ripples were his to interpret.

Krev was the newest and therefore the most chaotic. He'd been inside Mael for three weeks and he still surfaced at inconvenient moments as simple appetite — not violent, not predatory in any useful sense, just a baseline animal want for food and warmth and proximity that wasn't Mael's own. He'd learn to recognize it and set it aside. Most of the time. Twice he'd caught himself slowing on the road to watch rabbits, just watch them, with an attention that had nothing analytical in it. The third time he'd mentioned it to Essa and she'd looked at him sideways for two days.

"We're a day out from the Crossing," Essa said. "The Sethwick road should take us north from there. There's a fortified town — Keln — that doesn't have gods-worship as a condition of entry."

"How do you know?"

"I asked around. In Drev, while you were unconscious."

He'd been unconscious for two days after Krev. She hadn't mentioned it until now, which meant she'd been deciding whether to. She had a tendency to hold information until she understood it well enough to present it in the way least likely to make him argue with her. He'd learned to recognize the delay.

"I'm fine," he said.

"You said that in the mud, too."

"I was fine then. I'm fine now."

She folded the map with more precision than was required. Essa had a way of compressing her anger into small, controlled movements — the precise folding of maps, the deliberate arrangement of camp gear, the careful way she wrapped bandages on his hands when the wounds were bad. She'd gotten it from their mother, who Mael remembered in fragments: her hands, specifically, always doing something exact when her voice stayed neutral.

"You're leaking," Essa said.

He looked at his left arm. The dark-vein pattern from Krev had spread since the Maren's road — not alarmingly, not visibly, but he could feel it if he paid attention, the faint warmth of divine residue settling into new channels. Not growing. Just finding its final positions, like water finding the lowest contours of a vessel.

"Still settling," he said.

"You said that three days ago."

"Still true."

"Mael."

"I know what I'm doing, Essa."

"Nobody knows what they're doing. You're the first person to do this. There's nothing to compare it to." She kept her voice even. Not because she wasn't angry. Because she'd learned years ago that evenness was the only tool that worked on him, and she was nothing if not pragmatic about which tools to use. "There's no record anywhere of someone carrying three divine essences and surviving. There's not even a myth about it. The myths stop at one, usually, and they always end badly."

"The myths are written by people who didn't survive it."

"That's rather the point," she said.

He had no good answer to that, so he rode and let the godfield unspool around them. A flock of birds crossed overhead — not wrong in obvious ways, just wrong in aggregate. Moving in too-perfect synchronization, each bird's direction-change happening at the same instant as every other bird's, the flock turning as a single thought rather than a collective reaction. Oran's remnant. Two hundred years dead and his instinct for water still saturated the land, still tried to manage the flow of things that moved through it.

He had a secondary aspect, Voreth said, apparently still thinking about Oran. Threshold god. He could stop things at edges. Armies at bridges. Time at certain moments — not reverse it, just pause it. It was his finest ability and it couldn't save him because you can't hold an army at a threshold when the army doesn't respect the threshold's authority.

"Is there a lesson in that for me?"

There are lessons in everything if you're willing to be diminished by them.

Mael filed this away.

They made camp in a dry wash twenty feet below the road, which sat concealed from the godfield-horizon on one side and the road itself on the other, which was a useful combination. Essa built the fire with the efficiency that still occasionally stopped him — three minutes from nothing to flame in terrain this damp, without drama, using a method she'd developed over eight years of making fires when the circumstances were wrong for it. She could have been doing almost anything else with her life. She was twenty-six and she spent it watching him bleed in godfields.

He built it. That knowledge sat in his ribs and didn't shift.

"There's dried venison," she said, handing him a wrapped piece. "And bread that's still edible if you don't analyze the texture."

He ate. She ate the worse portions without ceremony. This had always been her approach — take what he wouldn't notice and give him the things that would make him functional. He'd argued with her about it for years, specifically in the years when they'd had very little, and had stopped arguing when he understood that it wasn't martyrdom. It was management. She managed him the way a skilled groom manages a difficult horse — not by dominating it, but by making the environment around it subtly easier to move through.

"Do you know anything about Keln?" he said.

"Prosperous. Three walls. The governing council has kept itself outside the Conclave's formal authority by being commercially essential to three different divine interests — they supply grain to Drekan's western territories, timber to Ashan's shipping operations in the north, and processed copper to Tessavael's administrative centers in Varek. Nobody wants to disrupt Keln because everybody needs what Keln provides." She tore a piece of bread cleanly. "It means they'll take our coin without asking about our history. Also the healer there has a reputation."

"I don't need a healer."

"Then we won't use one." Tone perfectly neutral. "I just like knowing where they are."

They ate in the fire's quiet. The godfield pressed against the edges of the dark, present but distant, its wrongness a background note rather than an immediate problem. Above the wash the stars were ordinary.

"Drekan," he said, eventually.

Essa looked at him for a long time without speaking. He watched her run the calculation — how long since Krev, how long since the last real rest, the dark veins and the unconvincing assurances about settling, the crow in the afternoon following the wrong compass point — and he watched her arrive at the same conclusion he'd arrived at weeks ago.

"You just killed Krev three weeks ago," she said.

"I know."

"You were in the mud. You were leaking from your arms."

"I know what happened."

"So you understand why I'm not going to immediately agree—"

"I'm not asking you to agree. I'm telling you the direction."

She set down the bread. Essa had a number of silences. This was the one where she was deciding whether to argue or conserve the argument for a more useful moment. He could usually tell which way it would go from her right hand — when she was going to argue, she went still with it; when she was conserving, it moved.

It moved.

"The kingdoms on Drekan's path are burning," she said. "I know. I've heard the same reports you have. I know what's happening to the people in his territory." A pause. "I also know that you've been hearing his name for six months and you're going to go, and the only question I actually have is whether we do this with preparation or without it."

"With," he said. "That's why Keln."

She picked the bread back up. "Three nights minimum. Actual rest. And you're going to tell me the honest count on the voices before we leave."

The voices. That was what she called the three dead gods when she was being pragmatic about them — not their names, which gave them more character than she wanted them to have, but the voices. A category. A known variable.

"Agreed," he said.

She looked at the fire. He watched her profile in it — the line of her jaw, the precise set of her shoulders, their mother's brow and their father's mouth and something entirely her own in the way she held the line between bearing what had to be borne and not pretending it was fine.

"After this one," she said. Not loudly.

"After this one what?"

"Just — after this one. That's all I want to say."

He said nothing. She didn't look at him. Above them the dry wash was full of regular dark, ordinary night, the night that existed everywhere the gods hadn't ruined yet.

The fire settled. The horses breathed. He watched his sister not look at him and did not make the promise she hadn't asked for.
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TWO: KELN
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The town of Keln sat inside three concentric walls and smelled of grain and wet wood and the specific anxiety of a prosperous place that knew prosperity was not the same thing as safety.

They came through the southern gate mid-afternoon on a day when the autumn light was doing the most it could with limited resources — low-angled and amber, touching the stone of the outer wall with a warmth it didn't quite deserve. The gate guard was an older man with the look of someone who had spent decades deciding which strangers were worth the trouble of denying entry. He'd gotten good at it. He looked at Mael with professional assessment — the swords, the dark veins visible at the left wrist where the sleeve had ridden up in the saddle, the particular quality of absolute stillness that men with too many kills in them carried like an accent. He held the look for three seconds.

Then he looked at Essa.

Essa looked back at him with the expression she used on gate guards: perfectly pleasant, slightly tired, the expression of someone who has been on a long road and would prefer to be off it, with nothing in her face that gave him anything to work with.

"Trading or staying?" he said.

"Staying," Essa said. "Three nights, maybe four."

"Got money?"

Mael put a silver bit on the gate shelf without being asked. The guard took it without comment, and the quality of his professionalism shifted fractionally — not warmth, not welcome, but the specific absence of hostility that money bought in towns that ran on commerce rather than ideology. He waved them through.

Inside the second wall, the town was denser than its reputation had suggested — craftsmen's quarters running tight against the wall, a market that was still running this late in the afternoon with the energy of a place that trusted its own supply lines, two competing alehouse signs visible from the gate road. The people moved with the slightly accelerated pace common to cities that had recently had a difficult conversation about their security and not yet resolved it. There was a burned shrine on the left side of the market square.

Not ruins. Cleared. The debris had been removed with deliberate care, the site leveled to the stone foundation, the foundation itself swept clean. Someone had planted a small flowering bush in the center of where the altar had been. The bush was doing its best.

"Drekan," Essa said, very quietly.

He'd seen the same thing. Not the clearing itself — that could have been any shrine-removal, political realignment, a congregation that had moved on. It was the specific burn pattern still visible on the outer stones at the edge of the foundation: the fused mortar, the glassy surface where heat had found the spaces between the stones and filled them, the way the damage climbed rather than spread. Divine fire. Not the fire that started where something touched something combustible. The fire that came from within a thing and moved outward and upward with the intention of burning what it had been told to burn.

Someone in Keln had removed their devotional to the God of Fire before he could notice it. They'd done it themselves, thoroughly, and planted a flowering bush in the emptiness like punctuation.

Smart and insufficient and entirely human, and he felt a bone-deep tired familiarity with the logic of it.

They found an inn — the Reach and Cup, which tried for a name suggesting both comfort and moderation and achieved neither. Essa negotiated the room with the speed of someone who'd done it in a hundred towns. Mael took the horses to the stable, checked their hooves and legs and water, and came back to find Essa already in conversation with the innkeeper's wife — a broad woman of fifty with the efficient manner of someone who'd long since stopped being surprised by what travelers needed. Within ten minutes Essa knew the name of the best butcher, the current price of information at the town's unofficial intelligence market (a tavern called the Mending Wheel, two streets over, identifiable by a blue door and a deliberate absence of a sign), and the fact that a Conclave herald had passed through six days ago heading east.

That last one reached him across the room.

"East toward what?" he said, when they were alone in the room — a clean space on the upper floor, two beds, a window that faced the market square and provided both light and a useful view of who entered and exited the inn from the south.

"She didn't say. I didn't push — didn't want to seem specifically interested." Essa sat on the better of the two beds without ceremony. The better bed was against the inner wall, which meant less draft. She gave him the one with the draft because she ran warmer than he did. This was not a decision they'd made; it was a pattern that had established itself over years of sharing bad accommodations. "Could be routine. Could be deployment adjustment. Or it could be positioning ahead of something they know is coming."

"They've known about Drekan for months."

"The Conclave has known. Whether they've decided what to do about it is a different question." She pulled her boots off and set them by the window where she could reach them in a hurry. "Or whether they've decided what to do about you first."

He took the window chair. Below, in the market square, ordinary life was conducting itself with the dogged persistence that ordinary life brought to the vicinity of catastrophe — the merchants counting their end-of-day inventory, children being collected from wherever they'd gotten to, a dog engaged in an extended territorial dispute with a cart wheel. The burned shrine foundation was visible from here. The little flowering bush had gotten its head turned toward the afternoon light.

The herald was a woman, said Voreth. He surfaced during conversations about the Conclave with uncomfortable regularity, his divine period having overlapped substantially with the Conclave's founding. I know her. She served the Tessavael operation during the Crossing Accord. If she is traveling east, she is not carrying routine communications.

"How do you know her?"

I know most of the instruments that have been used against me. A pause with something cold in it. She was sent to assess the God Eater after Voreth fell. I was not available to observe the results. You would not have noticed her.

"When?"

Four months ago. At the crossroads market in Leth, where you bought the bay horse. She had a merchant's cover.

"She was watching me in Leth and you didn't mention it."

I mentioned it when it became relevant.

Mael said nothing more to Voreth, which he'd found was more effective than argument. He turned back to Essa. "Voreth says the herald is one of Tessavael's. She was watching us four months ago."

Essa processed this without visible reaction. It was one of the things he relied on her for — the absence of visible reaction when the news required thinking rather than feeling. "So they've been watching since before Krev."

"Since at least Leth. Probably longer."

"And the herald going east now means—"

"Either they're positioning ahead of me, or they're running a parallel operation, or they've decided on an approach and they're executing it." He looked at the burned shrine. "The approach is usually to try the leverage before the force."

"And the leverage for us is—"

"Essa. Always Essa."

She didn't flinch. She'd known this for years — had known from the moment she understood what she was to him, which was everything — and she'd made her peace with it the way she made her peace with most difficult truths, by staring at them until they became navigable. "Alright," she said. "So if they approach us here, or in the next town, or on the road to Drekan—"

"We don't go with anyone who offers us protection."

"And if they take me anyway?"

"Then I go north until I find them."

"Before or after Drekan?"

"Simultaneously if necessary," he said, which was honest and which she knew was honest, which was the only reason he could say it without it becoming an argument.

She nodded once and stood and started unpacking the saddlebags with the brisk competence she used when she wanted to stop talking about something and start doing something. "I'm going to the market. I need provisions and I want to hear what the town is saying about Drekan."

"Take the knife."

"I have the knife. I always have the knife." She looked back at him from the door. "Get some sleep. I mean it. Actual sleep, not lying down and listening to them."

She left. Mael sat in the window chair and looked at the market and listened to the three dead gods conduct their slow subterranean conversation in the country below his conscious thought, and eventually he slept, and his dreams were someone else's battles, which was better than his own.

* * *
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HE WENT TO THE MARKET himself the next morning.

Essa had come back the night before with information and a sense of where the limits of his attention currently sat, and had given him the information in the measured doses she used when she wanted him to actually retain it. What she'd found: Drekan had burned Tesswick, three hundred miles southeast, four weeks ago. Nobody agreed on why — the city's priests had been performing rites to multiple gods simultaneously, which could have been the offense; or a Conclave power-play had used Tesswick as a demonstration; or Drekan had simply been in a specific mood. The third explanation had come from an old copper merchant who had the specific reliability of someone with no investment in any political story, and it was the one that bothered Mael most.

Gods getting angry was not new. Gods burning a city of sixty thousand people because the mood took them, with the Conclave watching and not intervening — that was a signal. That was the remaining divine powers reminding each other and humanity of what the hierarchy remained, after Voreth, after Krev, after the God Eater had started making divine mortality statistically notable.

He walked through the market in a long sleeve and without the swords, the way Essa had told him to, and spent the morning being the kind of unremarkable traveler that people talk to. He heard about Tesswick from three more sources, each with different details. He heard about a godfield opening up near the southern border — a new one, recent, which meant something divine had died there without ceremony or record. He heard a rumor, from a woman selling dried herbs at a stall near the eastern gate, that someone matching his description had been seen in three different places in the last two months, which meant the Conclave was actively constructing a picture of his movements.

He also heard, from the Mending Wheel's common room at midday, that Tessavael had sent a formal envoy to the eastern kingdoms — not a herald, a full envoy with a retinue — and the envoy was carrying something. Not goods. The person who told him this was a former Conclave administrative functionary who'd left the service under circumstances they declined to specify, and they used the word carrying in the way that people use it when they mean delivering a message that changes something.

He bought the functionary another drink. They didn't give him more than that, but the word stayed with him.

What Tessavael carried, she carried with intent. She was the Goddess of Deception and Prophecy and she was the most powerful figure in the current Conclave, and she did not send full envoys east unless east was where the next part of something important was going to happen.

She will make contact before you reach Drekan, Voreth said, on the walk back. She does not allow assets to move without sanction. She will want you sanctioned, or she will want to know you won't be.

"I'm not her asset."

You killed two gods in her interest and wounded two others. From her position, the distinction is academic.

"The distinction is not academic."

No, Voreth agreed. But she will treat it as such until you demonstrate otherwise. Be careful how you demonstrate.

Back at the inn, he found Essa at the table with paper and a stylus and the look she had when she was working out contingencies. He told her what he'd found. She added it to what she'd gathered the evening before and spent twenty minutes being quiet in the way that meant she was constructing a model.

"She'll want something," Essa said. "Tessavael. She'll want something from you in exchange for leaving me outside the calculation."

"Drekan is the obvious ask."

"You're already going after Drekan."

"Which means she'll want to be the one who asked. The one who pointed me." He sat down. "The difference between a weapon that's heading somewhere on its own and a weapon that was directed there."

"Control," Essa said.

"Control," he agreed.

She looked at him steadily. "And if we refuse?"

"Then we find out what the leverage looks like."

She folded the paper. "I don't want to find out what the leverage looks like."

"Neither do I." He looked at his hands, at the dark veins. "Let's see what she offers first."

"Three days," Essa said. "That's still the deal. Three days of rest, actual meals, and you tell me the honest count before we leave."

"Agreed," he said.

She went back to her contingencies. He sat in the window and watched Keln conduct its life under the threat it was managing not to look at, and thought about Tessavael's envoy moving east, carrying something.
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THREE: TESSAVAEL'S DAUGHTER
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She came to them on the second day.

Not dramatically. That was the first thing Mael registered — no retinue, no herald's announcement, no presentation of Conclave credentials. She walked into the Reach and Cup's common room at late morning, when Essa was out at the market and Mael was alone at a corner table with cold tea and three dead gods and the map of the southern territories, and she sat down across from him without being invited.

"God Eater," she said.

He looked at her.

The first thing you noticed was that she was approximately twenty-five and looked like she'd always been approximately twenty-five — not youthful, exactly, more like youth had been the operational choice and she'd maintained it with the consistency of something that had options. The second thing was the precision of her. Every aspect of her appearance was considered: the plain traveler's clothing that was slightly too well-cut; the hair down, which on someone else would signal informality and on her was clearly the more effective form of control; the expression that was open in the way a kept door is open, which is to say it gave nothing away about the room behind it.

The third thing was the scent of divinity. Faint, diluted — she was not a god — but present in the way a godfield was present at its margin, a background note that the dead gods inside him recognized before he consciously identified it.

Half-blood, said Voreth, with the immediate assessment of someone
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