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CHAPTER 1: THE WEEPING EDGE
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The sky was a wound that would not clot.

Seven broken moons hung above the Blood-Rain Plains like shattered teeth in a jaw too vast to comprehend, their pale light bleeding through clouds the colour of old bruises. The sun—that dying god nailed to the firmament—shuddered in its agony, painting the world in a sickly amber that made every shadow stretch thin and hungry. Beneath that sun, beneath those moons, beneath the vast and uncaring architecture of a cosmos built on suffering, the earth itself wept. The ground was slick with a moisture that was not dew, warm and salt-bitter, oozing up through cracks in the crust as if the world's own lymph had nowhere else to go.

And from the Gash, she came.

The chasm had no bottom that any living thing could name. It was a rip in the skin of Lethrac so profound that the air around it hummed with the echoes of dying stars and unborn gods. The walls of the Gash were slick with something that shimmered like oil and stank of burnt time. It was not a place men went. It was a place men were taken, dragged down by nightmares with too many teeth, remade in the image of something the gods themselves had learned to fear.

She climbed.

Hand over hand, hauling a body that should not have been able to move, Wulfwynn Hildesweos pulled herself from the abyss that had remade her. Nine feet of granite-hued flesh and muscle, scarred with silver lightning that pulsed faintly with a light that was not holy. Her hair, an ash-white mane matted with the black ichor of the Gash's depths, hung heavy across a face that had forgotten how to weep. Her eyes—wolf-amber, burning with an exhaustion so deep it had become a kind of patience—blinked once, twice, adjusting to a world that had grown smaller in her absence.

She crawled onto the lip of the chasm and lay there for a long moment, breathing air that tasted of copper and distant fire. The ground beneath her was not ground but something between flesh and stone, the scabbed-over tissue of the primordial corpse on which all of Lethrac festered. It was warm. It was always warm.

You are still alive, said a voice in her mind. It was not her own. It was a chorus of two, one a low and sorrowful dirge, the other a crimson howl straining at the leash.

Death, she thought back. War. Quiet.

The swords on her back throbbed with something that might have been obedience, or might have been amusement. They were patient. They had waited in the dark with her for longer than she could measure. They would wait a little longer.

Wulfwynn pushed herself to her knees, then to her feet, rising like a monument erected to honour no god but herself. She stood there on the edge of the Gash, a half-giant in a world that would soon learn to tremble at the sound of her footfalls, and she looked out across the Blood-Rain Plains.

They stretched to a horizon that bled.

The grasses were not green. They were crimson, black, bone-white, swaying in a wind that carried the distant sound of screaming. Here and there, the plain was broken by the ribs of dead leviathans, their arches curving toward the sky like the fingers of buried titans still grasping for salvation. Scavenger birds with too many wings circled above, their cries the sound of infants laughing. Far, far in the distance, something massive moved, its silhouette a mountain that walked, and Wulfwynn felt the vibration of its steps through the soles of her boots.

She breathed in.

The air was full of scents: the rot-sweet perfume of divine decay, the iron tang of eternal battlefields, the faint, cloying promise of famine that rode on every wind. Somewhere out there, the Gut-Lord stirred. Somewhere out there, Torlogh opened his cavernous mouth and drank the hope from entire nations.

Wulfwynn smiled. It was not a pleasant expression.

She began to walk.
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THE BLOOD-RAIN PLAINS had earned their name honestly.

Three hours into her march, the sky opened. Not with water, but with a thin, warm drizzle of crimson that pattered against her armour and skin like the gentle applause of a dying audience. It was the residue of some ancient divine battle, she knew, the blood of gods too forgotten to name, still cycling through the atmosphere in an eternal meteorological ghost-story. The rain soaked into her hair, ran in rivulets down the silver scars that crawled across her arms and neck and back. It tingled faintly, as if the blood still remembered what it was like to be divine.

Wulfwynn did not seek shelter. She walked through the blood-rain as she walked through everything: with the steady, unhurried pace of someone who had nowhere to be but everywhere that needed to die.

The swords hummed on her back.

There is life ahead, Death whispered, its voice the sound of a final exhalation. What remains of it.

Kill it? War asked, eager, its tone the shriek of steel on steel. Let me taste. Let me remember what it is to be wet with the living.

Patience, Wulfwynn thought. Her thoughts were always simple, stripped to the bone. Words were for those who had time. She had only purpose.

The village emerged from the mist of blood like a corpse surfacing from a red sea.

It had been a settlement once, perhaps. Now it was a monument to hunger. The huts were built from the hollowed vertebrae of some enormous beast, their walls sagging inward as if the famine had eaten even the bones. There were no fires. No sounds of livestock or children. The only movement came from the slow, listless sway of figures who might once have been human.

Wulfwynn stopped at the edge of the village. She could smell them from here: the sweet-sour stench of starvation, of bodies consuming themselves from within. And beneath that, a deeper scent, a god-scent that clung to every surface like a greasy film.

Torlogh. The Gut-Lord had passed this way. Not in person—his true form was vast and distant, coiled at the heart of his domain—but his hunger had touched this place, had reached down into the bellies of these people and scooped out everything that sustained them. Not just food, but the very concept of nourishment. These villagers could eat a feast and still starve, because the Gut-Lord had cursed their souls to be hollow.

One of them noticed her.

It might have been a woman once. Now it was a sack of skin draped over bones that had begun to splinter from the sheer pressure of emptiness. Its eyes were sunken pits, but something flickered in them as it beheld the towering figure at the edge of the village. Something that might have been terror, or hope, or the memory of both.

"Goddess," the thing croaked, falling to its knees. "Goddess, have you come to save us?"

Wulfwynn looked down at the creature. Her face was stone.

"No," she said. Her voice was low and rough, the sound of mountains grinding together at the bottom of the sea. "There are no gods here."

The creature blinked. Its mouth opened, closed, opened again. "Then... then what are you?"

Wulfwynn did not answer with words.

She drew Death.

The greatsword slid from its sheath with a sound like a dying breath, its blade a void so absolute that the blood-rain seemed to bend toward it, drawn by a gravity that had nothing to do with physics. In her left hand, the sword was weightless, a shard of oblivion that hummed its mournful dirge. She held it before her, letting the starving creature see what was coming.

"Mercy," Wulfwynn said. "The only mercy this world permits."

The creature wept. But it did not flee. Perhaps it could not. Perhaps it had waited so long for an ending that even this ending was welcome.

The blade fell.

It did not cut flesh. It cut existence. The starving creature simply ceased, its soul severed from the cycle, its suffering unmade in an instant of absolute negation. There was no blood, no scream. Just a soft sigh, and then nothing at all.

War howled in frustration. You waste them! Let me have the next. Let me give them agony before the end, so they remember what it was to feel!

Quiet, Wulfwynn thought again, and sheathed Death with the same deliberate slowness.

The other villagers had seen. They were shuffling toward her now, a tide of hollow bodies, their eyes filled with the same desperate plea. She granted it to each of them in turn, a procession of endings, clean and cold. Twenty-three souls severed from the cycle. Twenty-three curses broken by the only hand that could break them.

When it was done, she stood in the silence of the dead village, the blood-rain washing over her, and felt nothing but the weight of the swords on her back and the distant, gnawing scent of the god she intended to kill.

The Remade Child was not here. That was still to come. For now, there was only the hunt.

She walked on, into the endless crimson plain, and behind her the village crumbled into dust, as if it had only ever been held together by the agony it contained.
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NIGHT FELL, OR WHAT passed for night in Lethrac.

The seven moons brightened, their light a pallid silver that made the world look like a corpse laid out for autopsy. The dying sun finally slipped below the horizon, but its agony did not cease; it merely bled upward, staining the underside of the clouds with a faint, persistent amber glow. The stars, when they deigned to appear, were not distant suns but the weeping eyes of things that hung in the void, watching.

Wulfwynn made camp in the hollow of a dead leviathan's rib, a cathedral of bone that sheltered her from the worst of the wind. She did not light a fire. She did not need one. The cold of the plains was a dry, aching cold, but her body burned with an internal furnace stoked by the curse that coiled in her chest like a sleeping dragon.

She sat cross-legged on the bone floor, the swords laid before her. Death on the left, its blade so black that it seemed to drink the moonlight. War on the right, its jagged edges still faintly wet with a blood that was not recent but eternal.

She closed her eyes.

The curse stirred.

It was always there, a presence at the edge of her consciousness, a pressure behind her eyes that was not quite pain but something adjacent to it. In the dark of her mind, she saw the third eye open, vertical and weeping black fluid that tasted of stars and screamed in languages that had no words. The wolf-form waited, patient as the swords, patient as the grave. It was her truest self, she knew. The thing the Gash had carved from the raw material of her hatred and despair and refusal to die. She could feel its fur shifting against the inside of her skin, its jaws pressing against the back of her throat, its howl coiled in her lungs like a trapped storm.

Not yet, she told it. Soon.

The curse subsided, sated by the promise. It knew her. It was her. It would wait.

She opened her eyes and found herself staring at the swords.

You killed twenty-three, War said, its voice a petulant growl. Twenty-three, and I tasted none of them. Do you love me so little, bearer?

You will drink soon, Wulfwynn thought. The Gut-Lord's belly is full of his worshippers. You will drink rivers.

The blade seemed to pulse with anticipation.

Death said nothing, as was its way. But she felt its sorrow wrap around her like a shroud, cool and clean and without judgment. Death did not hunger. Death did not thirst. Death simply was, patient and absolute, the final note of a song that had gone on too long.

Wulfwynn lay back on the bone floor, staring up through the ribs at the weeping sky. Sleep would come when it came. Until then, she would listen to the wind and the distant, echoing scream of the dying sun, and she would think of the god she was going to kill.

Torlogh, the Gut-Lord of Famine. Bloated on the hunger of nations. His domain lay to the north, where the plains gave way to a sea of stomach acid and the sky was choked with the smoke of burning offerings. She would find him. She would carve her way through his belly and his worshippers and his legions of hollowed things. And when he lay dying at her feet, she would look into his eyes and see what a god looked like when it realised it was not eternal.

Then she would bathe.

The thought brought no pleasure. It brought no sorrow either. It was simply fact, as the moons were fact, as the blood-rain was fact. Wulfwynn Hildesweos would kill the gods, one by one, until there were no gods left to kill. And then, perhaps, she would find out what came after.

Or perhaps she would not. It did not matter.

The hunt was all.
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SHE WOKE BEFORE DAWN to the sound of something large moving across the plain.

The vibration came first, a low thrumming that rattled the bones of the dead leviathan. Then the sound: a wet, squelching thunder, the impact of something vast and soft against the blood-soaked earth. Wulfwynn was on her feet in an instant, the swords already in her hands, her body a coiled spring of potential violence.

She moved to the edge of the rib cage and looked out.

The creature was a mountain. Literally. A moving mountain of grey, glistening flesh, its hide studded with the bones of things it had absorbed into itself over millennia. It had no head that she could see, no limbs, no recognisable anatomy. It simply moved, a continent of meat and malice, leaving a trail of crushed grass and oozing ichor in its wake.

A god-beast. One of the many lesser horrors that wandered the plains, too large and too stupid to be truly divine, but too vast and too old to be truly mortal.

It did not see her. It had no eyes with which to see. But Wulfwynn felt its attention brush against her mind like a cold wind, and she knew that it was aware. Aware and indifferent. She was too small to matter, a flea on the back of a world it had been treading since before her species had learned to make fire.

Kill it? War begged. Oh, bearer, please. Let me taste something so ancient. Let me drink its millennia.

No, Wulfwynn thought. It is not on my list.

War subsided with a sulky hum.

She watched the god-beast pass for a long time, until its vast bulk had receded into the blood-mist of the horizon. Then she gathered her meagre belongings—a water skin, a whetstone, a strip of dried meat that tasted of ash and necessity—and began to walk again.

North. Always north.

The Gut-Lord was waiting.

And Wulfwynn Hildesweos did not like to keep anyone waiting, least of all the dead.
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CHAPTER 2: THE HOLLOW PROCESSION
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The road north was not a road.

It was a scar gouged into the flesh of the plain by the passage of countless feet, pressed into the damp and weeping earth by pilgrims who had walked it for centuries, their devotion a weight heavier than stone. Wulfwynn followed it because it was the path of least resistance, and because the scent of the Gut-Lord was strongest here—a greasy, cloying sweetness that coated the back of her throat like spoiled honey. The blood-rain had ceased sometime before dawn, but the sky remained the colour of a healing bruise, and the air tasted of salt and distant burning.

She walked for three days without seeing another living soul.

On the fourth day, she found the offerings.

They began as scattered trinkets at first—a clay figurine with a belly swollen in grotesque imitation of pregnancy, a bundle of withered grain tied with human hair, a child's shoe filled with teeth. Then, as the road deepened into a gully between two ridges of exposed bone, the offerings grew more elaborate. Rib cages lashed together with sinew, their interiors stuffed with rotting fruit. A pyramid of skulls, each one cracked open at the crown like an egg, the contents long since scooped out. And everywhere, everywhere, the symbols of the Gut-Lord: a stylized mouth carved into stone and wood and bone, its lips stretched wide in a hunger that would never be sated.

Wulfwynn paused beside the pyramid of skulls. She counted seventeen of them, their eye sockets staring at nothing, their jawbones missing. Taken as trophies, or as communion. She knelt and pressed her palm against the nearest cranium. Cold. Dead for weeks, but the marrow inside still glistened with a faint, unwholesome moisture.

"They fed him their own," she murmured, her voice a low rumble that the wind caught and carried away. "They cracked their skulls open and offered him the meat of their thoughts."

Devotion, Death whispered. Its voice was the sound of a funeral bell heard from a great distance. The most nourishing meal of all.

Stupidity, War countered, its tone a snarling laugh. They fed a god who eats nations, and they gave him a mouthful of wet string. No wonder they died. They deserved to.

"They were desperate," Wulfwynn said. She did not know why she said it. Perhaps because the hollow pit where her own memories lived still remembered what it was to be desperate, to pray to something that was not listening. "Desperation makes fools of all things."

She rose and walked on, leaving the pyramid to the wind and the weeping sky.

––––––––
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BY MIDDAY, THE LANDSCAPE had begun to change.

The blood-red grass gave way to a grey, ashen soil that crunched underfoot like the carapaces of dead insects. The air grew warmer, heavier, thick with a humidity that clung to her skin and made the silver scars on her arms prickle with a faint, unpleasant heat. The scent of the Gut-Lord intensified, no longer a distant perfume but a presence, a weight that pressed against her senses like a thumb on a bruise.

And then she heard the singing.

It drifted across the ashen plain, a low and keening melody that might have been beautiful once, before it had been stretched thin by hunger and cracked by thirst. It was the sound of voices that had forgotten what it meant to speak, that had poured everything they had left into a single, desperate act of worship. Wulfwynn stopped, her hand moving instinctively to War's hilt. The blade hummed with anticipation.

Finally, it hissed. Something to cut.

She crested a rise of grey earth and looked down into a shallow valley that had been transformed into a temple of suffering.

There were hundreds of them. Perhaps a thousand. A procession of figures that stretched from one end of the valley to the other, their bodies gaunt and twisted, their skin hanging from their bones like wet parchment. They wore robes that had once been white but were now stained with the rust-brown of old blood and the yellow of suppurating wounds. Their heads were bowed, their arms extended before them, their hands clasped together in an attitude of prayer that looked more like a prisoner's plea. And they were singing.

The melody was a dirge, a slow and mournful thing that rose and fell in patterns that made no musical sense but somehow still conveyed meaning. It was a song about hunger. About emptiness. About the ecstasy of being hollowed out, of becoming a vessel for something greater than oneself. As Wulfwynn watched, one of the figures stumbled and fell. The others did not stop. They stepped over their fallen brother, their feet pressing his body into the ashen soil, and their song never wavered.

Wulfwynn descended into the valley.

The pilgrims—for that was what they were, she realised—did not react to her presence. Their eyes were fixed on some distant point, their pupils dilated and unseeing, their faces slack with an expression that might have been peace or might have been the final stages of starvation. She walked among them like a wolf among sheep, and they parted around her without seeming to notice, their bodies moving with the mindless instinct of a school of fish.

Up close, she could see the marks of their devotion. Their lips had been sewn shut with coarse black thread, the stitches crusted with dried blood. Some had gone further: their mouths had been carved away entirely, leaving only a smooth, scarred expanse of flesh where their lips should have been. The Gut-Lord's symbol—the open mouth—had been branded into their foreheads, their cheeks, the palms of their hands. They had given him their voices, their hunger, their capacity to be fed. And in return, he had given them nothing but the privilege of walking toward him.

"Where are you going?" Wulfwynn asked, though she knew the answer.

The nearest pilgrim turned its head. Its eyes were empty sockets, the lids sewn shut over nothing. It had no mouth to speak with, but it answered her nonetheless, its voice a dry whisper that seemed to emanate from the brand on its forehead.

"To be eaten," it said. "To become part of him. To be made holy."

They are already dead, Death observed. Its tone was clinical, detached, the voice of a surgeon describing a corpse. The soul has fled. What walks is only the shell, animated by his hunger.

Let me cut them down, War demanded. Let me give them the agony they have forgotten how to feel. It would be a mercy.

"No," Wulfwynn said.

She walked on through the procession, her jaw set, her eyes fixed on the northern horizon. She did not know why she spared them. Perhaps because killing them would be too easy, too close to what the Gut-Lord himself would do. Perhaps because some stubborn remnant of the woman she had been—the mother, the warrior, the fool who had once believed in something other than slaughter—still whispered that there was a difference between mercy and murder.

Or perhaps she simply did not want to waste the edge of her blades on husks.

The pilgrims sang, and Wulfwynn walked, and the sun bled its amber agony across the sky.
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SHE FOUND THE MOUTH at sunset.

It was not the Gut-Lord himself—Torlogh's true form lay still days to the north, coiled in the heart of a city built from the bones of a god he had devoured. But it was a piece of him, a lesser manifestation, a mouth that had no body, no mind, no purpose but to consume. It hung in the air above the road like a wound in the fabric of reality, a gaping portal of wet, pink flesh ringed with teeth the size of greatswords. The teeth moved in slow, grinding circles, like a mill designed to crush anything that entered. The breath that gusted from the Mouth was hot and wet and stank of a thousand digested souls.

The procession was walking directly into it.

Wulfwynn watched as the pilgrims reached the Mouth and climbed, without hesitation, into its grinding maw. The teeth caught them and crushed them, their bodies bursting in wet, red explosions that spattered the grey earth with gore. The Mouth did not chew. It simply consumed, drawing the remains into its gullet with a sound like a great and terrible swallowing. And the pilgrims who remained kept singing, kept walking, kept climbing into the jaws of their god with the serene devotion of saints.

This is obscene, Death said. Its voice was colder than Wulfwynn had ever heard it. This is not death. This is unmaking without ending. Their souls are not severed—they are trapped inside him, digested slowly, their suffering stretched across centuries.

Beautiful, War breathed. The scale of it. The purity. A god who does not pretend to be anything other than a mouth.

Wulfwynn did not speak.

She drew both swords.

Death came first, sliding from its sheath with a whisper of absolute finality. War followed, shrieking its joy into the dying light, its blade pulsing with a crimson hunger that made the air around it shimmer. She held them both before her, the black void and the red howl, and she advanced on the Mouth.

The pilgrims did not notice her. The Mouth did.

It turned, as much as a disembodied orifice could turn, and Wulfwynn felt its attention fall upon her like a collapsing sky. It was hunger, pure and absolute, the distilled essence of everything the Gut-Lord represented. It looked at her and saw meat. It looked at her and saw a soul to be savoured. It looked at her and smiled—not with lips, for it had none, but with the rippling, eager motion of its throat.

"You are not Torlogh," Wulfwynn said, her voice flat and cold as a winter grave. "But you will do."

She lunged.

War struck first, carving a gash across the lower lip of the Mouth that sprayed black ichor in a fountain. The ichor burned where it touched the ground, hissing and smoking, but Wulfwynn was already moving, twisting her body with a grace that belied her size, bringing Death around in a horizontal arc that sheared through three of the grinding teeth. The teeth fell, still spinning, and dissolved into puddles of stinking fluid.

The Mouth screamed. It was a sound that had no right to exist in the physical world—a wet, gagging shriek that vibrated through Wulfwynn's bones and made the silver scars on her skin flare with sudden, searing heat. The remaining teeth spun faster, and the Mouth lunged at her, its jaws stretching wide enough to swallow a house.

Wulfwynn did not retreat.

She met the charge head-on, driving both swords into the soft flesh of the upper palate. Death drank deep, severing the Mouth's connection to the cycle of existence, its blade carving a wound that would never heal, never scar, never be anything but a hole in the fabric of what the Mouth was. War laughed as it cut, its serrated edge dragging through the flesh with a sound like tearing silk, flooding the Mouth's consciousness with every act of violence it had ever committed—every pilgrim crushed, every soul swallowed, every life extinguished in the name of an endless, meaningless hunger.

The Mouth convulsed. Its scream became a gurgle. Its jaws spasmed open and shut, open and shut, a dying reflex that snapped the air with the force of thunderclaps. Wulfwynn rode the convulsions, her boots planted on the slick, pulsing flesh, her swords buried to the hilts. She twisted Death, widened the wound. She dragged War sideways, opening the Mouth's throat like a fisherman gutting a catch.

And then, with a final, wet shudder, the Mouth died.

It collapsed in on itself, its flesh dissolving into a slurry of black ichor and undigested remains
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