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ACT 1: THE MAP DEVOURS THE TERRITORY


CHAPTER ONE

The Murdered God

Thea was chiseling a particularly bitey mimic off the side of a bakery when the gods began to scream.

She’d tried to get the little brick skeuomorph off the brickwork gently, at first— tried luring it off with food, forcing it off with tuning forks, and even sprinkling it with noxious powders— but the creature was gods-cursed stubborn. It had nipped the fingers of at least three or four passersby, so it clearly couldn’t stay where it was, but Thea would have been happy to transplant it away from the street. Its species never got bigger than a few inches, so it’s not like it could seriously hurt anyone.

But the mimic refused to give up its grasp on the brickwork, jabbing at her with its cnidocytes while flailing its chromatophoric membranes and skeletal lattices until regulations demanded Thea kill it. It wasn’t hard— just took a quick stab with her belt knife the next time she tricked it into opening up with her tuning fork.

Thea was justifiably proud of her high success rate at transplanting mimics, so she couldn’t help but be angry at herself for not being able to handle a finger-length brick skeuomorph.

She’d just sheathed her knife, and that sense of failure— hardly the only one, of course— was lingering over her when the gods began screaming.

The screams traveled through the Firmament and weren’t audible to the human ear, but every single person on the bustling street with godgifts— so everyone except small children— clutched at their ears anyway.

It was easy to tell who had indwelling gods inside their souls because every one of them staggered, often falling to the ground. Thea crashed to her knees as Seno, the God of Counting Flagstones, screamed wordlessly inside her head.

And then the tiny god started screaming a second time simultaneously when Thea stepped on a crack between flagstones as she climbed back to her feet.

Thea had no idea how Seno could scream twice at once, but moving her foot off the crack was automatic, the second scream ending instantly when she did so. She didn’t even need to look— one of the blessings he offered her was extrasensory awareness of all flagstones near her.

That blessing was so close to solidifying into a proper boon— she expected it to do so any week now. It would be only her second boon, after her old trajectory-calculation boon. Of course, the only real difference between blessings and boons was permanence— blessings could only be used a single time, or for a limited period of time, unless actively sustained by a god. What a huge difference that was, though.

Both godgifts were pressed into use as Thea took off sprinting in the direction of the screams— the blessing to guide her feet, the boon to guide her through the crowd.

She realized she was still holding the tuning fork she’d used on the little mimic and quickly tucked it into her bandolier with the others as she ran.

“What’s going on?” a man demanded of her, but she just shook her head and ran past.

It was easy enough to track the god-screams, given how oppressively they cascaded from the west. Before Thea had run more than a few dozen spans, she got another solid clue about the source of the screams, in the form of an explosion.

Thea picked up the pace.

“And now you’re running towards the explosion,” she muttered to herself. “Not your job, but you’re doing it anyway.”

Even with her two sensory godgifts active, Thea found herself slowing as the confused crowd panicked and fled from the explosion. Not far ahead, a knot of people was approaching rapidly, and Thea’s trajectory boon couldn’t see a single path through them.

“You ready, Seno?” she asked.

The little god burbled excitedly back at her— while still screaming with his other voice.

Thea rolled her eyes, jumped, and performed a miracle.

Just as she began to descend, there was a flash of yellow wires in the air below her foot. By the time her foot slammed down onto it, the construct framework had filled in with godstuff, and she landed on a perfectly normal-looking flagstone.

Save, of course, for the fact that the flagstone was hovering in midair.

Thea didn’t slow or stop, launching herself forward and up once more. The hovering flagstone began to dissolve the instant her weight left it, while a new one took shape under her next step.

Within a dozen steps, she was high enough to jump to the rooftop of the nearby warehouse. Behind her, a trail of flagstones dissolved into yellow motes of light before vanishing entirely.

She only took a moment to orient herself, then ascended once more, climbing an ephemeral staircase to the top of a nearby tenement.

She ducked past hanging laundry on its roof, then hurled herself up once more, barely making it to the top of a long, narrow office building. The last couple of flagstones hadn’t even fully woven themselves out of godstuff, and they’d shaken alarmingly under Thea’s feet.

Seno chirped in happiness and fatigue from the back of her mind, and Thea felt her own soul gasping desperately for raw magic from the Firmament to metabolize into soulstuff.

Her physical lungs, however, weren’t even struggling yet, and Thea picked up the pace again as she sprinted along the rooftop.

There wasn’t much on this rooftop— just sturdy clay tiles at a gradual slant away from the street. It was tall enough for Thea to get a good view around her, though.

To her left, down the slope of the roof, was the edge of the Wall. If she were to trip, she’d tumble across the narrow roof of the office building, no more than fifteen feet wide, then plummet not just the three stories of the office building but also the nearly eighty feet to the crowded groundling slums down between the wall segments.

To her right, she could see out across this segment of the Wall entirely. It was wide enough for three streets, all of which were filled with crowds desperately fleeing the explosion and god screams.

Hanging low in the western sky ahead of her was Viseas, the gas giant that Ishveos orbited. This far east, there was only a thin band of sky between the red-orange swirls of Viseas and the horizon, giving this region of Wall a brief, half-hour sunset after daily eclipse.

And all around her, she could see the city itself.

The wall segment she was on held a major supply road in its depths, so the architects had raised the height well past the standard fifty feet for an additional internal level. Atop one of the higher buildings on this segment, Thea had a view that stretched for miles.

She could see dozens of wall segments twisting, splitting, connecting, and intersecting, each covered in skinny buildings and narrow streets. She could see spindly guard towers reaching even higher than her, skybridges reaching between the upper stories of buildings, and flocks of bonethieves soaring above the rooftops. To the south, she could see a wall segment packed with the towering, six- and seven-story tall manors of the wealthy. Among and beyond those stood a half-dozen towering statues of various gods— some mere monuments, some hollowed-out towers with windows in their eyes, and several were colossal six-armed semaphore golems that passed messages by changing the positions of their immense arms, longer than tree trunks.

Thea couldn’t help but try to read the messages carried by the golems, each pose standing for a sequence of letters, but her lessons on semaphore code had been years ago, before she’d even considered joining the mimic exterminators.

And, of course, she could see the slums down in the closes, the enclosed spaces surrounded by the Wall. In this neighborhood, they were too small for farmland, and were just filled with crowded shantytowns.

Thea didn’t let herself more than glance at the slums- which was still more attention than most wall-toppers paid. Instead, she focused forward, towards the smoke rising from the explosion, near the epicenter of the god screams.

The smoke and screams came from a small plaza, where this segment’s three narrow streets wove together. Thea wracked her mind to try and remember what was at the intersection— this was a bit outside her usual territory. She vaguely recalled a couple food stands, a printer’s shop, and…

Thea stumbled as she realized what was up ahead, but managed to catch herself and keep running.

There was a jail there. And Thea would bet a week’s pay that the explosion hadn’t been at the food stands or printer’s shop.

It would have been smart for Thea to wait a few moments longer before launching herself off a roof into the little plaza, if only to get the lay of the land.

Thea didn’t even slow down, though. She had enough time to see that there was a single open space in the middle of a seething melee, and she aimed herself straight for it, leaping from floating flagstone to floating flagstone.

Thea hurtled down into the high-walled plaza, barely controlling the speed of her descent. Below her, dozens of figures brawled in the street with fists and improvised weapons. She could sense at least two or three Saints among the crowd through the Firmament, and she did her best to steer away from them.

Her suspicions proved entirely correct— the front of the jail had been blasted open by some godgift or relic, and dozens of prisoners were climbing up from the spiraling pit inside.

The prisoners that had already escaped were brawling with at least two or three other factions, one of which was the Wall Guard, but Thea didn’t get a chance to figure out who else was fighting before she hit the ground.

Nor was she trying to. As she crashed to the street through the final half-formed flagstone, its godstuff immediately dissolving, her eyes were fixed on the source of the god screams.

A god was dying.

It was a possessor god like Seno, dwelling in a filthy, cruel-faced man— a Saint who Thea vaguely recognized from wanted posters. He was floating a foot off the ground, surrounded by a whirlwind of rusted and stained manifested blades that orbited in wide arcs around his body.

Thea could hear the man’s god slowly being ripped to pieces through the Firmament, its every scream sending its host into uncontrolled convulsions.

He only warranted a glance, though.

The thing killing the god floated just in front of the god’s host, inside the orbit of the knives. It wasn’t much to look at— just a simple clay tablet a little bigger than her hand, inscribed on both sides with glowing cuneiform that Thea didn’t recognize.

She didn’t even have to reach out to the clay tablet through the Firmament to know that it was a reliquary.

Even an ordinary reliquary was worth fighting over— an item carrying a god was far more valuable than a mere relic granted power by a god. A reliquary holding a god capable of killing other gods?

Would be worth dying for.

Was obviously what everyone around them was fighting over.

Would unquestionably draw those far more powerful than even Saints.

And Thea had just crash-landed right in front of it.

“Gods curse it,” Thea snarled, and pulled the five foot-long combat tuning fork off her back. “I’m not paid enough for this.”


CHAPTER TWO

Flashback: The Golden Child

Thea was eight the first time she was possessed by a god, and twenty-seven the first time she witnessed a god being murdered.

The former was uncommonly young, the latter was rare to the point of myth. The former was only of particular interest to Thea and her family, the latter was world-shaking.

Yet the former was, in many ways, more important than the latter. After all, if Thea had never been possessed by that small god as a child, she likely never would have been there to witness the murder of Faneras, God of Unclean Knives.

It hadn’t been a god of any importance that had possessed Thea a month after her eighth birthday. It was a quiet little thing that hadn’t announced its presence even to her, at first. It wasn’t a god of health or of strength, nor even a god of climbing or hiding.

It was a god of a children’s ball game.

The game didn’t have a proper name— it was just a bunch of children kicking a ball around a street, dodging passersby and sometimes landing it into an arbitrary goal. The rules changed daily, if the children acknowledged rules at all, and teams were ever-fluid, protean things.

Thea was just a grubby, undistinguished member of the kinderswarm. Only her parents and the other children could likely tell her apart, to all the passersby she was just a minor obstacle in the street. And even among the other children, she was just one of them, no one particularly special.

Until the nameless little god possessed her.

Thea went from just being another pair of feet to the undisputed queen of the street, the absolute champion of the game. It was a gradual process— each day, she seemed to have just a slightly keener grasp of where the ball was going to go, seemed to be able to guide it just a little more precisely with her own kicks, until she was dancing around everyone else, until only the biggest and fastest of the other children could stand up to her. She went from begging to select teammates to having teams beg her to join.

And, as the nameless little god’s blessings grew stronger, and she grew more and more unstoppable, there were inevitably accusations of cheating.

When the children took the issue to their parents, of course, they immediately suspected what was going on. And, rather than Thea getting punished, her extended family threw her a great party in the family compound, and the accusations of cheating were forgotten with liberal bribes of cake and candy for the other neighborhood children.

The first time a child was given a godgift or possessed by a god is almost always a cause for celebration, but children as young as Thea rarely had strong enough souls to accept boons or gods. It was hardly unknown, but certainly uncommon enough that Thea’s family celebrated her as a prodigy, lavished her with resources and education beyond any of her many siblings or cousins or second cousins.

The little nameless god didn’t stay with her for long— under the attention and pressures from her family, her interest in and time for the ball game soon vanished. The little god moved on to a younger neighborhood child, and soon became a common fixture in the area. It did leave Thea with a boon, though— for the rest of her life, she had an uncanny ability to predict the paths of moving objects. No additional supernatural senses or the like, just an enhanced ability to calculate the trajectories of moving objects with a quick glance.

It wasn’t until years later that Thea really gave the little god much thought and considered where it had come from. Probably for the best, and probably why her family hadn’t tried to push her too hard to keep that small god for longer. She often suspected, in fact, that great-grandfather had deliberately steered her away from it.

Every god great and small is born from the death of a living person, and every person old enough to have an awoken soul births a god when they die. And who, after all, would birth a god of a children’s ball game after death but a child, one whose soul had awoken early like Thea’s?

Thanks to Thea’s soul awakening at such a young age, her family expected great things from her. And, in the City Atop Cambrias’ Wall, sometimes known simply as Cambrias’ Wall, or Cambrias, or Wall, or simply The City, there was only one true path to greatness.

The Wall Guard.

Thea had been told the story a hundred times, a thousand. It was old and familiar even in her earliest memories.

The City had been a place like any other, once. It was built alongside a river, deep in the prairie. It had another name before, though that’s long been forgotten save by a few scholars, and even they argue over it. It had markets, homes, and even a grand palace. It had more than its own fair share of gods: inhabiting its wells, its crossroads, and a thousand other places within itself. No city grows to any size without gaining countless gods of its own, one way or another.

And it also had a wall.

The wall wasn’t special to start with. It wasn’t particularly large, grand, or invulnerable. It was the height of three tall men atop one another’s shoulders, and two men could lay stretched out across its width. There were far greater walls in the world— walls made of ice, walls made of mist filled with twisting paths, and walls grown from living forests bound together into one solid whole. The city’s wall was nothing special.

What this wall did have, however, was a most uncommon god. Like all gods, it started out small— born from the dying soul of a guardsman, one uncommonly dedicated to his job. When he died, his soul took up his watch. It became a god of place, became the god of the city’s wall.

Cambrias, Whose Watch Never Ends.

There were, and remain, other gods of that wall. Some from generals on the wall and some from other guardsmen. Most commonly, laborers who died during its construction birthed gods who helped maintain the wall, who made repair-work easier. By this, at least, we know that the rulers of the city that became Wall were just and fair rulers, who used no slaves and treated their laborers well. Otherwise, odds were the wall would have been inhabited by much less pleasant gods, dedicated to the wall’s destruction, not its preservation.

Many monuments of kings and emperors have been torn down by the gods born from the deaths of slaves during said monument’s construction. Half the stories Thea was told as a child were stories of vengeful newborn gods bringing justice against wrongdoers. She grew up thinking they lived in a just world, that gods were an inescapable balance against evil.

Thea remained embarrassed at how long it took her to realize otherwise.

Cambrias had grown swiftly in popularity after he was born. Not because he offered many blessings— while other wall gods might offer guardsmen the ability to hold their bladders for an entire shift, or to keep their feet from hurting on duty, or as many as half a dozen other gifts at once, Cambrias offered only a single, solitary blessing.

But that blessing swiftly made Cambrias the most popular god on the wall. Every guardsman would pray, give a little tithe of soulstuff to Cambrias when they passed one of his wall-shrines, and with those prayers, Cambrias grew and grew and grew, and the power of his blessing grew with him.

Cambrias’ blessing is simple, but utterly altered the face of Ishveos, changed the course of history itself.

Cambrias slows the aging of guards while they are atop his wall. While they are actively on duty, they age even slower. Most Wall Guards these days live well over a century and a half, even two centuries. Some even longer than that.

Countless philosophers have debated what sort of life the guardsman who birthed Cambrias had led— had the man feared death? Had he spent all his free time looking for gods that might help preserve the life of a sickly child? None now know, for the knowledge of which guardsman had birthed Cambrias had been lost long before Cambrias ever became an important god.

Thea had spent countless hours daydreaming about the guardsman’s life, inventing ever-more-dramatic stories of his life.

No one debates what happened next.

Wall Guard positions became the most valuable currency in the city. Bribes were offered by powerful nobles to get jobs as common guardsmen atop the wall. Duels were being fought over open positions in the ranks. People were immigrating into the city from all across the plains in an effort to seek a coveted wall job.

Some stories claim it was the last queen of the city who would come up with the idea, others one of her ministers. Thea’s family usually went with the queen, but that detail didn’t really matter, only that the idea stuck.

Expand the wall.

At first the expansion was a simple one— a couple of half-circle extensions of the wall, like tumors growing from the city to encompass more land for the city to grow. Those new areas filled swiftly, however, and demand for wall duty grew even faster. Shanty towns began springing up around the city, and bandits from the plains and raiders from the mountains struck them regularly.

And so the wall expanded even further, to protect the new shanty towns.

As a child, Thea often imagined herself one of the earliest Wall Guards, fighting off the bandits and raiders.

Eventually, someone came up with the idea that changed everything. Perhaps that last queen, perhaps one of her ministers, it doesn’t matter.

They began widening the walls, until they were wider than the widest city street. They began placing buildings atop the wall. Shops and houses, barracks and markets. Soon fountains and even parks found their way atop the ever-growing walls, which had begun spreading out from the original city like grasping roots.

Barges filled with stone blocks arrived at the docks every day from the mountains, then twice a day, and then became a never-ending stream. More and more land was enclosed in great segments by the ever-growing wall. It crossed the river, the wall seamlessly turning into bridge and back to wall.

One day, the old city, the first city, didn’t exist anymore. Some of its buildings still existed— down between the walls, or transferred stone by stone to the wall-top, but most of the buildings, save for the homes of the poor still trapped on the ground, had been demolished to turn into materials for the wall.

It didn’t matter how many of the buildings still existed, though, because the original city had been devoured. Its wall had become the Wall, with the inhabitants on top dwarfing the parent city’s old population. It became simply one of the Wall’s countless neighborhoods.

Just a few decades into the city’s expansion, the walls finally encountered another city.

And devoured it. Absorbed it. Digested it over decades. Turned it into another enclosed section of land, then broke it apart into smaller chunks of land as the encroaching wall tore up its streets and homes for raw materials.

There had been battles fought over it, of course. The second city’s defenders had tried to fight off the slowly encroaching walls, but the ever-vaster Wall Guard had crushed them utterly.

The third city to be eaten by the wall just accepted their fate, and began construction of their own walls to meet up with Cambrias’, that they might be accepted more seamlessly into His Wall.

Thea was taught, as a child, that the third city celebrated their absorption, that their whole population rejoiced.

Looking back these days, she was sure that their wealthy celebrated, at least.

The poor, of course, stayed on the ground, trapped between their walls, only coming to the top to work— if they were allowed up at all.

And then the Wall ate a fourth city. Then a fifth. And it began growing across the plains not like the roots of a single tree, but like the roots of an entire forest. Like the mycelial tendrils of some great stone fungus. The wall split, curled in on itself, and intersected again and again, creating a colossal web across the plains, subdivided the prairie into endless closes.

And as the Wall grew, Cambrias grew with it.

Today, when the city of Cambrias’ Wall encompasses nearly the entirety of the plains? When you can travel for two hundred leagues, more, without ever touching the ground? Few save scholars even know which of the old cities enclosed by the Wall was the birthplace, and they argue as much about that as its name. Most of those cities are utterly gone, dismantled to be used in the construction of the Wall. Now, only the poor, criminals, and refugees live on the ground— all of those who matter in the eyes of the Wall’s rulers live atop the Wall itself.

There are more wall gods than ever these days. Most who join the Wall Guard do so in hopes of long life, but enough still believe in the mission of the Guard that their death spawns a new wall god, with boons and blessings fit for a guardsman.

Cambrias remains, and always will remain, the greatest of the Wall Gods. His ever-so-rare gift of long life has, in a mere millennium, transformed his wall into the greatest city on Ishveos or any world.

More than a hundred million people live atop the Wall, and many more than that live between, or even inside, the walls. The wall strains at the edges of the plains now, strains at mountain and sea, river and swamp.

And begins to overflow those edges.

Oh, there are those who oppose Cambrias’ Wall, who seek to stop it from devouring the whole world— but none of them can stand up to the might of the Wall Guard, whose Divines number Avatars and Living Gods among them, capable of leveling buildings with a single blow. Whose rank-and-file contains more Saints than likely exist in the rest of the world combined.

And Thea’s family numbered among the most loyal of the Wall Guard.

Family legend was that they had lived in the seventh city absorbed by the Wall, long before even the Gidran War. If they had claimed descent from the first city, or the second, Thea might have doubted the claim, but the seventh? Who bragged about being seventh?

Thea’s family, that was who.

And they loyally served in the Wall Guard. Nearly every adult, in every generation in living memory. And atop the Wall, living memory can go back centuries.

Her family serves in the border guard, who keep out invaders. Her family oversees units in the construction corps, who eternally extend the city’s grasp. They patrol and keep the peace deep in the heart of the city, and also help control the flow of the poor through the gates on the ground.

Those who don’t join the Wall Guard are the black sheep, often shunned by the rest of the family. For Thea, the golden child, whose soul had awakened at age eight?

Her future glory was never even in question to her family.

Nor, for that matter, to Thea. She always knew which direction her path lay in, and she never deviated off that path, save to strive for even greater goals. Never took a wrong step, never broke the rules, never publicly questioned her role. Trained longer and harder than anyone else her age.

And yet…

She didn’t end up where she should have.

She didn’t bring glory and honor to the family name through service.

She didn’t rise through the ranks one after another, as so many of her older relatives had done. Didn’t live up to her family’s expectations. Turned from the family’s golden child into a disappointment.

Which, in the end, resulted in Thea being in the right place at the right time. Resulted in her being just a few blocks away when the murder of Faneras, God of Unclean Knives, began.

Working as one of the Wall Guard’s lowly mimic exterminators.


CHAPTER THREE

Get that Tablet!

After landing in the middle of the battle, Thea only had a second to breathe before the fight pulled her in.

When a home-made polearm came at her from the side, a rusty butcher’s blade tied to a broomstick, Thea raised her combat fork to catch it by reflex, her trajectory boon and long hours of training kicking in automatically. Before she’d even got a good look at her attacker, she’d already twisted the combat fork around and trapped their weapon between the tines of her own. It only took a quick swing of her fork to tear the home-made polearm from its wielder’s hands.

Thea tossed the ramshackle weapon into the whirlwind of knives behind her, then in the same motion, she jabbed the butt of the combat fork into her attacker’s gut as she finished disarming them.

She only got a quick look at her attacker— younger and lighter-skinned than Thea, but her red headband and knife tattoos immediately marked her as a member of the Unclean Knives, one of the nastier regional gangs.

Which meant that the dying god had to be Faneras of the Unclean Knives. She still couldn’t remember his host’s name, though— after all, it’s not like anyone was going to be sending a lowly mimic exterminator after gangsters.

She was lucky— the wielder clearly lacked proper polearm or spear training, or they would have tried to stab her instead, which her weapon was less effective at intercepting. Not ineffective, by any means, but it was trickier.

As her disarmed attacker was pulled back into the crowd, Thea took an instant to adjust the three dials wrapped around the handle just below her combat fork’s twin tines.

Then her next opponent was on her, a big man swinging a shortsword.

She blocked with one of her fork’s tines, and it immediately began humming from the force of the impact. A second, a third, and then a fourth time she blocked, falling back each time, closer and closer to the whirlwind of blades. The attacker was freakishly strong, even for his size— he almost certainly had a strength boon. Or a temporary strength blessing, at the very least.

Each time she blocked, she didn’t just fall back farther— the humming of her combat fork grew louder and louder. As she swung the fork back and forth, the hum rose and fell as it drew closer and farther from her ear, sounding like some viciously huge mosquito. The fifth time she blocked her opponent’s blade, it practically sang— and the vibrations it fed back into the sword shook it right out of its wielder’s hands.

He only had a moment to look surprised at his empty hands before the tuning fork smashed into the side of his head, still singing a pure note.

Thea was just as surprised as he was. She’d been in brawls before, had fought in the Turoapt riots with shield and truncheon, but this was her first time using her big tuning fork in actual combat, instead of just practice— it was absolutely not an approved Wall Guard weapon, not for centuries now. The fact that it had worked just as well as it had during her years of practice was a bit of a shock.

She didn’t get the time to dwell on her surprise before someone else rushed her. The next minute or so was a blur of foes lashing out at Thea and each other. Few stuck close enough to fight her, and often she’d only have time to exchange one or two blows before the shoving of the brawl moved her opponents away. Those who fell were swiftly trampled by the crowd.

No one else seemed to want to get into the clear space around the dying god and the clay tablet with Thea. Their reluctance was the main reason she could hold her ground— her weapon and fighting style were meant to keep constantly moving, to dodge and weave between strikes, despite her heavy weapon. She couldn’t say she blamed her foes for their reluctance— the orbit of the knives was slowly but steadily widening, and the screaming of the dying god was incredibly painful.

Thea was only handling the screaming as well as she was thanks to two years of experience with Seno. The little god was good natured and demanded little in the way of ritual— he just screamed loudly in the back of her mind whenever she stepped on a crack between flagstones.

Honestly, Thea counted herself lucky— it was rare to host an indwelling god with only a single commandment and relatively harmless, if annoying, punishments.

Even as well as she was doing in the fight, it wouldn’t do to get overconfident. She was about the only person in the brawl who didn’t have to watch her back, and most people didn’t want to get close enough to the dying god to attack her.

Plenty of people in the brawl were throwing stuff at her— stones from the broken prison wall, trash, and godstuff knives from members of the Unclean Knives— but the spinning blades behind her protected her back, and she could dodge or deflect any projectiles from the front. Nothing was moving fast enough that her trajectory boon couldn’t handle it.

It felt like an hour before she got a breather, though in reality, it probably hadn’t been more than a minute or two. While there were plenty of gang members among the dozens of escaping prisoners, most were just doing their best to escape the battle and the dying god. They pushed aside many of the battling gang members and largely ignored her.

Seno was still exhausted, but her soul had refilled with enough soulstuff to produce another of his flagstones. She manifested it a couple feet off the ground, then hopped onto it to get a better view.

None of the other Wall Guards in the battle were anywhere near her— they were by far the smallest force in the brawl, and both gangs were doing their best to keep the Guard away from the dying god and the clay tablet.

Thankfully, none of the Saints in the battle were near either. Even if it was hypothetically possible for a layperson to stand up to a Saint, at least for a short time, it was still a terrible idea.

Thea dropped back to the ground and dismissed the flagstone, ready to hold her position until the other Wall Guards… the real Wall Guards… reached her.

It was just her luck that Faneras decided that was the exact moment to finally die.

The instant Faneras died, three things happened.

First, the god screams all just cut off at once, the sudden silence in the Firmament sending most of the combatants staggering.

Second, the Saints fighting on the edge of the battlefield started charging through or leaping over the crowd to get to the clay tablet.

And third, Thea did something incredibly stupid.

She whirled and charged right into the knifestorm.

The blades were already beginning to dissolve into ugly red motes of godstuff, but they could still cut her, still tear her into ribbons if she moved wrong even once.

Thea pushed her soul to its limit, blowing soulstuff into her trajectory boon. She dodged, ducked, and leapt over spinning knives, smashing a couple into colorful motes with her combat fork.

Before she’d even had a chance to think about what she was doing, she was inside the eye of the knifestorm, and had her hand on the clay tablet.

The world seemed to fade away, to slow to a pause, as the god inside the tablet gazed at her. She felt an overwhelming impression of exhaustion and cynicism from the god, felt it run its senses over her— and then dismiss her entirely.

The moment ended, the clay tablet’s script stopped glowing, and the world snapped back into clarity around her.

The corpse of Faneras’ host crumpled to the ground, and the knifestorm’s dissolution began accelerating, though not evenly.

Thea quickly shoved the clay tablet into a belt pouch, where it just barely fit, and started looking for a way to join up with the fighting guardsmen.

Only to find that one of the Saints— the one belonging to the Unclean Knives— was standing just outside the knifestorm, ready to charge the instant it subsided.

Just behind him, a Guardsman Saint brawled with the Saint from the gang Thea didn’t recognize. Both women were striking each other with far more than normal human force, and the criminal Saint kept trying to bind the Guard Saint with chains of godstuff.

“Get the godslayer out of here!” the Guard Saint yelled at her. “Don’t let these criminals get their hands on it again!”

“I’ve got a counter-proposal,” the Saint from the Unclean Knives said. “Give me the tablet, and I’ll let you live.”

“Don’t be a fool!” the other criminal Saint yelled. “The Unclean Knives are done for, with Faneras dead! Give the tablet to…”

She was interrupted by the Guard Saint’s fist.

The Unclean Knives Saint began to say something else, but Thea didn’t get a chance to hear what it would have been, because the moment she’d been waiting for finally happened.

Faneras’ last working finally ran out of power, and the bulk of the godstuff knives finished dissolving into ugly red light.

A couple dozen knives hadn’t finished dissolving, though. They kept every drop of momentum the storm had imparted to them, and went flying out at high speeds.

Thea took off at another dead sprint the moment the knifestorm failed, and manifested more of Seno’s hovering flagstones to climb up, until she was sprinting over the heads of the brawling crowd, each flagstone only lasting long enough for her to push off it before dissolving into yellow light. She heard a shouted command to ‘get that tablet,’ but didn’t look back.

She highly doubted any of the Saints would have been taken down by the knives— given how much more common defensive and health enhancement boons and blessings were over offensive ones, taking down a Saint usually turned into an endurance battle.

It would definitely slow them, though.

Only a couple of gangsters tried pursuing her up onto the rooftops— one who could jump like a frog, another who could apparently fall up walls.

She ignored them, and sprinted along the rooftops.

Her muscles and lungs were burning now, after minutes of running and fighting. Even as good of shape as she was in, she’d pushed herself harder than ever since the gods started screaming.

The gangster who could fall up walls swiftly dropped behind them— his godgifts didn’t let him fall horizontally, it seemed. That, or he’d only just used a blessing. Profoundly wasteful, if so.

Though, if anything was worth wasting a blessing for, it was the clay tablet.

Thea dodged past chimneys, ducked under clotheslines, and leapt over a startled drunk who’d fallen asleep on a rooftop balcony, and was just waking to the sounds of battle.

Even though it would slow her a little, she ascended to the broad ridgeline of the current tiled roof, to get a view ahead of her.

There was a three-way intersection coming up, with two potential roofs she could jump to.

She veered left, aiming towards a temple with a roof studded with grotesque statues. Thea had no idea what god or gods it belonged to, but hopefully they wouldn’t object too strongly to her running on their roof.

Mostly, she chose the temple because it was a much farther distance than the other option, and she was hoping that her frog-hopping pursuer couldn’t make the jump.

She had to manifest two of Seno’s flagstones mid-air to step on as she crossed the street and landed on the temple roof. She rarely pushed the little flagstone god so hard, and she could feel his exhaustion, even worse than her own— she needed to end this chase soon.

The instant she touched down on the roof, half a dozen stone grotesques started growling and moving towards her.

Of course the statues were proper gargoyles, divinely animated relics, not just imitations meant to scare off thieves. She just had to have chosen a temple of a god whose gifts could bring stone to life.

Thea’s life was great like that.

She dodged around the gargoyles, which were either slow to warm up or just slow, but she lost momentum in the process.

She still didn’t even have a chance to look before she threw herself off the temple roof.

She caught a brief glimpse of a tiny churchyard with a couple trees and some sort of monument between her feet as she descended another flagstone staircase.

Seno gave out completely at head height above the dead-end alley past the churchyard, the last construct flagstone never even reaching solidity, but Thea managed to land in a successful roll without doing worse than bruising herself. Her combat fork struck the wall on one side of the claustrophobic alley as she rolled and rang out a clear tone.

She winced as she rose to her feet, hoping none of her pursuers had heard the weapon.

No such luck, because a heartbeat later, the Unclean Knives Saint appeared in the mouth of the alley.

“You should have given me the tablet when you had the chance,” the Saint said, manifesting rusty construct knives into his hands out of sky blue godstuff. “Now I’m going to take it the hard way.”

Thea’s eyes darted around desperately, looking for any advantage. Looking for any way to get past the Saint and out of the alley.

Which, of course, was when someone else dropped down off one of the adjacent roofs into the alley’s dead end behind her.

Before Thea could glance back, the Unclean Knives’ Saint lunged straight at her.

She managed to deflect the first couple of knife strikes, but the Saint was faster and stronger than anyone she’d fought today, and his knives weren’t constrained by the narrow alley like her combat fork was. When she managed to knock one of his knives out of his hand on their third exchange, he immediately manifested a new one into that hand. Her blow had broken at least two fingers on his hand, but even as the new blade manifested, his fingers were already visibly healing.

And then the person behind her flared their godgifts, and Thea realized she was stuck between not one but two Saints.

The Unclean Knives Saint used her moment of distraction to hook one of her legs with his foot and pull it out from under her.

As she fell to the ground, she caught a glimpse of someone leaping over her, and the Unclean Knives Saint went flying.

The new Saint reached down, offering Thea a hand. She only hesitated for a moment before taking it, letting herself be pulled to her feet.

She had to duck her head as she stood, because the woman she found herself standing next to had, of all things, a small pair of deer antlers rising from her head. She was otherwise normal looking enough— short, stocky, and muscular, with ochre skin. Her hair was just as black as Thea’s but much curlier.

The antlers were unusual— Thea was far more used to gods giving out horns or scales— but far from the most startling thing about the woman.

She was dressed in the greys of an escaped prisoner.

“Want to try and arrest me, wait until after we keep the horrible god-killing weapon out of the hands of murderous gangsters, yeah?”

Thea just nodded, and turned to face the mouth of the alley, where the Knife Saint was just climbing to his own feet, blood dripping from his already-healing lip.

“Got him by surprise, and I’m pretty sure I’m physically stronger, but he’s definitely got a more powerful soul,” the antlered stranger said. “I’m pretty new to the whole Sainthood thing. We’re going to have to work together to handle him.”

Thea didn’t bother responding, because she had finally spotted her advantage.

As the enemy Saint wiped the blood from his mouth onto his sleeve and created new knives in his hands, Thea was already yanking the second smallest tuning fork out of her bandolier. The bandolier’s straps and magnets had miraculously kept them in place even through the chaos.

With practiced motions that blurred together, Thea rang the little tuning fork against the handle of her combat fork, then threw it.

Not at the enemy Saint, but at the ground under his feet.

He didn’t even bother deflecting the little tuning fork, his attention fully fixed on the new Saint.

More fool him.

The instant the tuning fork struck the ground, the flagstones in a six foot radius around the Saint erupted into motion. Spiny limbs and sticky tendrils shot up and flailed, graceful but strong lattices folded up around the Saint, and flapping membranes undulated wildly, different colors and textures racing across their surfaces.

“Did you just feed that jerk to a mimic?” the antlered stranger demanded, as the enemy Saint was sucked down into the flailing mess. “Holy hells, that’s cold.”

Thea shook her head. “That species of street skeuomorph doesn’t eat anything larger than a cockroach, this is strictly a defensive reaction. It’ll sting him a bunch, but won’t cause more than an itch. And it’s not going to last long, so we need to get out of here before he escapes.”

She took her own advice and sprinted down the alley towards the flailing mess. A few feet short, she switched from running along the ground to running along the alley wall, going completely over the flailing mimic and its temporary prisoner, then leaping to the street beyond.

Thea couldn’t help but dwell on the fact that she could wall-run a foot and a half farther than the entry requirements for the Wall Guards’ elite striker teams.

Not that Thea was bitter or anything.

Behind her, the criminal didn’t bother wall-running past the panicked mimic, simply jumped directly over it. Must be nice having inhuman strength.

There wasn’t anyone in the streets, thankfully— everyone had long since fled away from the still-audible battle in the distance. If there’d been bystanders, the street mimic absolutely would have been reported as a menace, and would have to be exterminated.

Which was stupid, since they kept down pests— especially bluemidges— ate bits of trash, and posed no real danger to anyone. Hells, you could find one every fifty feet or so on your average street atop the Wall.

“We need to get moving,” the antlered stranger said. “There were already plenty of others heading this way when I left the battle.”

“What’s this we?” Thea said. “I appreciate the aid, but why should I trust a criminal not to try to steal this reliquary?”

The other woman shook her antlered head. “I don’t want the reliquary, I’ve got more than enough problems already. No, I’m going to help you— and then you’re going to help me. We get that tablet to safety, then you help me get a pardon.”

Thea looked at her hesitantly. She briefly considered demanding to know the Saint’s crime, but if it had been anything too serious, she would have been in a proper prison on the ground below, not in one of the short-term jails up here.

Well, unless she was just being held there temporarily before trial and sentencing, but…

Thea made up her mind and stuck out her hand. “Agreed. I’m Thea, by the way.”

“Aven,” the Saint said, clasping her hand briefly but firmly.

As the two touched, Seno exchanged greetings with Aven’s own indwelling god, and the God of Counting Flagstones’ intimidation at the power of the other god was immediately obvious.

Then they were down the street at a run, the sounds of battle fading behind them.

One thing, at least, had gone back to normal, with the godscreams fading away.

Seno was living up to his name again as she ran across the flagstones.

<fortyfourfortyfivefortysixfortysevenforty…>


CHAPTER FOUR

Flashback: The Black Sheep

Aven’s family had a story they liked to tell about her birth— that the first thing the midwife had said on handing the screaming baby to her mother had been: “This one’s going to be trouble.”

Trouble would be understating it.

Aven’s very first memory, from when she was still a toddler, was of getting in a fist-fight with an angry goose.

She lost, of course, but it very much set a pattern for the rest of her life.

She punched her cousins out of boredom when they were trapped in the family’s big longhouse by the rains. She punched other kids for stealing her candy or cheating at games. She punched her father for saying something rude about her mother during an argument. She punched her mother for saying something rude about her father during an argument. She punched the village’s head priest for telling her not to punch her parents. She punched another priest when she questioned Aven’s mother and father’s ability to parent.

And she punched half the village of Panian, at one time or another, for insisting that she was a boy, not a girl. That, or for calling her by her birth-name and refusing to call her Aven. Everyone learned better quick enough- it’s not like folks born with a body-soul mismatch were uncommon. Nothing the right god couldn’t help with, altering the body to bring it in line with the soul.

Honestly, polite reminders probably would have served as well as punches.

Aven might be quick-tempered, but she wasn’t mean-tempered. She did, admittedly, enjoy fights once they started, but she prided herself on rarely punching anyone who didn’t deserve it. And she almost always reconciled with her opponents afterward.

It was a running joke in the village that the only people she never punched were her grandmother and the village prophet— the former she was too afraid of, the latter because he already had a hard enough life, poor thing. At least he only had to deal with a few hundred local gods wanting to issue pronouncements and commandments out of his mouth, and usually got several hours of the day to spend quietly fishing or tending his garden. It could be much worse, he could be a prophet in a big city somewhere. Gods could speak to anyone close to them, but at a distance, especially when someone didn’t want to speak to them? They had to rely on prophets. And while most gods weren’t too talkative, with as few prophets as there were, it added up quick.

And everyone was afraid of Aven’s grandmother. The village liked to say that she had a kind heart wrapped in a whole forest’s worth of thorns.

There didn’t seem to be any particular reason for Aven’s belligerent nature. Her parents were maybe a bit more argumentative than most, but still loved each other. Her family’s longhouse wasn’t the biggest in the village, but it wasn’t the smallest, either, and her aunts and uncles and cousins didn’t overcrowd it. Their three household gods didn’t make any odious demands on them, being mostly content with prayers, and in one case, the occasional flower garland as well. She had a fairly normal, boring childhood.

Despite all the punching, Aven wasn’t particularly disliked in the village. Sure, she was trouble, always getting into fights, exploring somewhere she shouldn’t be, or trying to stick a live mimic in her mouth, but she was also quick to lend a hand carrying bags of barley or rounding up escaped sheep.

And with as little as happened in sleepy Panian, most people were happy just to have something to gossip about. Not much else to do but farm, fish in the river, or wander the woods. The followers of the local hunt gods kept it safe enough that children could wander unattended in any of the nearby groves or meadows without fear.

Aven probably would have left Panian eventually— there weren’t any gods there that could help her body grow the right way to match her soul, after all.

But she got a push sooner than she expected. The day before she turned nine, the village irrevocably changed.

A cut log floated down the river.

This wasn’t that uncommon of a sight in Panian, of course— there was plenty of logging locally. People had to repair homes and barns, after all. Building new longhouses was rare— not many folks wanted to live without a house god— but it happened every now and then.

What was uncommon was the sheer number of logs that started coming. A handful turned into dozens, which turned into hundreds, with workers running about atop them, guiding them down the river.

And they never stopped.

Day in and day out, logs and their riders floated down the river. Some guided miraculously, some by poles and brute strength, but they kept coming. Every so often a small raft would drift by, with sleeping bags and a little kitchen for the log riders.

And when the log riders were asked where the logs were going, the answer was always the same.

Cambrias’ Wall. The greatest city on this or any other world. Cambrias’ Wall, so many hundreds, thousands of miles west that its inhabitants could see more than the top third of Viseas over the horizon, so far west that in parts of it the daily eclipse actually broke up the day, instead of just extending the night.

Cambrias’ Wall, whose thirst for lumber, stone, and every other natural resource was insatiable.

Later, much later, Aven thought that if the murder had happened first, things might have gone different, that the villagers might have tried to stop things before they got too bad.

But it wasn’t so bad, at first. You couldn’t swim as safely in the river anymore, thanks to the logs, but the log riders stopped by the village to trade for food and such. Aven’s dad traded some deer meat for a new knife from one of them. It wasn’t blessed or anything, but the blacksmith who made it had godgifts that let him work the steel true and strong, every time.

Aven also traded some stolen moonshine to one of the log riders for a set of brass knuckles. Still way too big for her, but she’d grow into them.

During those first months, the log riders were a respectful bunch— either professional foremen from far downstream, or locals from other nearby villages. Some of the villagers started hiring on for the two-month river trip to the city of Noriach at the edge of the woods.

Log jams were a frequent threat on the river— when enough of the floating timber jammed against rocks, sandbars, or mud, they could form a block in the river, forming natural dams of hundreds or thousands of logs. The most dangerous job on the river was jam breaking, usually reserved for men and women with godgifts that could help.

Villagers that took the two-month trip usually got back in less than three months— walking, even down the rough woods trails, was faster than the log drive. They earned more from those two-month trips than they normally would in a year of work back in the village. Not, of course, that Panian used money very often. Most villagers just kept tallies of who owed what to whom, in hours of prayer to various house gods if nothing else, and villagers would often conveniently forget that someone owed them for vegetables or firewood or the like when they were having a hard time. So the villagers who took the short trip would mostly use their pay to buy tools, fabric, and other goods the village could use. And plenty of offerings for the handful of local gods who liked physical offerings, for whatever weird theological reason. It’s not like gods needed anything but soulstuff, really.

The log drive down the river was just the first leg of the journey— the logs themselves would take almost a year to reach the edges of Cambrias’ wall, involving multiple overland treks and trips down other rivers. The drive foremen even claimed the logs would go underground at one point, hauled through a long tunnel by a giant god-harnessed millipede.

The changes to the river were gradual at first. The water was maybe a little muddier, but the changes were small enough that no one but a few of the minor river gods noticed. They tried to raise a ruckus through the village prophet, but he’d already started avoiding the river, staying far enough away so the gods a few of the log riders carried with them wouldn’t try to speak through him too.

It was the next rainy season when things started to really get bad.

The river always got silty during the rainy season, always flooded halfway up to the village, but this rainy season the river was more like a mudflow than water, and several of the longhouses closest to the river got flooded, one home washing away entirely. The housegod for the lost longhouse, one that could double the speed at which blisters turned to callouses, had been bound to both the floor and the central roof column, which had been destroyed entirely by the cut logs carried by the river. The young housegod was too fixed in purpose, too strong of a god of place to move, and the whole village knew it was doomed to slowly starve to death. They visited the broken foundation regularly, feeding the starving god soulstuff through their prayers, but they could only ease the god’s passing, not stop it.

A small group of passing log riders who witnessed that mocked the villagers for praying to a god who couldn’t offer them boons or blessings any longer, which almost led to a brawl. The group weren’t locals, but had traveled up from Noriach.

Aven was a little disappointed that it didn’t turn into a brawl, but cooler heads prevailed.

Over the course of the rainy season, the river didn’t get any better. It kept flooding, and never got any less muddy. Visitors from villages upstream started telling them of mudslides on slopes that had been fully logged, and of treeless riverbanks rapidly eroding.

When the dry season arrived, trade representatives from the logging companies arrived with it. They offered more than generous sums to the village for the trees on their lands, offered ludicrous amounts of soulstuff to the local forest and hunt gods for their cooperation, even offered to hire the villagers as loggers.

There were a few dissident voices among the villagers calling it a bad idea, the river gods and Aven’s grandmother loudest of all, but the coin and prayer were enough to sway the humans and gods of Panian.

The changes came swifter and swifter after that, and by her tenth birthday, Aven barely recognized her village. By the start of the next rainy season, when the murder happened, she didn’t recognize it at all. And before that rainy season ended, she left Panian for good.

When she was little, the forest came right up to the edge of the village. By the second rainy season of the log drive, there were only a few isolated groves of trees in sight of the village, those that were sacred places of local gods.

The logging crews had moved over the local forest like locusts, but they’d stopped at those remaining groves to pray every day, honoring their deals with the local gods scrupulously, glutting them with soulstuff.

Aven’s own parents started working for the logging companies. Her father started riding the logs downstream to Noriach, while her mother joined the logging crews.

Her father came back from his first two river trips flush with gifts for the family. Toys for Aven and her cousins, tools for her aunts and uncles, and fancy gifts for her mother. Both times, he looked strong and healthy from the work.

Aven’s mother, who’d always seemed a little aimless, found purpose she’d lacked on the logging crews— or at least enjoyed the camaraderie.

And then, on Aven’s father’s third trip, he didn’t come back at all. Just his pay, and the news of his death.

There’d been an especially bad log jam, and the jam breakers had called in help from the log riders coming downstream. Her father had been one of those log riders, and he had slipped and fallen between the logs.

He hadn’t suffered, the company men told them. He’d been crushed instantly.

Aven’s mother took the news poorly. She started drinking heavily, came home less and less.

Drunken brawls became commonplace in the village, often spilling out of the new, rough-built tavern on the bank into the village proper. The river water went from muddy to foul-smelling, and on bad days, swimming or wading in it would burn your skin a little. Trash started piling up in weird corners, and the logging company had started putting up a strange building with a waterwheel and big chimneys by the river. They said they were going to start making paper there, like they were upstream.

The paper mill started operations less than a month before rainy season, and the village never stopped stinking after that. The disgusting filth it dumped into the river sent fish floating belly-up downstream of it, and the burning of the river stopped being mild.

Two weeks after that, the out-of-town loggers reneged on their deal, stopped praying at the shrines and sacred groves of the hunt and forest gods. There just wasn’t enough timber near the village to warrant it anymore. You had to walk three days to find proper dense forest again. Aven barely saw songbirds anymore, just bonethieves. The white raven-kin with the black spots could thrive anywhere.

Even the local mimics were dying off. Bark, leaf, and moss mimics were painfully obvious now, without their preferred habitat to hide in. The dirt and stone mimics were doing better, but there weren’t enough of them to keep bug populations under control, and mosquitoes became common. Bluemidge swarms grew out of control, but bluemidges didn’t bite or eat gardens at least— they just annoyed you and buzzed in your face.

Well, the stories claimed you needed to start running for your life when a bluemidge swarm grew too out of control, but Aven didn’t know anyone who’d ever seen it happen.

As for those forest and hunt gods that had done so well, glutting themselves on endless prayers from the loggers? With no forest left beyond their scattered groves, they found themselves facing much the same fate as the poor house god that had finally withered away that dry season. A few of them would likely survive until the forest regrew, with regular prayer, but not all of them, not a chance.

The poor village prophet was seized by their rants, curses, and commandments, sent racing about the village to yell at villagers and strangers alike.

On the second day of the rainy season, one of the log riders— one of the rougher, nastier sort, who had grown more common of late— got sick of the prophet’s raving and beat him to death. Even Aven knew better than to mess with that sort, but the gods wouldn’t let the prophet leave them alone.

A year before, the villagers would have rioted at the murder, thrown out the log riders.

Now, though? Half of them were gone with the log riders or logging crews, and the other half just… didn’t care anymore.

Aven never found out what happened to her mother. One day, her grandmother told her that her mother wouldn’t be coming home, and that they were leaving Panian.

None of her aunts and uncles would listen to her grandmother, so when Aven left her family’s big longhouse it was just the two of them. And the only memento she carried was a boon from one of the little longhouse gods— one that made walking through mud a little less tiring.


CHAPTER FIVE

An Inconvenient Reliquary

After they were sure no one else was pursuing them away from the battle and the murdered god, and while the streets were still largely empty, Thea and Aven broke into a secondhand clothing store located at the base of the neighborhood semaphore golem.

It was unlocked and empty, the proprietor apparently having chosen to flee from the battle rather than hide in their shop. The owner was apparently very confident in the store’s security god.

Thea addressed the god the instant she stepped foot into the store.

“We will pay for anything we take,” she told it.

The god eyed her suspiciously. <Watch/observe/distrust you,> it said through the Firmament.

Thea nodded, vaguely amused. Little security gods like this were fairly common, but most did little more than yell when they detected thieves. A rare few could track the souls of thieves through the Firmament, but not for long and not at any great distance. Most of them were just regular old place gods offering gifts completely unrelated to security, and were just doing their best to help out around the store.

Security gods were little more than security theater, in her eyes— though studies run by Wall Guard researchers showed that the theater actually seemed to work on most prospective thieves. A truly determined, experienced thief wouldn’t be dissuaded by that sort of thing, but the overwhelming majority of thieves were amateurs. Groundlings struggling to feed their families, bored youths, that sort of thing. Their crimes were opportunistic, and easily dissuaded.

Not that a mimic exterminator needed to know all of this stuff, but there were relatively few branches of the Wall Guard that Thea didn’t have some knowledge about.

To her surprise, the criminal Saint, Aven, offered a prayer to the little security guard, taking the time to reach up to its stone with her hand, not just passing the soulstuff through the Firmament.

The little god inspected the prayer for a moment, then let out a surprised noise. <No obligations/requests/demands/debts?>

Aven shook her head, her antlers exaggerating the motion. “Just a little offering for the inconvenience.”

<Appreciation/Gratitude/Thanks,> the little god said in a quiet voice.

“Do you often give pointless prayers?” Thea asked. “Even prayer drudges take coin for their labor.”

Aven sighed. “You wall-toppers have a really messed up relationship with your gods, do you know that?”

Thea wanted to challenge her there, but thought better of it. Now really wasn’t the best time or place to argue theonomics, especially with a criminal Saint of unknown patience.

So she just shrugged, and turned to look at the shelves of folded clothes and racks of hanging clothes. “What should we disguise you as?”

“What should we disguise ourselves as, you mean,” Aven said, walking towards the back of the store.

“Why do I need a disguise, exactly?” Thea asked. “I’m not a criminal on the run from the law.”

Aven gestured at her uniform. “Your uniform’s obviously not standard. You’re, what, some kind of special operative or something?”

“I’m a mimic exterminator,” Thea said, wondering if the criminal was making fun of her.

Aven raised an eyebrow at that. “What kind of mimics do you have on the Wall that need those kind of combat skills?”

Thea rolled her eyes. “They don’t, it’s just… it’s a long story. You didn’t answer my question, though.”

“How many other mimic exterminators did you see in that fight?” Aven asked, gesturing at her uniform. “What do you think people are looking for? And do you really trust your fellow guardsmen to not try and steal the god-slaying tablet?”

Thea scowled. “Point taken. What should I wear instead?”

Aven smirked, then lifted a particularly frumpy looking old dress, the sort that screamed grandmother, and would be an absolute nightmare to fight in.

Thea raised an eyebrow at that. “I think I’ll pass.”

The antlered criminal started to reply with a smirk, but then they both froze.

The sound of yelling voices was approaching down the street.

“Hide!” Thea hissed, and the two of them darted to the back of the narrow shop, hiding themselves behind a pair of large shelves. Thea closed off her soul as much as she could, and she could feel Aven doing the same next to her, the Saint’s soul no longer echoing in the Firmament.

A few heartbeats later, the doors crashed open, and Thea could hear several people crowd inside.

<Intruder/Thief/Invader!> shouted the security god.

“Be silent, god,” the familiar voice of the Unclean Knives Saint growled. “We’re looking for two women, one tall guardswoman with an oversize tuning fork, the other short with horns or something in a prisoner’s greys. Tell us whether anyone has been in here, or we’ll smash your store apart.”

<Only intruders you,> the security god said sullenly.

There was a crash as something got knocked down. “Don’t play with me, god.”

<Only intruders you,> the security god insisted.

There was another growl from the enemy Saint. “Let’s go. We can’t let that tablet get away, not if we want to keep the Knives together without Faneras.”

Thea and Aven waited several minutes after their pursuers left the shop to come out of hiding. Both sighed in relief as they relaxed and stopped hiding their souls.

“Thank you,” Aven told the security god.

<My Obligation/Job/Pleasure to Assist/Aid/Support Customers/Clients/Guests.>

“How did he mistake your antlers for horns?” Thea asked. “People with antlers are much rarer than folks with horns around here. And did he not notice that you were a Saint as well?”

Aven chuckled. “I punched him really, really hard, right in his stupid face. I’m a little surprised he remembers me at all.”

“People see what they expect to see,” Thea said, quoting one of her lessons from mimic exterminator school.

“Sounds about right,” Aven replied.

The two of them got back to browsing for disguises, glancing at the sturdy wooden door frequently.

“So you’re not from the Wall, then?” Thea asked finally. “You’re a groundling?”

Aven snorted. “Didn’t grow up on the Wall, no, but nor am I one of the poor souls you lot keep imprisoned in their little pens. I grew up months of travel to the east of the city.”

Part of Thea wanted to defend Wall’s honor, to argue that the groundlings weren’t truly prisoners, but again, it was best not to argue with a Saint of unknown temperament.

And she knew perfectly well Aven was right about the groundlings.

So Thea just grunted.

There was another short stretch of silence as they browsed, and then Aven spoke again.

“So where are we actually taking that tablet?”

Thea opened her belt pouch and peered in for the first time since shoving the tablet in there. It looked as unharmed and ancient as ever, and she got not even a hint of recognition from the god inside.

“I was just going to take it to the nearest Guard station,” Thea said.

“Sure that’s a good idea?”

Thea sighed. “Probably not. We’ve got who knows how many people hunting us, including multiple Saints, which isn’t the kind of thing that a local Guard station is prepared for. We should probably find somewhere safer. The territory of a local Pillar, maybe?”

Aven frowned at that too. “You sure a Pillar wouldn’t decide a god-killer isn’t a threat to their own power? Or wouldn’t get greedy and just kill us for the tablet?”

Thea shook her head. “I don’t know any of the local Pillars well enough to say, and there aren’t that many in this region to start with.”

Pillars were some of the most powerful individuals on Ishveos, Divines capable of brawling with Ascendants and any number of Divines, including Living Gods and Sanctums, but their powers came with one severe limitation— distance. Their boons largely came from place gods, and they maintained near-constant prayers to their various place gods, who in turn massively strengthened their godgifts while the Pillar was nearby.

Away from their territories, Pillars weren’t much stronger than the average Saint, but challenging them inside their territory was an incredibly bad idea.

Of course, a handful of Cambrias’ Pillars had extremely large territories, with different godgifts gaining and losing power as they moved in and out of the range of their various gods. Fighting one of them in different parts of their territory was like fighting entirely different Pillars. One of those large-territory Pillars might be more amenable to helping them than a smaller territory Pillar.

None of those large Pillar territories were anywhere nearby, unfortunately.

“Any other Divines, or any particularly powerful gods you trust nearby?” Aven asked.

Thea shook her head once more. “None. There are a couple of Pantheons nearby that I know of and one Living God, but I wouldn’t trust any of them. The Growth has been acting up again, so a few of the local Divines traveled west to help deal with it. The bulk of the region’s remaining non-Pillar Divines left for the far southeast of the city— an archipelago of floating islands drifted into our waters, and the negotiations with their inhabitants have been pretty tense; and on top of that, a pair of hostile major Divines have raised an army, hoping to take advantage of the city’s weakness after the Turoapt Crisis, and have been attacking the swamp-filling projects there. An Avatar of war and some sort of blood divine, I think?”

“You think?” Aven asked. “Got two beings capable of leveling buildings with a blow attacking your city, and you’re that casual about it?”

Thea shrugged. “I think we have several dozen enemy Divines warring against the edges of the Wall right now. Less than usual. There are tons of gods whose Purpose is the Wall’s destruction. There are just a lot more dedicated to preserving it. I think the wall has a few hundred non-Pillar Divines. And… as big as the Wall is, even if those enemy Divines were completely unopposed, it would take them decades to lay waste to the whole thing.”

Aven looked perturbed at that, but before she could respond, something else caught her attention.

“Oh, gods yes,” Aven said, darting over to a rack in the corner.

“Gods no,” Thea groaned.

“We’ll look awesome!” Aven insisted, pulling out a pair of mismatched leather dusters.

“We’ll look like characters from a bad children’s adventure novel,” Thea said.

“I know, right!?” Aven said excitedly.

She tossed Thea the longer of the two leather dusters while she put her own on.

“We still need something to go under these,” Thea muttered.

Aven tossed her an equally ridiculous buttoned silk shirt and a pair of colorful canvas pants.

Thea stared at them for a second, then sighed heavily.

Don’t argue with the possibly unstable Saint, she told herself in the privacy of her own head.

As the two of them started changing, Thea decided to broach a delicate topic. “So, Aven, I do have to ask…”

“What I was in jail for?” Aven finished. “Now that is… complicated. Also really simple.”

Thea gave the other woman a cautious look.

Aven rolled her eyes. “Believe it or not, I’m innocent. I was arrested on entry to the city for crimes going back nearly three hundred years.”

Thea’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re… three hundred years old?”

Aven laughed, then shook her head. “Just twenty-six, and this is my first time on the Wall.”

Thea tried not to feel a twinge of jealousy at the fact the other woman was a year younger than her, and already a Saint.

“So you’re saying it’s a case of mistaken identity?” Thea said skeptically.

“Yes, but a pretty understandable one,” Aven agreed. “The crimes were committed by my sisters, after all.”

Thea tried to keep her face blank at that. The woman’s claim was ridiculous— not least because it relied on someone outside the Wall Guard having children across centuries. Which… did happen, every now and then— there were a few indwelling gods and combinations of boons that could vastly increase lifespan, but they were much rarer and more difficult to acquire than Cambrias’ blessings.

Well, there was one other way, but Aven surely wasn’t from the East Pole.

Aven grinned at her. “You don’t believe me.”

“I haven’t heard enough of your story to judge,” Thea said diplomatically.

“Oh, I’m sure you will. Hard to get me to shut up,” Aven said, still smiling.

“If you say so,” Thea said. “What happened inside the prison, with the fight, by the way? Who started all of that?”

Aven shook her head, growing serious again. “No idea. Was down in the bottom level of the jail— I just heard an explosion from up above, all the cells unlocked, and I climbed out. You were already in the middle of the fight by the time I got up to the surface.”

“I’d feel better if we knew all the facts,” Thea said.

Aven nodded. “Don’t like traveling blind much either. You figured out our destination yet?”

Thea sighed. “We need to go somewhere with multiple Divines, to reduce the temptation to any one of them to steal or hide the tablet. Preferably somewhere with plenty of Saints and regular guardsmen, too. The latter two are easy, but the first one… we only have a couple of options. A few of the more important temples in the region and the district headquarters. And I’d prefer not to bring a god-killing reliquary near any important temples.”

“District headquarters, then?” Aven asked.

“District headquarters,” Thea agreed.

“Works for me!”

Thea gave her a long look. “You seem oddly fine with going to a Wall Guard stronghold for an escaped prisoner.”

Aven shrugged. “Was serious about wanting that pardon.”

Thea nodded, then broached an uncomfortable topic. “I don’t want to be rude, but what sorts of godgifts do you have? Or just your general capabilities, if you’re not comfortable being specific? We should know what we can do, if we’re working together.”

Aven shrugged again, then spotted a hat rack and excitedly darted over. “Most of my godgifts augment my body. Enhance my strength, durability, healing speed, that sort of thing. The goddess living in me, Amena, is mostly responsible. Also have a boon that makes my hands pretty much unbreakable when they’re balled into fists. Dunno where I got that one from. Got drunk one night, got into a bar fight, and woke up with the boon. My best guess is there was a god of tavern brawls I impressed or something.”

Thea nodded. “Makes sense, that sort of thing happens.”

Aven tried to fit a wide brimmed hat between her antlers, to no avail. She sighed, then hung it off one of her antler prongs. “Got a couple other random boons— walking through mud is less tiring for me, and I’ve got a tougher gut than most people. Can’t remember the last time eating old food made me sick. Also got four blessings I haven’t used— only one’s for fighting, though, and it just helps me catch my breath faster.”

Thea gave her an odd look. “That’s… not a lot of boons for a Saint.”

Aven paused trying on hats, then shook her head. “Amena offers me a lot of different boons and blessings. Most of my power comes from her. What about you? I saw you manifesting… flying rocks?”

Seno made an indignant noise in the back of Thea’s mind at that, and Thea hurried to correct the other woman, before Seno started whining. “Flagstones. Hovering flagstones. They can’t move, just float in one spot. My indwelling god, Seno the Counter of Flagstones, grants me those and an extra sense for flagstones. I know where all of them are in a radius of about twenty or thirty feet around me, what condition they’re in, that sort of thing. I also have an old boon that lets me calculate the trajectories of moving objects around me, though it doesn’t offer any extra senses. On top of that, I’ve got thirty-one blessings I’m holding in my soul, but not for use. Trying to transmute them into boons.”

Aven gave her a startled look at that. “That’s ridiculous, there are way faster paths to Sainthood and beyond. Transmuting that many blessings at once is going to take you forever.”

“Decades,” Thea agreed. “But I’m part of the Wall Guard. I have time to spare, and this way is far more efficient money- and prayer-wise.”

“Are they all even useful?” Aven asked.

Thea shrugged. “Most of them. At least half. I don’t generally pray to gods that offer frivolous blessings.”

Aven frowned as she hung another failed hat on her antlers. “Leaving a lot of power on the table by tying up so much of your soul with those blessings.”

“I’m not throwing away my plans for the future for short-term advantage,” Thea said.

Aven shrugged, then began taking hats off her antlers to reshelve. “Can you manifest flagstones vertically, use them as shields in combat?”

Thea nodded. “Yes, but the farther from horizontal— or at least, the farther from the normal angles a flagstone can be found at— the more soulstuff Seno needs to make them. Tires us both way too fast.”

“If you had more soulstuff available that wasn’t tied up in a bunch of random blessings…” Aven said.

Thea gave her a flat look, and Aven raised her hands in surrender. “Alright, alright, I’ll leave it be!”

Thea sighed and went to the counter to pay for their new outfits. She winced at the prices the little security god began listing off— her position was not well paid, but with any luck, she could make an expense claim to get a refund.

She was able to convince the security god to offer her a discount in exchange for their old clothes, at least. She doubted the shop would be able to resell the prisoner’s outfit— or even if it was legal to— but there were plenty of other Guard uniforms for sale in the shop.

There’d been plenty of attempts to restrict the sale of guard uniforms in the past, but since at least one out of fifteen wall-toppers were members of the Guard, it was just too much of a hassle. That said, Thea was very careful to remove and keep all her Guard insignia— those very much were illegal to sell, and even losing them would get her in significant trouble.

Thea noticed that a little portrait of the owner’s family on the counter had been knocked down by the Unclean Knives, and she carefully stood it upright again.

Just as she was getting ready to drop a handful of the city’s blessed ceramic coins— forty-seven years, all short and medium-interval— on their purchase, Aven joined her and dropped an absurd leather tricorne hat on the counter.

“There’s no way that will fit between your antlers,” Thea pointed out.

“It’s not for me,” Aven shot back with a smirk.

Thea sighed heavily.

There went her discount.


CHAPTER SIX

Flashback: Unmet Potential

Growing up, Thea’s ambitions were even bigger than her family’s plans for her.

They wanted her on the officer track, like her great-grandfather. Wanted her to command a neighborhood guard station, like him. Maybe even to take command of his station, someday. She was the closest thing to an heir-apparent the family had, though most of them expected him to live decades more.

Thea looked up to him, of course. Everyone in the family did. He’d served the Wall Guard with distinction for over a hundred and fifty years.

Great-grandfather was the family, really. He was technically her great-great-grandfather, but everyone except his direct children and grandchildren just called him great-grandfather. He was pushing two hundred years old. He’d outlived three wives, and his current wife, the first one who was also a member of the Wall Guard, had carried him eighteen children in fifty years of marriage.

They could certainly have afforded to pay prayer drudges to get them contraceptive boons or blessings from local family planning gods, but why would they, when they had a family home that took up a whole block on an extra-wide wall segment, stretching three stories up and two down into the depths of the Wall, that great-grandfather had inherited from his own ancestors?

They expected the less-successful members of the family to get those contraceptive blessings, of course.

In Thea’s family, age was completely unreliable as an indicator of relationship. She had aunts and great-uncles younger than her; she had nieces and nephews a century older than her. Great-grandfather had nearly three hundred descendants living in his massive home, with dozens more living elsewhere in the neighborhood.

Their family tree was a literal sculpture of a tree that took up an entire room of the compound. No simple tapestry or drawing could hold the complexity of their lineage. One long-dead family member had given birth to a god that had settled down in the family tree after their death, one that helped you find whomever you needed on the tree so you could figure out exactly how you were related to them. Thea was never exactly sure what blessing that god offered, because the family was far more interested in its services as a tree guide.

A few neighborhood children had cracked cruel jokes about some of the branches and twigs on that family tree intersecting when Thea was young, but they’d quickly learned to stop unless they wanted to be swarmed by angry children from the family. Most of them had only ever spoken to great-grandfather on a handful of occasions, but they were all deeply loyal to him, nonetheless.

All that just went to show exactly how high Thea was in the family’s esteem, to be considered a candidate for heir apparent. How big of a deal it was that Thea ate lunch with great-grandfather at least once a week, that he gave her personal lessons on various topics once or twice a month.

It wasn’t for lack of respect that Thea decided she wanted to join Cambrias’ elite strike teams, instead of trying for station commander like great-grandfather. Thea understood exactly how big of a family honor her position was. Her ambition just demanded more of her.

There was quite a bit of yelling when Thea announced her plans.

Said yelling ended when great-grandfather finally heard her plans and gave the nod of approval. His word was law in the family, after all, and he didn’t demand she follow his path perfectly, only that she matched or exceeded his accomplishments.

If anything, he seemed even prouder of her for rejecting his specific path.

Thea was twelve when she announced her plans, and she dedicated every waking moment to them after great-grandfather approved.

Cambrias’ elite strike teams were the best of the best. Saints one and all, they responded to the most dangerous crises, arrested the most dangerous criminals and rogue demons. They managed evacuations at the edge of the city when Cambrias’ Divines went to war against attacking Divines, monsters from other worlds, and mad ascenders. They hunted incipient ascenders, before those heretics had a chance to grow too powerful. The best of the strikers hunted enemy Divines themselves, carefully targeting their weaknesses with elaborate plans. They even went on missions outside the city itself, leaving the Wall for rapid surgical strikes against its enemies.

Elite strike teams had the most dangerous duties, but their advantages were accordingly ridiculous. If you were accepted into their training programs, they guaranteed you would be a Saint by the time you graduated. Their teams each had hundreds of prayer drudges who would spend their days praying to gods to give boons to the strikers in their place, in exchange for coin. Striker arms and armor were mostly relics and reliquaries, and even their noncombat gear had been reshaped by blessings at the very least. No one else in the Wall Guard was more celebrated, save for combat Divines.

It was nearly impossible for most folks to become a striker. They had nearly superhuman requirements— ones that only escalated the more boons and blessings you had. Rich people couldn’t just use prayer drudges to fill their children to the brim with boons to get them in.

Given the size of Thea’s family compound, she always felt a bit odd that they weren’t considered rich by the standards of the Wall Guard— but with so many mouths to feed, and so many servants to pay, their income barely passed their expenses. The only prayer drudges they employed were just to keep all their dozens of household gods decently fed on soulstuff and produce a few extra blessings, not enough to allow the little gods to grant many fully fledged boons. Boons took far more prayer-hours than blessings— permanency was expensive.

But more boons wasn’t the right path— especially when none of their household gods offered anything particularly useful for combat. Well, one god strengthened lower back muscles, but only in an endurance-focused way that helped workers needing to crouch over for long periods. Another god, the one dwelling in their exercise room, could help enhance how fast you developed muscle memory when learning the basics of a tool or weapon— but it worked just as well as a temporary blessing, lasting a week each time. The learned skills were permanent, though.

Like most homes, the bulk of their household gods were focused on either domestic tasks or frivolity. Most people weren’t warriors, after all, and even most warriors spent more of their life worried about dinner and comfortable shoes than fighting, and the gods born from their deaths reflected that fact.

Her childhood trajectory calculation boon was the best option she had available for her— going into the entry trials with only a single boon was better than going in with multiple sub-optimal boons.

So instead of worrying about other options, she spent the next six years training like mad.

Other teenagers complained about school, dated, and hung out with friends. Thea had none of that. Other teenagers would pick up blessings at random, most of them frivolous, and use them for fun. Besides her training blessings, she only accumulated a couple of others, and those she hoarded, refusing to touch them, and hoping to grow them into boons someday.

Outside of her own schooling— which was just private lessons at home— Thea only trained. She ran in the Wall underlevels, dodging freight wagons and porters. Spent countless hours training with tutors. They drilled her with different weapons and hand-to-hand combat, until she was reasonably proficient with a half-dozen weapons. She showed a special talent for spears and quarterstaves.

Her family hired dozens of jugglers, knife-throwers, and other circus-performers over the years to help her train her trajectory boon. She grew rapidly more skilled with it, able to track dozens of moving objects simultaneously— yet still she kept pushing. Cognitive enhancement boons like hers might not be the flashiest, but they were, when mastered, some of the most useful boons you could get.

Several members of the family were clerks in the Wall Guard’s colossal judicial bureaucracy, and they spent hours every week helping her memorize vast swathes of the legal code. Not all of it, not even a significant fraction of it— no living human could remember even a tenth of the Wall’s laws, not without a great many boons dedicated solely to that purpose. But they helped her memorize the most useful parts, those that strikers were most likely to need.

On rough days, when she was particularly worn out by her schedule, those same clerk relatives would teach her about many of the weirder, funnier laws on the books, and share some of the funnier court case records. Many of them were mimic-related, and she spent more than a few hours laughing over residents of Wall suing one another after being bit on the ass by a chair skeuomorph or the like.

That was, apart from her long runs in the underways and some reading in the evenings before passing out from exhaustion, the bulk of the fun she had in her teenage years.

Thea, obviously, didn’t get into Cambrias’ elite strike teams. If she had, well, she never would have been there for Faneras’ death, and would never have been sucked into everything that came next.

Oh, she passed the qualifiers with flying colors. At least fifty thousand teens attempted the qualifiers across the city every year, and the overwhelming majority never had a chance to go farther. Thea wasn’t even nervous about the qualifiers, and she had no need to be— she dominated every event in her nearest qualifier, and confidently moved on to the regional tryouts.

Thea passed the regional tryouts with flying colors, too, surpassing hundreds of other teens.

They cleared an entire stretch of under-level road for the races, and Thea ran faster and farther than any candidate without running boons.

Thea won the spear and quarterstaff tournaments, came in fourth in shortsword combat, and ninth in knife-throwing.

Thea aced the written tests. She perfectly navigated the obstacle courses. She impressed all the interviewers.

The few penalties she was given for carrying a single boon? The weights she had strapped to her, the higher point requirements for passing tests? She hardly noticed them.

Thea unquestionably surpassed everyone else in the regional trials. There were a few others that came close, that won other events, but she was far and away the winner.

It didn’t matter.

Because entry into the city-wide trials wasn’t based simply off test rankings or placement in races and tournaments, like the neighborhood qualifiers.

Out of the hundreds of teens in the regional tryouts, only twelve would be moving on from their region to join the city-wide trials, to perform in front of representatives of the elite response training school.

And the judges picked, as they had for decades. The various events were just to inform their choices.

Thea came in thirteenth.

Oh, the judges praised her skill greatly, but even when she got a chance to speak with one of them, to question why she hadn’t made it, all he could offer were doubts about whether her character was well-suited towards becoming a striker.

While she was still trying to figure out what that meant, the judge bowed out of their conversation, and went to speak to one of the twelve winners and her father.

A father who Thea immediately recognized as the high priest of a powerful healing god, one who could make sure pregnancies and births went without any problems— if you could afford their blessings. Great-grandfather and his current wife had gotten the god’s blessings for many of their children, though no one else in the family could.

It didn’t take much work to figure out that all the other winners had equally powerful connections. One was the son of a fabulously wealthy merchant, another the daughter of a Living God who could bestow the power to walk safely through fire, and a third the grandson of a Pillar capable of dueling Ascendants. Each and every one of the winners were skilled competitors, yes, but they also had powerful family connections.

Thea missed her stop in the crawler tunnel on the way home, and didn’t bother getting off at the next stop. She just rode the beast for a solid hour, until it looped around completely to her stop again. She rather empathized with it in that moment— doomed to live a life where it just scuttled in a single great circle every day, never deviating nor changing from its route, only pausing to be fed or to sleep.

Great-grandfather and the rest of the family were disappointed when she came home a failure, but it didn’t threaten her role as the heir apparent. Thirteenth in the regional trials was still a magnificent showing, after all, and it would surely look wonderful on applications to other divisions of the Wall Guard.

When Thea spoke of what she’d realized of the winners’ families, angry at the unfairness of it all, great-grandfather had ordered her to be silent, to not even imply corruption among the Wall Guard. They were the guardians of the greatest city in the world. They were the line that stood between Cambrias and chaos.

That moment would be a bitter irony for her later, as she realized how openly corruption was accepted by most people outside her family.

Great-grandfather’s voice had grown soft then, and he’d commiserated with her loss. He knew how disappointing it had to be for her, but she shouldn’t make excuses for herself.

Thea knew she should have accepted his olive branch, knew that acceptance was the wiser path here.

She didn’t choose the wiser path. Thea refused to back down, kept arguing with her great-grandfather, insisted that she should have won. Finally, when she started listing out the family connections of each of the winners, rather than listen to what she had to say, great-grandfather stormed out.

She’d just screamed, grabbed a history book off a nearby table, and thrown it against the wall before storming out of her great-grandfather’s parlor.

As she left the room, three loose pages fluttered to the floor, to rest beside the book they’d been torn free of.

That was the end of Thea’s time as heir apparent, and the last time she spoke to her great-grandfather.

It was no great loss to him. He had hundreds of descendants, and judging by the glacially slow rate of his aging, even by Wall Guard standards, he at least had a half-century of life left. At least.

He’d had heirs that hadn’t worked out before, and it was no great bother for him to find another. She wasn’t banished, wasn’t cast out, but where once she’d been offered respect, and much older family members curried her favor… within days, the most Thea got was pitying looks in her family’s halls.

And she was left without any of her family’s influence when she started hunting for a position with the Wall Guard.

And without that influence, every application she submitted was turned down.

No matter how many times Thea did what was expected, took the right path, she just found that path closed off by those who had come before. Found all the promotions already filled by those older than her, found all the opportunities taken by greater families, by wealthier scions.

In the end, it came down to one simple cause: geography.

Cambrias’ wall might be struggling past the barriers that had constrained its growth the past few decades, might be slowly pushing past them, but its growth had still stalled. Without that constant, endless expansion, so many of the opportunities that young guards depended on, new positions opening at the edge of the city, simply hadn’t appeared.

And Thea’s family refused to acknowledge that. They were convinced that the fault lay not with the city, lay not with systemic problems beyond Thea’s grasp, but with some failing of her own— of will, or duty.

In the end, she finally got a handful of job offers. Dead-end clerking positions in old archives. Night-watch positions as a stair guard, controlling which groundlings got to come up from the ground below— or even less respected, a gate guard controlling passage between the closes. A minor shipping inspector position at the river that flowed under a wall segment just a couple miles from her home.

And, least respectable of all, a position as a mimic exterminator.

In the end, she took that last position for two reasons.

The first reason was because it was her only job offer that would take her far away from her family, hundreds of wall segments south. She wouldn’t have to deal with their pity or their disappointment, wouldn’t have to deal with the weekly fights with her parents.

The second reason was a lot simpler. She took the job because it would piss off her family.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The Underways

Thea and Aven didn’t risk venturing onto the streets again— instead, they descended down to the underlevels via the clothing shop’s trapdoor.

First, they had to clear several crates of unsorted clothes off the top of the trapdoor— it was clear the shop seldom sent or received shipments through the tunnels.

“How did you know this was here?” Aven asked as Thea levered the trapdoor open on creaky hinges.

“Pretty much every building atop the wall has at least one trapdoor down,” Thea said distractedly. “That is, if they don’t have basements of their own.”

Thea frowned as she stared down the open hole. Just a narrow little ladder leading to a narrow little access corridor.

She noted that wide swaths of the ladder had somewhat unusual rust patterns and smiled to herself before climbing down.

“Close the trapdoor behind you,” Thea called up as she stepped back from the ladder.

She ignored the old lantern hanging on the wall, and instead grabbed a ceramic rod out of one of her belt pouches. Copper wire had been twined around one end, while pink-dyed leather had been wrapped around the other to form a handle.

Thea vaguely wondered how many years it had been since that lantern had been used— or would decades be a better metric? Light gods were more and more common every year— there were at least a dozen gods offering affordable light boons and blessings within a half hour’s walk from here.

In other parts of the cities, various light gods were growing powerful enough that Cambrias’ church was considering them as candidates to become the light god of the entire city— which, of course, would probably go as disastrously as the vast majority of such attempts.

Thea’s little glowing rod wasn’t from any of the major light gods. No, it was a relic of Rosiri, the Coppersmith’s Friend, a minor tinker’s god with maybe a dozen serious worshipers, who made most of their modest income as a religion from the sales of these relics— or cheaper blessed versions holding a limited number of single use blessings of the same gift.

She breathed soulstuff into the little ceramic rod, and the blessed object responded with heat. By the time Aven closed the trapdoor, which audibly relocked itself, the copper wire had already started to glow. By the time Aven joined Thea on the ground, the wire was providing nearly as much light as an actual lantern would have. It wasn’t as hot as copper should be to glow, but still hot enough to burn yourself on.

Wasn’t the best solution for light, but definitely one of the cheaper options.

She couldn’t help but notice that Aven looked distinctly uncomfortable down here. Not uncommon, lots of folks struggled with the close confines, so she decided a distraction was in order.

Thea pulled one of the longer tuning forks off her bandolier and handed it to Aven. “Hit the ladder with this a couple of times,” she said.

Aven gave her a dubious look, but did so.

And then she yelped and jumped backward as the ladder erupted with little mimics, wildly flailing tendrils, membranes, eye-stalks, and bone lattices.

Thea chuckled and took back the tuning fork. An appropriate minor revenge for the ridiculous hat.

“They’re harmless, close relatives of treebark mimics.”

Aven shook her head, her antlers coming close to smacking against the stone walls. “Really have mimics everywhere in this city, don’t you? Doesn’t say much for you exterminators.”

Thea turned around in the cramped quarters and started walking towards the underways, holding the ceramic rod off to one side of her head. “The only places on this whole moon that aren’t filled with mimics are blasted wastelands or… well, a different sort of blasted wasteland.”

“What’s the difference?” Aven asked behind her.

“One has no mimics because it’s so dead, the other is so dead because it lost its mimics,” Thea replied, then steered the conversation to less depressing arenas. “Anyhow, the job of mimic exterminators isn’t so much to eliminate mimics as it is to make sure the local mimic ecosystem is healthy, balanced, and doesn’t contain any mimics that want to chew on humans.”

“There was a hunter in my home village who got eaten by a boulder mimic when my grandmother was little,” Aven commented.

Thea nodded at her. “It’s our job to prevent any stories like that from occurring on the Wall.”

“How successful are you?”

Thea grinned back at her. “Across the entirety of the Wall? We average less than thirteen deaths a year, and many of those are mimic exterminators in the line of duty. Barring the occasional year with… extraordinary incidents, but there haven’t been any of those in decades.”

Then she sighed. “Of course, if we were less successful, people would probably recognize mimic population management as more important than they do, and respect us more.”

Aven snorted at that, but before she could ask more questions, the two of them were out of the narrow access corridor and out into the light of the underway.

There were at least a dozen different light blessings that had been applied throughout the underway nearby, so Thea stopped breathing soulstuff into Rosiri’s relic.

This underway was smaller than the big supply road running through the wall segment, but that was the next level down, where Cambrias’ blessing started to weaken. This was a regular access road, one interrupted here and there with basements.

There wasn’t any of the usual hustle and bustle of the underways right now— the countless freight wagons were all motionless, both the godgift-propelled ones and the slower ones hauled by blind oxen. The scattered underway shops, food stalls, and pubs in between the service corridors— usually built into the basements of homes— were all shuttered and barred.

The reason why all the carts were parked was obvious— a small regiment of Wall Guardsmen were battling escaped prisoners down towards the site of Faneras’ death, blocking traffic.

Many of the wagons had clearly tried to turn around, but the disorganized fashion they’d tried to flee had caused a massive traffic snarl spanning the entire underway. Some of the trapped wagons were unguarded, their drivers fleeing the battle in the near distance, but most of the drivers stood atop their wagons to protect their cargo with truncheons or fists.

Several of them shot Thea and Aven suspicious looks, hefting various improvised weapons, but Thea just gave them calm nods, then set out at an even pace away from the battle.

“What’s with the oxens’ eyes?” Aven asked, giving one of the beasts of burden an uncomfortable look as she passed.

“They’re all blinded as calves, to make them more comfortable down here in the underways,” Thea replied. “They spend their entire lives down here.”

“That seems really cruel,” Aven commented.

“The blinding, or imprisoning them in the underways?” Thea asked.

“Both.”

Thea shrugged. “I don’t disagree, but there’s not enough god-propelled carts to take over for them all.”

They walked in silence after that, staying on the narrow walkway to the side of the underway as much as they could. They frequently had to walk between the jammed carts, though, because much of the walkway was filled with trash due for pickup, delivery orders that hadn’t been carried up above yet, and even a few empty carts parked half on the walkway, half in the underway.

Thea almost preferred walking on the underway proper— the flagstones on the walkway were really small, which meant she needed to take much more care to avoid stepping on the cracks, and Seno’s counting went that much faster.

Every now and then, a squad of Wall Guards would rush past them through the traffic jam, heading for the battle, but they seldom gave Thea and Aven more than a glance.

“People see what they expect to see,” Thea muttered.

Finally, they passed a group of wrecked carts and arguing drivers and reached a major underway intersection, where the wall segment connected with two others.

One of those, the larger and busier one, continued a bit to the right— the major cargo road below them went that direction. The other underway, a sharp turn to the left, sloped gently down towards a standard wall segment— a sign of good planning, for once. There were more than a few intersections like this where the connecting ramps were dangerously steep.

Thea only took a moment to consider, then headed downhill.

“Shouldn’t we stay on the busier road to avoid attention?” Aven asked her.

Thea glanced back at the other woman. Despite being much more powerful than Thea, she looked distinctly nervous.

“Normally, yes, but this way takes us to neighborhoods I’m much more familiar with.”

Aven just nodded, still looking nervous.

“You doing alright?” Thea asked.

“Don’t like being underground like this,” Aven said.

“We’re not underground, we’re thirty or forty feet aboveground,” Thea pointed out.

“Yeah, but it feels like we’re in a cave, and I can’t help imagining the buildings above falling down on us. I’m tough, but I’m not that tough,” Aven said. “And I’ve had bad experiences with caves.”

Thea shook her head. “We’ll be fine, structural collapses like that are next to nonexistent in well-maintained parts of the Wall like this, and this area is especially well-built.”

“Prefer it if they were entirely nonexistent,” Aven muttered, but visibly relaxed.

It wasn’t long before the confusion and alarm around the battle faded, and they found themselves back in regular traffic once more. It was one of the many advantages of the Wall over normal cities— riots and such could be contained much more easily, whether they were on a wall segment or down in the closes. Riot down on the ground? Close off any stairs up to the Wall or gates between closes, and then the groundlings are free to rage until they’ve exhausted themselves and start running out of food and water. Riot on a wall segment? Close off either end, then slowly close in on the rioters.

Well, the city’s construction was an advantage if you were part of law enforcement, not so much if you were a rioter. Everyone who mattered on the Wall was law enforcement, though.

Aven eyed a group of passing Wall Guards cautiously. “Think many of the prisoners and gangsters escaped?”

Thea nodded. “Oh, no doubt. I’m sure a few took routes like we did, or just escaped before the guard could close in. They’re going to recapture the bulk of them, though.”

“Not before the word about us spreads, though,” Aven said.

Thea shook her head. “Not a chance. At least they don’t have good descriptions of us.”

Aven snorted. “He knows what my fist looks like pretty well, I’d say.”

Thea cracked a grin at that one.

“So… what exactly’s up with the antlers?” Thea asked. “I’ve met tons of people whose bodies have been modified by godgifts before, but… those are unusually realistic looking.”

Aven reached up and grabbed an antler in each hand, resting them there. “It’s because they’re actual antlers. Some kinda deer or other you don’t find around here. They even grow back if they get broken off. Another one of Amena’s boons.”

“How many does she offer you?” Thea asked.

Aven shrugged. “Hard to say. Maybe a dozen, maybe just one.”

Thea gave her a baffled look. “How can you possibly not tell how many gifts a god has given you? That’s like not being able to count your own limbs.”

Aven smiled at her. “What can I say? Amena’s not your ordinary goddess.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Thea asked.

“Amena’s an alien god, that’s what,” Aven said.

Thea just groaned.

The criminal Saint was going to be even more trouble than she’d expected.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Flashback: The Rise and Fall of Noriach

Later in life, Aven would look back in deep amusement at her first reaction to the small city of Noriach.

Noriach only had a population of maybe thirty thousand souls, but to a girl like Aven, who’d lived in one tiny village her whole life, it held more people than she’d ever imagined.

The city, despite its small size, was badly overcrowded with workers and refugees from the lumber trade. Aven’s grandmother eventually found them a place, but it was no more than a curtained-off corner of a warehouse packed with other refugees like them, all of them using a shared latrine out back— which had to be emptied with shovels every couple of weeks, the contents transported by bucket then cart to one of Noriach’s composting pits.

There were more than a few fights caused by accusations that one adult or another living in the tenement was shirking that particular duty. It escaped none of their attention, of course, that the payments from the waste carts went to their landlord, not to them, but there wasn’t anyone they could appeal to that would listen. Certainly the gods of the composting pits didn’t care— they paid the owners of the waste cart monopoly in blessings and boons. Said cart owners also sold the blessed soil the pits produced, which could be used to grow nearly any plant in perfect health, and mostly got shipped to Cambrias’ Wall alongside the lumber. They sunk much of their returns into prayer drudges for the pit gods, and a much smaller amount into paying the waste-cart drivers— not a wage, but a bounty per ton of waste. The waste-cart drivers, in turn, were encouraged by the owners to compete with each other, offering bribes to locals to steal business from one another.

The big tenement landlords, of course, ended up receiving the vast majority of the waste bounties. It was no coincidence that those same landlords also tended to number among the owners of the composting pits.

Newly eleven-year-old Aven understood almost none of this. What she did understand was that her new home was loud, overcrowded, and stank, and so she spent as little time there as possible.

Her grandmother found work as a prayer drudge almost immediately— the whole profession was dominated by the elderly. They tended to have much more powerful souls than the young, just from daily prayers over a long life.

Aven could tell something was wrong, though— her grandmother wasn’t getting paid like she should. The locals blamed the refugees, saying they’d made prayers too cheap.

None of the refugees missed the fact that the wealthy temples and merchants paying the prayer drudges and getting the godgifts from their labor were the loudest to blame the refugees.

Still, her grandmother made enough for them to live off, and even to put Aven into school for a few hours in the mornings. She took special care to ensure that, along with the usual topics, Aven was taught to read and speak the language of the Wall, a decision of significant foresight. She even started putting aside money with one of the local temple banks to save for Aven’s body-reshaping blessings when she got older.

The worried look never seemed to leave her grandmother’s eyes, though.

Aven’s mornings at school were deathly boring, but over quickly enough. Just a few short hours of reading, arithmetic, and theology lessons, and then she was out the door to spend her afternoons on the streets.

She found plenty of friends among the other refugee children, and frequently stayed out playing on the streets with them until dark, when she went home to eat from the communal kitchen in the warehouse they lived in. They played all sorts of complex, ridiculous games on the busy streets, with ever more elaborate rules made up on the spot— and also just chased each other laughing through the cart traffic without any goal in mind.

By and large, the refugee children and the locals didn’t mix much— and when they did, it often devolved into fights. The local children quickly picked up on their parents’ growing resentments, and began blaming the refugee children for issues they didn’t even fully understand.

Aven, though, ended up as something of a go-between. Noriach had long been a destination for those whose bodies didn’t match their souls, and the city had long prided itself for that. Most decent-sized cities had a few dozen gods with body-reshaping blessings, but Noriach had hundreds, despite its small size. It was, along with the composting gods, one of the three best-known theological traits of the city.

So even though she was a refugee too, the local children viewed her presence— and that of the other refugee children whose souls didn’t quite match their bodies— as somehow more legitimate than that of the other refugees. Because of that, Aven and the other children like her ended up filling a weird in-between role between the two groups, and her presence was usually enough to keep fighting to a minimum.

Aven was an especially good peacekeeper, not least because she’d immediately punch anyone, refugee or local, who started trouble. Including, on one memorable occasion, herself. She hit herself hard enough for a black eye, too, which only increased her respect among both groups.

Even on a single prayer drudge’s meager salary, Aven’s grandmother should have been able to afford Aven’s body-reshaping blessings by the time she was thirteen. Unfortunately for Aven, there was quite a bit of overlap between the body-reshaping gods and the third major theological trait of Noriach.

On death, the citizens of Noriach tended to birth object gods at ridiculously high rates.

Object gods were usually the rarest of the three major god types— most gods preferred to inhabit people or places. Noriach’s culture of respect for craft and tools, their higher-than-usual number of crafters, and even their local slang all contributed to an environment where nearly half of all gods born in the city were object gods, leading to an astonishing variety of reliquaries.

And object gods were by far the easiest for a city to lose.

Oh, Cambrias’ merchants and ambassadors didn’t steal any, nor coerce the city in any way. No— they simply relied on greed to buy up reliquary after reliquary. When silver and drudge-prayer weren’t enough, they even offered places atop the wall, and positions in the Wall Guard.

The oligarchs of the composting pits, craving the unnatural long life their wealth couldn’t gain them, rapidly complied, and began tightening the screws on their economic apparatus. They bought up every reliquary on the market, carefully collaborating to avoid bidding wars.

Many grumbled, but no one protested too loudly.

Then the screws tightened further. Rents went up drastically on homes and businesses with especially useful reliquaries. Temple high priests found themselves with invitations to join the oligarchs on so-called “embassies” to the Wall— embassies that carried the temple’s reliquaries with them, never to return. A few of the more ruthless oligarchs even resorted to sending teams of armed bullies to seize reliquaries as debt repayment— whether that debt was real or not.

By the time of Aven’s thirteenth birthday, there were no longer enough body-reshaping gods in Noriach to go around, and the price had risen higher than her grandmother could afford.

Which was probably the biggest reason her grandmother joined the uprising.

Aven, or for that matter most of Noriach’s residents, didn’t know it, but Cambrias’ priesthood and the merchants of the Wall had a well-defined set of strategies for destabilizing groundling movements among their trade partners.

Provide economic and theologic incentives for the wealthy to turn against their groundlings.

Slowly degrade the material conditions of the groundlings while making them ever more reliant on the very economic system hurting them, through a mix of steadily increasing prices, disincentivizing subsistence craft, increasing worker specialization, and a few other tactics.

And then find a convenient group to use as a scapegoat.

Sometimes the worshipers of a pantheon that demanded unusual rituals. Occasionally the Giftless, those rare, strange cults that refused all godgifts, providing their prayers to gods with no expectation of return. Immigrants who looked or spoke a bit different than other residents of a city.

The absolute favorite scapegoat for Cambrias’ priesthood, though?

Refugees.

There was no one easier to blame for a crisis than a refugee. They seldom shared strong social ties with the rest of the population, usually arrived close to the beginning of the crisis, and had few resources to protect themselves.

Aven would never read any of the reports Cambrias’ priesthood would write about the Noriach Crisis, but tens of thousands of pages were written trying to explain what had gone wrong, why their strategies had failed to prevent a groundling uprising that united the refugees and locals. Uprisings were fine so long as it was the scapegoat group being targeted, but Noriach’s uprising was nothing of the sort.

There were, of course, the usual fear-mongering claims that the Crown Breakers had been meddling on Ishveos, but they hadn’t been active in this region of the multiverse for decades— and even powerful multiversal factions hesitated before meddling on an independent world as powerful as Ishveos. Besides, there was no actual evidence of the Crown Breakers.

One of the prevailing explanations pointed to the unusual object theology of Noriach. The Wall’s zone of influence had never absorbed a city with such disproportionate numbers of object gods before, and perhaps they’d stripped the city of its reliquaries too quickly, had enraged the population beyond expectations.

The second of the two most popular explanations leaned on the body-reshaping traditions of the city, which, though common enough across Ishveos, took on a special historical significance in Noriach. There were hundreds of children with soul-body mismatches like Aven present in Noriach during the Wall’s economic takeover, and the majority found themselves without access to the body-reshaping blessings they needed.

If the researcher priests had ever bothered asking the survivors of the Noriach Crisis, they could have saved themselves months of debate, because any one of them would have told them it was both of the two major explanations. The researchers never bothered asking any of the survivors, of course— nor did they ever imagine the third important factor.

The rich and powerful never do seem to learn that the poor and powerless have choice and agency of their own. The groundlings of Noriach, refugee, local, and small god alike, united because they chose to.

And Aven and her grandmother were right in the middle of it.

Aven hadn’t expected the uprising at all. Like so many clever but jaded thirteen-year-olds, she’d assumed that the problems that seemed so obvious to her and her friends were invisible to the adults around her, that nothing would ever be done to deal with them.

So while she might have been surprised by the riots, she gladly joined in the crowds that tore down the offices of the absentee oligarchs, that opened up the composting pits to anyone who wished to make deliveries, that liberated crate after crate of reliquaries waiting to be shipped to the Wall along with the next lumber caravan. Aven wasn’t on the front lines, but she ran along rooftops, pelting the underpaid guards and toadies of the oligarchs with broken bricks.

Her grandmother was there the whole time, coordinating teams of those with healing boons, blessings, and relics to tend to injured rioters. And once the oligarch’s guards had been driven out, Aven’s grandmother became the prayer drudges’ representative on the new Worker’s Council.

Noriach only had two Divines— the Avatar of a stargazing god and the local Pillar, the last of the oligarchs still in the city.

The Avatar didn’t care one way or another who ruled the city, so long as her observatory was left alone and her stargazing wasn’t disturbed. When she’d still been human, before she and her goddess had merged their souls into a single, far greater being, she had been from an oligarch family. But, as was sometimes the case, the new personality of the Avatar had little interest in her old friends and family. A few people tried appealing to her to intervene in the revolution on one side or another— the less annoying ones were forcibly ejected from the observatory. The worse ones, well… wouldn’t bother anyone again.

The oligarch Pillar, meanwhile, found himself wrapped up in not one, but two revolutions. Many of his own indwelling gods rose up in revolution, and more than two-thirds of the place gods offering him godgifts rose up as well. They couldn’t take back their gifts, but their shouting and collective commandments were enough to slow, distract, and weaken him. He still killed more revolutionaries than the rest of the oligarchs’ forces combined, but he did eventually fall.

And, just like that, the city belonged to the revolution.

Those were a heady few months for the people and gods of Noriach. They turned the empty mansions of the oligarchs into apartments and began building new, high-quality tenements on the edge of the city, all to take the pressure off the refugees. They renamed the streets, each after a different profession, instead of by the family names of the oligarchs. They even forced out a few of the nastier gods of Noriach— ones that had been beneficial to the oligarchs, but had demanded painful, humiliating, or even bloody rituals and sacrifices of the people of Noriach. They threw reliquaries in the river to be carried out to sea, they tore apart shrines brick by brick, drove hosts out of the city, and in one noteworthy case, ripped up an entire street and replaced it with a small park, to drive out an especially demanding toll god. Better not to have a street than to have to pay the soul-straining prayer tolls and perform ritual cutting the god’s priests had demanded for passage. It might have been the fastest way across the north of the city, but hardly anyone used it anyhow, unless driven to by the demands of the oligarchs.

Many of the priests and hosts of those nastier gods tried to stop their gods from being driven out— the place gods, notably, would be entirely unable to accept prayers away from their homes, and would inevitably starve. Many priests whose gods dwelled in reliquaries willingly took their gods from the city. A surprising amount turned against their gods and joined the revolutionaries.

There was some infighting about how far to go— a sizeable faction of revolutionaries wanted to drive out not just the nastier gods, but even gods whose demands were merely inconvenient and annoying. The majority, however, weren’t willing to condemn gods to starvation merely for being a bit difficult— because this wasn’t just a revolution of people, but of gods as well, small gods sick of being treated like mere theonomic engines of progress.

Aven found herself swept up in the revolution, eagerly joining volunteer work crews repairing neglected tenements and public works. Her grandmother was incredibly busy, but she somehow managed to help organize a rota for children in need of body-reshaping blessings. Huge numbers of the reliquaries carrying those gods had been lost to the Wall, but there were enough left that, if the blessings and boons were carefully rationed only to those children, and the whole city came together to feed prayers to those gods, all the children who needed body-reshaping could get it.

Aven had only received two of the dozens of blessings she needed when the absentee oligarchs on the Wall finally responded to the revolution.

Cambrias’ priesthood might not have predicted Noriach’s revolution, but it knew exactly how to react to it. Noriach was hardly the first city to throw off the yoke of the Wall’s puppets, after all. There was a simple, straightforward plan for dealing with revolutions.

With violence. Extreme, uncompromising violence.

A huge mercenary army, hired by the absentee oligarchs, marched on Noriach, led by a few of the Wall’s elite strike teams. The latter had also supposedly been hired by the oligarchs, but the prices they paid were more in line with loaves of bread than the services of lethally dangerous Saints.

Cambrias’ priesthood and the Wall Guard— not that there was a difference between the two— wanted plausible deniability that this was their military action, but their definition of plausible was thin indeed.

The revolutionaries put up a spirited defense, holding the barricades for almost a week, but the massive sabotage campaign the elite strike teams carried out behind revolutionary lines were what eventually broke the defense.

And then Noriach transformed from a city into incoherent fire and blood.

Ancient philosophers had predicted an end to war someday, due to the very nature of godhood. Every war produced gods dedicated towards vengeance and peace, and a belligerent state would eventually give rise to enough vengeful gods that they would be destroyed.

They were right that many states brought about their own destruction that way. They were wrong that this would be sufficient incentive to prevent war.

And they could never have predicted the Wall.

The Wall didn’t seek plausible deniability because they feared other states— they were, unquestionably, the mightiest nation on Ishveos. Oh, they wouldn’t pick a fight with the Necropolis, the city lurking at the East Pole— they weren’t that foolish— but it was hard to call it a normal nation. The residents of the East Pole stayed strictly neutral.

For now, at least.

No, the Wall sought plausible deniability so that any vengeful gods born were more likely to seek that vengeance against their puppets— in this case, the absentee oligarchs.

And even then, vengeful gods were surprisingly rare. Most people who died by violence gave birth to gods whose gifts were of protection or escape, not battle.

On a purely theonomic level, brutally crushing the revolution made sense. The invasion was decided by accountants tallying prayers and godgifts, not by generals. There would be vengeful gods born, but most would be fixated on the hated, familiar figures of the oligarchs.

Noriach’s unusual number of reliquaries only made things easier for the Wall. Vengeful gods residing in reliquaries were easy to starve to death— just lock them in a vault for a century or three, and they would eventually dissolve into the Firmament. You couldn’t simply smash the reliquary, for that would allow the god to find a new one, but if you did… it wasn’t that much of a problem, because changing reliquaries did weaken gods significantly.

The Wall Guard had developed countless procedures for minimizing the birth of enemy gods, for imprisoning and starving them, for maintaining their own security.

Aven’s memories of the scourging of Noriach were patchy and broken. Corpses lying in the streets, tenements burning, mercenaries tearing apart shrines with terrifying blessings from war gods.

She remembered her grandmother dying clearly, though.

She remembered the goddess born from her grandmother possessing her, urging her to flee the violence. Remembered the goddess giving her a blessing of stealth and concealment that let her escape the city entirely, into the hills.

The goddess wasn’t her grandmother, and Aven knew it, but she couldn’t help but obey the goddess just like she would have her grandmother. Which was poorly, most of the time, but Aven had never been one to be difficult during an emergency.

And when Aven was well free of the mercenary patrols, and the goddess was convinced she was safe?

That goddess dissolved back into the Firmament, her Purpose fulfilled.

Most gods lacked such a clear purpose, but the goddess her grandmother’s death spawned absolutely did— help Aven escape Noriach. And the conclusion of that task meant the goddess’ death.

Aven still clearly remembered the contentment she felt from the goddess as it died.

Leaving her alone in the wilderness.

She’d never even learned the goddess’s name.


CHAPTER NINE

Powerful Gifts

Thea and Aven realized their problems were worse than they thought when they spotted guardsmen hassling several carters in the street.

“Move!” Thea hissed, and dragged Aven into a loading corridor off the side of the underway.

Each and every one of the carters in question had something unusual about their heads. One had horns, another had braids that floated above his head as though gravity didn’t affect them, and a third had a tiny, gnarled little tree wrapping its roots around their head like a hat.

Guardsmen looking for them wouldn’t have been surprising— Thea had been given her mission by a Wall Guard Saint, after all.

Guardsmen looking for people that specifically matched the vague description of Aven that Faneras’ Saint had offered, though, could only have gotten that description from the enemy Saint’s forces.

Maybe they’d arrested some of the gangsters and gotten the intel from them, but odds were that they were on the gang’s payroll instead. There was no shortage of corruption atop the Wall.

The two fugitives didn’t speak until they’d crept all the way down the loading corridor and stood by the ladder up to some shop or tenement above.

“They were definitely after me,” Aven said quietly.

Thea nodded. “No question.”

“I think I might be more of a risk than an asset to you right now,” Aven said.

Thea shook her head. “I have gods know how many Saints hunting this tablet right now. I’m not powerful enough to handle them myself.”

“So we make you more powerful,” Aven said.

Thea gave her a flat look. “And how are we supposed to do that? Does your alien goddess have enough strength lying around to just offer a blessing?”

“Yes,” Aven said flatly. “A boon, as a matter of fact.”

Thea blinked in surprise. Most people accumulated a handful of boons in their lives, but a proper combat boon was worth more in prayer or long-interval coin than many houses.

“What crime did you really commit?” Thea finally asked. “Nobody offers a combat boon so easy.”

Aven rolled her eyes. “I told you, I’m dealing with a couple centuries worth of charges my sisters accumulated— the Guardsman who processed my arrest was an obnoxiously dedicated researcher. But that’s not the main reason I’m doing this.”

“Why, then?” Thea demanded.

“Because Amena is a goddess of adventure,” Aven said. “She made me a Saint and rebuilt my body, but in return, I have to offer her ever-bolder adventures. I have to keep her entertained if I want to remain her host, and I’m already pushing towards the limit of how long any of my sisters have hosted Amena for.”

Thea cocked her head in realization. “It’s not really about the charges against you at all, is it? It’s about the tablet.”

Aven nodded. “You have a terrifying, god-slaying clay tablet, the like I’ve never even heard of before. Every halfway-ambitious criminal, Guard Commander, and Divine will go after it for one reason or another. Amena is entirely focused on our little adventure, and I haven’t felt even a hint of boredom from her since the prison break. I’ve got more than enough prayer saved up with Amena to afford to give you a boon, and the stronger you are, the better the odds this adventure goes well.”

Thea just nodded. Suddenly a lot about Aven made more sense.

“What’s the cost of Amena’s boons?” Thea asked. “Boons from alien gods always have a price beyond normal boons. They take more soulstuff, or require years of practice and training, or require you to pluck your own eye out, or something even weirder.”

In Thea’s Advanced Theology classes when she was young, she’d heard quite a few horror stories about alien gods, who were all born from immigrants to Ishveos— magic users from moons and worlds in entirely different universes, carrying bizarre, godless magics. Once they lived on Ishveos long enough, their souls gained the ability to birth gods, just like Ishveans, and those gods tended to carry distorted copies of their alien magics.

Aven shook her head. “Nothing like that. They just hurt to get.”

“How bad?”

Aven gave her a flat look. “Real bad. Depending what you get from her, anywhere from minutes to hours of pain like getting stabbed.”

Inside her soul, Seno paused his contemplations of the nearby flagstones to send her a concerned note. Thea sent the little god reassurance back, then sighed.

“Pain I can handle, but we’ll need to do it somewhere more private than here.”

Aven glanced back down the corridor towards the underway. “I can cut off my antlers if need be. Be really messy, and they’ll grow back in a few hours, but…”

“No need,” Thea said.

She opened a pouch on her bandolier below her tuning forks and pulled out a chisel-like tool. Thea took a few steps down the corridor, held her breath, and jammed the tool in along the edge of a particularly large flagstone, then levered the whole thing up, revealing another ladder down. She heard a faint puffing noise as the blessing on the concealed manhole cover snapped, letting air roll up. The blessing would heal once the cover was sealed again, but for now…

Aven reeled back at the stench, and Thea snorted in amusement.

“Welcome to the sewers,” she said. “Where I have the dubious pleasure of working at least twice a week.”

Getting into the sewers proved slightly more complicated than usual, since Aven had to carefully angle her head to fit her antlers into the manhole, which led to them getting caught on the ladder. She probably could have freed herself on her own, but in the interests of haste and stealth Thea helped her untangle herself.

The sewers were shaped like nothing so much as staircases, each descending layer narrower than the one above it. The… fluid level in the sewer was fairly high today, so the two of them kept to the highest of the layers.

Thea led the way through the sewers as quickly as she could, until they reached an uphill branching of the narrow stone tunnels. No liquids ran down that channel— it was a stormwater drain, not a proper sewer.

After a couple turns in the storm drain, the smell from the sewers receded drastically.

“Why isn’t the sewer system underground?” Aven asked.

“In some regions of the city it is, but not for about fifty leagues in any direction from here. Something about the wrong type of bedrock, it would contaminate the groundwater,” Thea answered. “Cambrias’ priesthood is always trying to standardize the insides of wall segments, but there’s always some complication or other like this.”

She gave the tunnel a quick once-over, stepping away from a slightly sickly mimic disguising itself as lichen on one wall. Unhealthy mimics were much more likely to bite.

“This should do,” Thea said, sitting down on the narrow walkway, feet dangling into the central channel. “So what sorts of boons does Amena have to offer, exactly?”

“Mostly body enhancement and reshaping,” Aven said. “Pretty much whatever you want enhancement-wise, but if you want reshaping, you’re gonna end up looking a lot like me. And Amena can pull off quite a few different enhancements as well. Do you have the boons you’d need for muscle enhancements?”

Thea shook her head. Muscle enhancement was dangerous— if various other body systems weren’t enhanced first to compensate, theologically-enhanced muscles almost always resulted in severe injury.

The powers offered by alien gods were notoriously valuable, but Thea had never heard of a god offering gifts quite this flexible.

She was immediately tempted to request enhancement of her tendons and cartilage, for future muscle enhancement purposes, but that wouldn’t offer her any immediate benefits— and right now, Thea couldn’t afford to prioritize her long-term growth. She needed more power now.

Making her bones stronger would be a significant defensive measure— but still considerably less effective than ordinary armor.

She considered her lungs— could Amena increase how much air they could hold? How long she could hold her breath? More powerful lungs could allow her to run faster and farther, and right now, improving her ability to flee powerful foes sounded like a great idea to Thea.

“Said you had a boon that let you track trajectories?” Aven asked.

Thea nodded.

“Why not have Amena speed up your reflexes?” Aven asked.

“She can do cognitive enhancements?” Thea demanded, shocked.

A god that offered both physical and cognitive enhancements was rare to the point of absurdity.

“Just your reflexes,” Aven said. “And it’s not by a huge amount or anything.”

“I’ll take it,” Thea said. “It’ll mesh perfectly with my trajectory boon. Even slightly faster reaction times are going to make me disproportionately more dangerous.”

Aven shrugged, then pulled a handkerchief out of a pocket and began rolling it up.

“How much prayer is this costing you?” Thea asked.

“Few weeks, maybe a month’s worth,” Aven said. “And not a particularly dedicated month, either.”

Thea shook her head. Saints could metabolize so much more raw magic from the Firmament than layfolks— a boon cost most people at least a year’s worth of prayer, and that was for a cheap non-combat boon. So many people focused on a Saint’s ability to draw on their own soulstuff to help fuel their bodies, but the greater impact of their prayers was much more important, in Thea’s opinion. The more power you had, the easier it was to gain power.

“Thank you,” Thea said. “This is well beyond any expected degree of aid.”

“Don’t mention it,” Aven said. “Well, no, actually do mention it to your superiors, to help get the charges dismissed.”

Thea nodded. “I fully intend to put every effort into aiding you.”

Aven smiled, and handed her the rolled-up handkerchief. “You’re going to want to lay down and bite down on this. This is one of the more painful boons Amena offers. Thankfully, should be over in a few minutes.”

“You’re really bad at comforting people,” Thea said, eying the handkerchief suspiciously.

“Don’t worry, it’s clean,” Aven said. “I got it from the clothing store.”

“You mean I bought it for you,” Thea muttered, but accepted the handkerchief.

She took a few moments to get situated comfortably on the stone walkway, using her new leather duster as a pillow.

“Mmmph,” she told Aven through the handkerchief, and gave her a thumbs up.

Aven didn’t say anything, just reached out with a finger and gently touched Thea in the center of her forehead.

Thea felt the goddess Amena brush against her soul, filled with amusement. In that moment, she understood precisely what the goddess felt was funny about the situation, but not in a way that she’d be able to explain later, even to herself.

<My host would have me grant you a boon. Faster reflexes, is it?>

Thea passed her assent through her soul to the goddess— without which, godgifts could not be given— and the goddess immediately planted her boon and withdrew.

Thea felt the boon settle into her soul, and for two heartbeats, nothing happened.

On the third heartbeat, Thea’s entire nervous system erupted in pain all at once.

Later, Thea would reflect that the pain felt more like being set on fire than it did being stabbed.

For the timeless stretch that she lay writhing on the stone floor, of course, she wasn’t trying to describe her pain, just endure it.

And then, just as quickly as it had begun, the pain stopped. Thea was sweaty, limp, and tired, but aside from a few brief tingles, the pain was completely gone.

“Well, that was fast,” Aven said. “You were only out for a couple of hours.”

Thea spat out the now-soaked handkerchief and glared at Aven. “Bite me.”

Aven smiled and patted Thea’s shoulder. “You’re not my type, sorry.”

Thea made a rude gesture at Aven. Or, at least, she tried to— instead, her hand flew up much faster than expected and smacked her in the face.

Aven chuckled. “Yeah, that’ll happen. Give it another minute or two for your soul to adjust to the boon.”

Thea let herself relax and catch her breath for a couple of minutes before slowly sitting up. She sent reassurance to Seno, who was hovering worriedly in her soul.

The god in the clay tablet was watching her inscrutably, but the instant he noticed her attention, his reliquary closed itself to her senses once more.

She… didn’t feel that much different, really. There definitely was a difference, it just wasn’t something she could easily put into words.

Aven picked up the spit-soaked handkerchief by one corner. “Gross. Think fast.”

Thea easily intercepted the handkerchief when Aven threw it at her. “I could have caught that even before the boon, you know.”

“You can feel the difference, though, right?” Aven asked.

“I can feel it,” Thea said. “We should get moving, though.”

“You know how to navigate us to our destination through these drains?” Aven asked.

Thea shook her head. “I can navigate through the drains and sewers if they were built according to the standard blueprint, but very few wall segments are built precisely to plan. There’s always some bit of architectural weirdness messing with things. Plus, even if we stick to the drains and not the sewers proper, our clothes are going to pick up the stink of this place before too long.”

“A fate worse than death,” Aven said.

“I can take us up to the top near the next intersection,” Thea said.

“The sooner, the better.”

Thea just nodded in agreement, and carefully climbed to her feet.

Her first few steps were a bit wobbly, but she quickly adapted to her new reflexes. Her new boon was taking on much of the burden of handling the mental processing of her new reflexes, thankfully. Not all enhancement boons did so.

Like other such boons, her body should adapt to take on more of the mental burden in time, which would in turn free up more of the boon’s power to enhance her reflexes further. It would only go so far, of course, and there would be rapidly diminishing returns, but Thea expected to grow significantly faster over the next months.

“Don’t expect this to be a regular thing,” Aven told Thea, following her through the drain tunnel.

Thea looked back. “Of course not. I’m fully aware of the magnitude of this gift.”

Aven rolled her eyes. “I’ve only known you an hour or two, and I’m already feeling like making fun of you for how stuffy and formal you get when you’re trying to be serious.”

Thea sighed heavily and turned forward again.

Her qualms about the Saint had been eased quite a bit by the boon, and by the revelation about the goddess Amena’s nature. She wondered if Amena’s need for adventure was a proper Purpose— if so, there was a strong chance it was a technically unachievable Purpose, like Cambrias’ own Purpose to guard the walls. A goddess like that, even with the painful cost of her boons, could easily become a high god, given the right backing.

Said backing was a little hard to find right now, of course— most of the biggest soul banks were leery about investing, after the Turoapt crisis.

Thea rather doubted that Amena would even want something like that, just based off her brief interaction with the goddess.

But…

The revelation about Amena’s nature did raise a new qualm.

What would happen if turning against Thea’s purpose offered a greater possibility of adventure than supporting it?


CHAPTER TEN

Flashback: Unexpected Purpose

When Thea joined the mimic exterminators, she expected to find a miserable workplace, their ranks filled with the dregs of the Wall Guard— unmotivated losers, wealthy scions whose incompetence was too much even for nepotism to surpass, and weird obsessives.

There were definitely more than a few weird obsessives in the mimic exterminators, but to her surprise, all the rest of her predictions were wrong.

Oh, their training school was old and cramped, and half the furniture was battered and patched, but the instructors and students were enthusiastic and highly motivated. Most of their families had worked among the exterminators for generations, and none of them saw any shame whatsoever in working alongside their parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, and so forth.

The reason that only half the furniture was battered was because the other half was all mimics. Some of the furniture had become so accustomed to humans that they would openly reshape their internal bone lattices or send random color patterns through the chromatophores in their membranes in the presence of people. It wasn’t uncommon for a chair you were sitting in or a desk you were working at to open one or more eyes to stare at you curiously.

There was one notorious chair that liked to lick people who sat in it— it snuck around the school at night more than any of the other mimics, so there was no telling where you’d encounter it on any given day.

Thea’s reception was far warmer than she’d expected, and far more attention was paid to her elite response trial rankings than to her family name and connections. She was hardly the first recruit to join after falling out with their family— or even the only one in her class.

The other recruits usually engaged with their material in one of two ways— either with extreme enthusiasm or extreme frustration. There really wasn’t an in-between— their subject matter was extraordinarily difficult.

Thea hovered between the two poles for longer than anyone else, drawn towards frustration by her lingering resentment at her thwarted dreams. In the end, though, her intrigue at their subject matter was a far stronger pull.

The most obvious challenge of the job was mimic detection itself. Some mimics were easy enough to detect— a mimic that found itself in the wrong environment could be pretty obvious. Skeuomorphs— mimics that copied human artifacts— had much more complicated jobs than their relatives in the wild. A roof-tile mimic that tried to hide itself on a stone counter would be much more obvious than a moss mimic that tried to hide itself on the wrong type of tree for that moss.

A mimic that hadn’t made such an obvious error was far more challenging to find, though. There wasn’t one single consistent tell or any easy giveaway that could alert you to the presence of the mimic. No, in order to detect mimics it took years of training.

You needed to study mimic anatomy, learn how mimics reshaped themselves, how they caught prey, what their defense mechanisms were. Mimics weren’t amorphous shapeshifters that could take on any form— they had very specific bodily structures that let them alter themselves. Vanishingly few mimics had more than one camoflauge form.

You needed to study mimic ecology, learn where different species preferred to anchor themselves, what their preferred diets were, how they competed with other mimic species. Some mimics liked anchoring near others of their kind but would drive others away through violence or chemical signaling. Others were communal dwellers that tolerated any and all mimics that didn’t try to anchor directly on top of them. Others were completely solitary, avoiding other mimics entirely.

You needed to study mimic life cycles— how long different species lived, how often they reproduced, how mimics chose their adult mimicry form. Different species were adapted to different sorts of mimicry, but mimics weren’t born with a specific form in mind. Some species were best at mimicking surfaces, others freestanding objects, others yet plants and complex shapes.

All of that pointed to the key challenge of mimic detection— mimic was an absurdly broad category, with thousands of known species— if species was even a meaningful category for them— and many more unknown. Mimic was about as broad of a category as plants or animals were.

None of which even touched on the insanity that was aquatic mimic studies, but the people who studied that topic were considered mad even by the standards of the mimic exterminators.

For most people, the mimic studies program would be exhaustingly difficult. For Thea, however, it was significantly easier than the course she’d set for herself as a teen. She was even able to maintain the fitness standards for elite response entry, far beyond what the mimic exterminators demanded.

Thea probably should have spent a little more time considering why, exactly, she maintained that level of fitness, but self-awareness was hardly one of her strengths in those years.

She found herself with free time again, something she’d hardly had since childhood. She developed a social life, made friends among the other exterminator trainees, and even dated a little.

At some point during her first year, she went from slowly treading her new path to sprinting down it at top speed, fully intent on becoming the absolute best exterminator she could. Thea didn’t know how to do things by half-measures. She trained harder, studied longer, and took every single field study opportunity she could.

Thea even volunteered to tend to the dollhouses. The dollhouses were precisely what they sounded like, but instead of being filled with dolls, the little wooden houses were filled with incompetent tiny mimics— chairs smaller than teacups, hairpins longer than butcher knives, that sort of silliness. There wasn’t that much work involved, just releasing live bugs into the dollhouses for the mimics to catch and sorting out any territorial competition between the skeuomorphs, but it was considered a role of significant trust at the school.

Thea and her new friends found the cache of old combat forks while cleaning out a crowded old storage room. There were plenty of big tuning forks around the school, of course, some significantly larger than the combat forks. One particularly huge tuning fork, referred to jokingly as the siege fork, was eighteen feet long, took an entire team of oxen to transport, and rang so loud it could be heard for a mile. It was used only for waking up mimic across entire neighborhoods at once, and hadn’t left the school in decades.

The combat forks weren’t noteworthy for their size, but for their design. They had longer, sturdier handles, with rough grips clearly intended to help wielders hold on despite repeated impacts. Their steel was much higher quality— even the worst of them were clearly forged with godgifts, and many were of blessed steel, their material properties miraculously altered. None were relics or reliquaries, but no one would leave either of those lying around an old storage room.

The combat forks had dials at the tops of the handles that let you manually adjust the frequency of the forks’ vibrations, even.

No one had even remembered the combat forks were there, until they tracked down the oldest teacher at the school, who was almost as old as Thea’s great-grandfather. Not that the ancient woman had ever used them herself— they’d been banned most of a century before she was born, but she remembered the stories.

The exterminators had developed the combat forks centuries ago. They’d used them for many of the nastiest mimics, of course— the mimic ecosystem atop the Wall was much more unstable and dangerous in those days. They also used them to stop crimes, even in active defense of the wall.

Combat forks would never have replaced swords or spears— they were harder to learn, more tiring to use, and far more expensive to construct. They were much heavier than most other melee weapons found on a battlefield, and tired out normal wielders quickly.

Few knew how to fight against them, though, and you could do things with them you could do with no other weapon. And the sheer intimidation factor of their song in combat, especially with multiple wielders on the field, could not be discounted.

The exterminators had protested when the combat forks were banned by Cambrias’ priesthood, but to no avail. Their banning had nothing to do with the forks in specific— all non-standard weaponry had been banned among the Wall Guard, save among the strikers.

In the end, the decision was all about divine probabilities. The birth of weapon gods was a rare thing, but it did happen— and the priesthood wanted to maximize the odds of useful weapon gods being born, of getting predictable godgift types they could plan for.

It was the same strategy Cambrias’ priesthood and the rest of the Wall’s leadership had turned to over the years, of trying to force legibility onto the Wall’s theosystem. The more consistent and predictable the gods of the city were, the easier the city’s growth could be planned— and the city must always keep growing.

Thea and her friends hadn’t had official sanction from the exterminator school when they repaired the old combat forks and started training with them, but the staff of the school had encouraged them in a hundred small— and sometimes not so small— ways.

The school librarian dug up old combat fork training manuals for them. The combat trainers helped them redevelop the old fighting styles. The fork-smiths helped them with whatever repairs they needed, though the old forks had been built astonishingly well.

Even the school cooks stayed a little late to provide them with snacks and tea.

The mimic exterminators might be some of the lowliest of the Wall Guard, but they had their pride, and they always stuck together.

Thea thrived during her years at the school, discovering more about herself than she ever had under the exhausting expectations of her family.

It was only after she graduated that she started to lose her way, to lose control.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

A Momentary Reprieve

Thea carefully lowered the manhole cover back down over her head as she retreated back into the storm drains.

“More guards hassling folks with things on their head,” she told Aven.

“I’ll cut my antlers off,” Aven said.

Thea grimaced. “Why do you keep offering to do that? That sounds really painful and messy.”

Aven shook her head, smacking the wall with the motion.

“They’re full growth right now. The nerves only function while they’re still growing, and there’s not much blood or other liquids inside them at the moment. Much less messy than antlers on actual deer.”

“Other liquids?” Thea asked, feeling a little squeamish.

“I cut them off all the time,” Aven said. “Useful for disguising myself, and I can usually sell them for a few days’ food and lodging. Can grow them back in just a few hours if I put a real effort in, with a couple hefty meals.”

Thea just grimaced at her again.

Aven rolled her eyes and pulled a wire saw out of her belt pouch. It was a simple enough tool— just two metal hoops, each big enough for a finger, connected by a strand of jagged-edged wire.

“There’s no way you got that at the clothing store,” Thea said.

Aven grinned at her. “Nah. Was planning to use this to break out of my prison cell, if I didn’t get things sorted out properly.”

“How did you get that in a prison?” Thea asked suspiciously.

“I’ve had it for years,” Aven said.

“How did you get it into the prison?” Thea asked, even more suspiciously.

Aven just smirked at her.

“Gross,” Thea muttered.

“Don’t be weird, I just bribed a guard with a blessing from Amena to smuggle it in,” Aven said. “Strengthened his back muscles a bit. I’ve rarely met guards as willing to be bribed as here on the Wall.”

Thea scowled at her, but didn’t bother to argue. Aven wasn’t wrong, after all— petty graft, in the form of both coin and godgift, was rampant.

Thea quickly turned away when Aven wrapped the wire saw around the base of one of her antlers, and did her best to ignore the terrible sawing noises.

It wasn’t that Thea was normally squeamish, but something about the idea of someone cutting off part of their own body really bothered her. She’d seen horrific injuries in the line of duty before, in riot suppression and mimic management both, and it didn’t bother her like this.

When the second antler clattered to the floor, she turned around to see Aven wiping at the damp patches on the side of her head, before carefully rearranging her hair to hide them.

“Here, borrow my hat,” Thea offered, holding out the unwanted tricorne.

Aven shook her head. “Your head’s too big, the hat won’t fit me right.”

“My head is not too big,” Thea growled. “Your head is too small.”

She immediately regretted saying it— pissing off people more powerful than you was rarely a smart move— but Aven just laughed.

“Far from the first to say so!”

Thea rolled her eyes— partially in relief, partially in exasperation. Instead of saying anything, she picked up the discarded antlers— being careful not to look too closely at the cut ends— and walked them back down to the sewer, carefully tossing them into the current from a good distance, to avoid any splashing.

Aven was done cleaning up by the time she returned. “Could have sold them,” she said.

“Too much of a risk,” Thea replied.

“Suppose so.”

Thea raised a brow at her. She suspected that hosting a goddess of adventure in your soul rather messed with your sense of risk. She didn’t comment, though, just climbed the ladder again to check if the coast was clear.

Thankfully, only a single ox-cart was passing by in the underway ahead, so Thea quickly climbed up, waving for Aven to follow her.

Once they were up in the service passage and the manhole cover was secure again, Thea sighed heavily, and pulled a pair of tiny, thick-walled glass vials out of her bandolier. They were no larger than the last joint of her thumb, and the actual space inside was small enough that a needle would barely fit its narrow end in.

“Unscrew the lid under your nose and exhale- gently into it,” Thea instructed Aven. “Wait a few seconds for the blessing to activate, then close it and give it back to me.”

Aven took one of the vials, then followed Thea’s lead as she did the same.

Thea felt the comforting tingle of Caasam’s blessing wash over her, washing away the stink of the sewers.

“Useful,” Aven commented cheerfully.

Thea sighed unhappily as she tucked both used vials back into her bandolier— she had four more blessed vials, but getting their blessings refilled by the bath-house god was much more expensive than other cleaning blessings. Effective enough that it was worth every prayer, though, to Thea’s mind.

“Alright, let’s go. Act casual,” Thea instructed.

Aven belched at her.

“I’m sorry, what?” Thea asked. “Burping is your definition of casual?”

Aven belched again, even louder.

“What did you even drink to burp like that?”

Aven chuckled. “Nothing, I can burp on command.”

“What sort of awful god gave you that gift?” Thea demanded.

“No god, just natural talent,” Aven said proudly.

Thea sighed heavily. It was getting honestly very difficult to take the Saint seriously, no matter how powerful she was.

“I’m not paid enough for this,” Thea grumbled. “Act casual and normal.”

“Normalcy is a punitive constraint forced on social outliers by society to force compliance with its mores and fundamental organizing principles, merely serving existing power structures,” Aven said. “It’s a prescriptive force, not a descriptive label.”

“What?” Thea demanded.

“What?” Aven replied.

“No, seriously, what?” Thea said.

Aven just belched at her again.

Thea sighed. “I’ve only known you for a couple hours, but I suspect this is fairly true to your personality.”

“We’re not exactly in an emergency anymore,” Aven said. “You wanted casual, you get casual.”

“You don’t have to be that casual,” Thea said as she walked out into the underway proper.

“If this is supposed to be your casual, you should probably get a few iron rods removed from your… spine,” Aven said.

Thea glowered at her, then set off down the underway.

For all her admonitions to Aven, Thea was fairly sure that she was the one who failed at acting casual as they walked along the underway over the next couple of hours, as nervous as she felt. Everyone else around looked just as unsettled, thankfully. A prison break, a murdered god, and a small battle in the middle of the street? She was vaguely surprised anyone was out and about at all.

Admittedly, it wasn’t like trade could simply stop. If shipping ceased for longer than a few hours, a day at the most, it would cause chaos throughout the city. Many of the goods that were the city’s lifeblood— medicines, foodstuffs, and even semaphore golem grease— traveled thousands of miles, by cart and cargo crawler, and any interruption was a minor disaster.

A semaphore golem had run out of grease near her home when Thea was a child, due to a combination of graft and interdepartmental squabbling among the Wall Guard. For nearly two weeks, the shrieks of unlubricated metal had grown louder and more frequent with each passing day, until the bureaucratic turf war had been resolved, and they’d put the golem into maintenance mode to lubricate its gears, belts, and axles. A trivial, straightforward job had turned into a nightmare for a neighborhood for no good reason.

Thea would never, ever take grease for granted.

The guards hassling many of the passersby largely ignored Thea and Aven. Without Aven’s antlers, they looked like any other mercenaries or wandering adventurers— too much of a bother to deal with. Traffic monitors preferred to hassle those who would stand up to them. The two of them certainly got a few looks, but even with the chaos of the day, traffic was too busy for guards to search more than a few passersby without locking down the underways entirely— something that would draw far more attention than the guards probably wanted.

Still, it didn’t help Thea’s nervousness that she could feel the god in the clay tablet staring at her judgmentally the whole time. It still hadn’t spoken a word to her— unusual for a reliquary god, in her experience.

She gingerly poked at it in the Firmament with her own soul, and immediately recoiled.

From up close, the god’s gift loomed in the Firmament like a hateful, menacing star. It was almost impossible to make out other details of the tablet god through its glare, and just looking at the gift made her feel sick.

If she didn’t already know what it did, she wouldn’t have been able to tell— it was one of the most complex godgifts Thea had ever seen. She could discern a few details in her brief glance, though. Mainly the fact that the gift seemed somehow… not entirely part of the god.

She jerked her attention away, but before she did, she sensed the tablet god preparing to fight her off if she tried to use it.

Not that she’d be able to— no one short of a Saint had a chance at forcing a reliquary god to use a blessing against its will. It was a weakness almost unique to object gods, but that didn’t mean it was an easy one to take advantage of.

And forcing a boon was flatly impossible.

She sent the tablet god the sensation of apology for intrusion, but all she received in return was suspicion and mistrust.

The whole mental exchange was a significant relief to Thea— it meant that the god probably hadn’t willingly murdered Faneras, and would likely resist any attempts to use it again. The absolute last thing Thea wanted was a rash of god-murders.

Though a cynical voice inside of her fully expected her superiors in the Wall Guard would have extensive plans for the tablet. The Wall never ran out of enemies.

She realized that Aven was giving her a weird look when she withdrew her attention from the Firmament.

“I felt that nastiness from here,” the other woman said. “I don’t know how the little god inside you tolerates that thing. Amena doesn’t want me touching that tablet at all.”

Thea opened her mouth to respond, then turned her attention to Seno.

“Why don’t you mind the tablet?” she asked.

Seno kept counting flagstones with one voice, but gave her one of his vanishingly rare verbal answers with a different voice. <not flagstone but not not flagstone convince him be flagstone wish i could be flagstone>

Thea couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Seno wants to convince the tablet god to take up life as a flagstone,” she said.

Aven joined Thea’s chuckling, to the indignation of the tablet god, which promptly hid itself away.

“Prickly fellow,” Aven commented.

Thea nodded, though she quietly noted Aven’s sensitivity to goings-on in the Firmament. Most people couldn’t detect interactions like that even just a few feet away.

Thea and Aven passed through a few more wall segments via the underway over the next hour or so, keeping conversation to small talk. Thea telling the Saint about the neighborhoods they were passing under, mostly.

Partway through that time, Thea’s soul felt rested enough to begin regular prayers again. It began inhaling raw magic from the Firmament, metabolizing it into soulstuff she could use in prayer.

Normally, she split the soulstuff evenly between all of her various blessings, seeking to slowly transform them into boons— a project that would likely take years, if not decades. This time, however, she dedicated every last bit of soulstuff to Seno— specifically, to the flagstone manifestation blessing. It had served her well in the battle, but had worn out much quicker than she would have liked. As, in fairness, had Seno himself, but praying to him to further enable her boon would also strengthen the little god.

This prayer process was inefficient— better to let blessings draw soulstuff at their preferred rate than to force-feed them— and that sort of inefficiency would add up massively over the years and decades. Groundlings had to worry about haste, Wall Guards had centuries to build up their souls as efficiently as possible.

But Thea didn’t have centuries to get the tablet to her superiors.

“So you age down here in the underways?” Aven asked her.

Thea blinked. “I age everywhere.”

Aven sighed. “No, I’m asking if Cambrias’ blessing works down here.”

Thea nodded. “Of course it does. It’s probably the main reason the infrastructure is inside the wall and not underground. Some guards don’t believe it, and do their best not to come down here, but I can feel the blessing working right now. Still, you don’t see a lot of higher-ranked guards down here.”

“You sure they just don’t want to get dirty?” Aven asked.

Thea just snorted, and gave the other woman a wry look.

And stopped.

“Ah, hells,” she muttered. “Don’t turn around, but there are gang members looking behind us. Not Unclean Knives, the other ones.”

Thea wouldn’t even have noticed Aven tense if she hadn’t been looking.

“What now?” the Saint asked. “Fight?”

Thea shook her head. “No, I know this neighborhood. There’s a decent sized market off the next turn— it will lengthen our route a bit, but we’ll be hard to track through there. And better, I’ve got friends we can trust there.”

Aven just nodded.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Flashback: Always West

After escaping the fall of Noriach, Aven spent hours sobbing and begging the goddess born from her grandmother to return. Even knowing it hadn’t been her grandmother, it had been her last real connection to her family.

There was no response from the dead, vanished god, though, and finally, Aven’s hunger and thirst forced her back to her feet.

She wasn’t sure why she started walking west.

Maybe she could have tried to find her way back to her home village. She’d only taken the route once, but she probably could have found her way there eventually.

But she’d heard too many stories about how bad things had gotten in the hills and denuded forests of her once-home. Of the mudslides and rampant erosion that the forest’s retreat had set off. Of the rising violence, unrest, and disease. Of the ever-faster collapse of the old ways.

That wasn’t the whole story, of course. There were those resisting the changes, those who had successfully preserved stretches of forest, or had organized to resist the complete dissolution of their way of life. They were small in number, but they would have readily accepted Aven into their numbers if she’d reached them.

Aven didn’t know about them, though. She just knew the horror stories, the tragic tales.

So she headed west.

Towards the Wall.

Aven saw other survivors of Noriach fleeing as well, but avoided all of them. There was no safety in numbers— no, the bigger the group, the more likely the mercenaries would be to catch them and either kill them or drag them back to Noriach.

She leaned on lessons from both the forest and the city on her long trek. She stole from passing caravans and foraged roots and berries. She caught trout from streams with her bare hands, and pick-pocketed merchants at caravansaries.

By the time she’d traveled far enough away from Noriach to feel safe, she was a skinny, feral-looking thing. She eventually found a strange city filled with curious musical obelisks, seeking food and shelter.

Aven slipped through the city gates under a god-possessed wagon, which cheerfully hid her presence. A few prayers and a little kindness went a long way with small gods. And once she was free in the city, she was hard to tell apart from any other grubby urchin.

She spent only a few weeks in that city. She found some work— some legitimate as a prayer drudge, some less legitimate as a thief. Once she’d gained back enough of her lost weight, though, and bought some supplies for the road, she got moving again.

Probably for the best— the Stone Orchestra, the Pantheon of music gods and their servants that ruled the city through the huge musical obelisks, were far from the kindest or most benevolent rulers. It was unusual for gods to directly rule cities that size, even Pantheons— their laws seldom resembled what their human subjects wanted. There were, for instance, no traffic laws in the city, but plenty of laws governing which colors could be worn during which days of the week.

Over the next few years, Aven never stayed in any one place for long. She joined road construction crews, worked as a messenger, and did day labor on farms. She worked as a prayer drudge for fertility gods, contraceptive gods, gods of bees, gods of food preservation, even a god of teakettle repair, once.

She never, ever worked for logging crews, though.

Aven drifted from one city to another as whims took her. Her route westward was a slow, meandering one. No part of her particularly craved arriving at the Wall— it just seemed… inevitable. The Wall’s hunger had already taken everything from her, it might as well take her too.

She didn’t hate the Wall or the Wall Guard, didn’t hate Cambrias or his priesthood- not yet, at least. She probably should have, she knew, but… everything Cambrias had done to her family? It seemed profoundly impersonal, in the end. The Wall didn’t hate her, didn’t even know she existed.

The hate would grow later.

She didn’t spend too much time dwelling on her reasons for heading west. No, she spent far more time dwelling on the changes in her body, as she was forced through adolescence in a body that resembled her soul less and less with every passing month.

There were gods with body-reshaping gifts in most cities, of course— but the closer she approached the Wall, the harder those boons and blessings became to access. Not that an impoverished drifter like herself had a chance anyhow— few cities apart from Noriach had such strong cultural traditions around their body-reshaping, even farther from the Wall. No, most cities allowed the wealthy to buy far more reshaping blessings to get rid of wrinkles or to otherwise enhance their own beauty, reserving far fewer for those with disfiguring injuries or body-soul mismatches.

Outside of Noriach, Aven never encountered or heard of a city where a single laborer could easily save up for the necessary body-reshaping blessings without help from friends and family.

More than a decade, Aven wandered slowly west. Every month, every year, her body grew more alien and uncomfortable as her body-soul mismatch grew. She’d always been quick to come to blows, but she grew ever quicker over the years, igniting at smaller and smaller offenses. Her sense of humor never vanished, but it felt a little harder to laugh with every new town and city she passed through.

It was as if a hole were growing inside her, one that ate everything happy.

She picked up a few random blessings over the years, but never tried to hold onto any, or turn them into boons. She did pick up a couple boons anyhow— one was a gift, for saving the son of a Pillar from a runaway dirt cart. The Pillar gave her a few options, some rare and powerful indeed, but Aven went with the most boring, mundane choice— a boon that made her guts more resistant to disease and poison.

Lots of bad food on the road, after all.

The second gift was a stranger one. Aven got embroiled in a particularly huge bar fight in a tavern one night, and the next morning, woke up with a sprained wrist, dozens of bruises, and a boon that made her hands nigh unbreakable when clenched into fists.

Best she could figure, she’d particularly pleased some god of tavern brawling with her performance— but the angry tavern owner insisted there was no such god in his establishment.

One of the other brawlers had probably carried the god as its host, she supposed.

That boon earned her a surprising amount of work. The jobs she was hired for mostly weren’t violent— no, people just often had a need for someone to break stuff that wasn’t so easy to get to with a sledgehammer. Didn’t pay very well, but Aven would take it over just about any other kind of work— turned out, smashing stuff was better for her soul than anything else. She found a curious sense of peace when punching a blockage free from a pipe, or breaking old boards stuck between narrow walls. The destruction helped fill the hole inside her, at least for a little while.

Mostly didn’t mean entirely nonviolent, though. She got paid to break more than a few heads. There was always a market for hired muscle out there, and the fights helped fill the hole inside her as well.

She spent some of her money on food, some on drink, a little on gambling, but her favorite vice was still fighting, which rarely cost her coin, just bruises. So she ended up looking for other ways to spend— no point in her saving much.

Most of that extra coin— usually the metal coins of the plains, sometimes the ceramic coins of the wall— ended up being spent on books. Lots of downtime in her line of work, and while traveling, and paper and ink made for decent company. Aven wasn’t picky about what she read, just that there was plenty of it. She devoured poetry, history, theonomics, travelogues from distant lands, philosophy, and more religious tracts than she could count. And, of course, she read book after book by the Wall’s critics and enemies. Everything from critical histories to screeds for the Wall’s destruction— and, of course, The City of Bridges, which all foes of the Wall came across eventually.

Of course, like any auto-didact, she was left with immense gaps in her education. She didn’t know enough to know what she didn’t know— yet she never stopped pursuing more knowledge.

It helped fill the hole inside her a bit, too— but only ever for a time.

Aven was in a city named Indek when the hole inside her grew large enough for her to fall in completely.

She… didn’t like to remember those days, when she could help it. She drank more than she should have, but she didn’t fall fully into the drink. She made plenty of romantic mistakes to try and fill the emptiness, but they weren’t awful mistakes, just the normal sort.

The real reasons she didn’t like to remember those days?

It was because she stopped moving west, stayed in Indek, and took ever-more-violent work.

When her opponents still fought back, it wasn’t as bad.

Her opponents didn’t always fight back, though, and on those occasions, when her employers had her punishing debtors and inconvenient poor people refusing to vacate valuable land, the hole grew ever deeper and darker.

She’d spent so much time as a child pretending to be the hero in stories, beating up nameless goons by the dozen in defense of the innocent— and now she was just another of those nameless goons, working for whichever villain of the day needed muscle. Indek wasn’t the sort of place that had large, stable gangs— no, crime in that city was a messy, fluid, amorphous sort of thing.

Indek was an ancient city, built on reclaimed bog-land. Poorly reclaimed, at that— the city was slowly, constantly sinking. Today’s attic was tomorrow’s basement, and the depths of the city were a silt-filled maze of ancient buildings and streets. Some were kept clear by constant labor and blessings, while others had filled up centuries ago. The Mudmaze, they called it, a dirty mimic of a true labyrinth.

If the dams, levees, pumps, and water management gods ever failed in their work, every soul down in the Mudmaze would drown horribly. It had happened before, at least four or five times over the centuries. It would happen again.

There were many legitimate reasons to visit the surface of Indek. Vast rice fields across the reclaimed swamp, canal-borne trade heading towards the Wall, a brisk trade in rare herbs and specimens from the heart of the unclaimed wild swamp, and a wide variety of traveler’s blessings.

There were no legitimate reasons to visit the Mudmaze, and few illegitimate ones. A little smuggling, a few wanted men hiding away, a few venturesome youths. But for the vast majority of visitors, there was only one reason to delve.

The starving gods.

There were tens of thousands of deep-buried inhabited shrines, some accessible through maintained paths, others which had been silted up for decades or centuries. No one knew how deep the Mudmaze went, but there were thousands of desperate, starving gods in the depths who would grant boons and blessings for a bare minimum of prayer, just to stay alive.

Few of the godgifts were exceptional or powerful— place gods with especially useful boons had their shrines, street-corners, or houses maintained on the surface, carefully excavated and built upwards every twenty or thirty years. The place gods of Indek were less common but more powerful on average because of it.

Still, boons and blessings from desperate gods given out cheap? There was always a demand. As dangerous as the Mudmaze was, there was never a shortage of delving teams descending. And when Aven’s self-loathing grew too strong to stay in the hired goon life, she joined them.

She didn’t, at that point, much care if she died in a cave-in, choking on silt.

Much of Aven’s work was guarding the excavation team, porters, and prayer drudges working the deep, sometimes working as a prayer drudge herself.

The excavation crews were the most important part of the delving crews. On the surface, any loser with a strong back could dig. In the Mudmaze? It took skill, architectural expertise, and useful boons. Breaking through the wrong wall could bring down an entire section of the Mudmaze.

The guards came in second in the delving hierarchy. They were, unlike the excavation teams, entirely disposable, but strength of arm counted for a lot in the sodden depths.

Everyone but the excavation teams worked as prayer drudges, but there were usually a few dedicated drudges, workers with unusually powerful souls in desperate need of coin. There was even one delve team with a drudge Saint, of all things, though Aven never worked with him.

The porters were the bottom of the heap. No one much cared if they hurt themselves carrying buckets of silt out of the Mudmaze or if they got lost in the dark.

Most of the porters didn’t care either. Only the truly desperate and hopeless took the job, and the truly desperate usually joined the hopeless before long.

It was nasty, hard work, made worse by the frequent leakage of sewage down from the city into the mud and silt below. Wounds would get badly infected, often as not— and there were plenty of wounds, thanks to the frequent clashes between delve teams hoping to take advantage of the drudge-prayer of other teams.

The starving gods in the depths could still tell the difference between a drudge prayer and a true prayer, and wouldn’t offer gifts to a drudge— though either type of prayer fed them the same. When it came to giving out boons for those prayers, though? They struggled to tell their true benefactors apart, especially the oldest gods deep down, who barely shared a language with the delvers.

So raids were common in the Mudmaze, delve teams attempting to seize access to the fed gods, soon to offer boons to whoever was near. Harvest time was the most dangerous time.

Aven was an attacker nearly as often as she was a defender, and found she didn’t much care either way. It was nasty, brutal work, fighting in those depths, and the brawls often degenerated from knives and fists to desperate thrashing in the mud, battering heads against stone and drowning foes in muck. Everyone was so filthy you often struggled to tell who was who.

Aven didn’t like delving the Mudmaze, but it was better than beating up debtors and refugees. And part of her took a grim satisfaction in mirroring the hole inside of her by diving into the caves.

At the very least, she couldn’t blame this evil on the Wall’s relentless hunger. Indek was older than the Wall, and gods and mortals had been starving and dying in its depths long before the Wall had become the bloated monster it was today.

And Aven should have been one of the Mudmaze’s victims.

Even if you didn’t get lost, didn’t die in a cave-in, and survived the frequent raiding, the wet lung would take you eventually. There was a particularly nasty mold down there in the depths, sickly yellow stuff that hung like cobwebs from exposed stone. Spend long enough down there without healing boons, and it got in you. You started coughing wetly until one day your lungs just filled up entirely.

Some folks lasted years or decades, others fell ill in weeks.

Everyone without the money or prayers to pay for healing got it eventually, though.

Aven was no exception.

It took her slowly. Years she spent coughing and not really caring. Years she spent below ground, the time drifting by only half-noticed.

It’s not that she wanted to die, it’s just that avoiding it would have required her to climb out of both the Mudmaze and the hole inside her, and either took too much work.

And then, one delve, she just grew too tired and weak to keep up with the crew. She sat down to rest, and didn’t get up as they left her.

Her crew had seen too many others give up, didn’t see the point in trying to help her.

And so she sat in the dark and waited, struggling to breathe.

She was only twenty-two.

It may have been hours, may have been days. She thought, when she heard the voice, that she was hallucinating, that her last hours were on her. Not believing, she agreed to the voice’s offer, out of bemusement if nothing else.

It was only when a powerful, painful boon sank into her soul that she realized the voice had been real. Realized, when she woke up from the fit the boon had thrown her into and felt her new strength and vigor, that she wasn’t going to die down there in the dark. That she had been given a chance to fix the mismatch between her body and her soul.

She didn’t know where the goddess had come from, why she had chosen Aven.

But Amena offered Aven hope, and she climbed to her feet.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Food Pit

Thea and Aven didn’t emerge into the market through one of the narrow trapdoors or side entrances— using one of those would have been too suspicious. Instead, they exited through one of the underway’s main exits in this segment, an elevator powered by both oxen and godgift that could lift a half-dozen wagon-loads of cargo to the top of the wall at once.

They found themselves in a crowd so dense that it seemed wondrous that anyone could move through it at all. Hawkers shouted their wares, street vendors fried cakes and grilled meat skewers, and burly guardsmen loomed ominously to either side of a particularly fine carpet vendor’s stall. The people bustling about paid Thea and Aven not the slightest lick of attention, ignoring them in favor of their own business— buying, selling, stealing, guarding, delivering, crafting, cooking, and in a few unusual instances, just passing through.

To Thea’s mild surprise, Aven nervously crowded behind her, clearly unused to the hustle and bustle of the Wall’s markets.

Thea shot the Saint a grin, half reassuring and half mocking. “Quiet day today!”

Aven gave her a startled look, but Thea was already off into the crowd.

Navigating the tight confines and thick crowds in a proper market was the sort of skill wall-toppers developed over years, and you could always tell a newcomer by the cursing, apologies, and attempted pickpocketing that swirled around them. Thea did her best to guide Aven safely across the market, but by the time they reached the lee of a parked wagon, the other woman was clearly overwhelmed.

“Don’t slow down to let others pass,” Thea advised her. “Just keep moving at a steady pace, swiveling as you need to slide past people. You slow down, everyone else is going to take advantage of that.”

“This has to be the single biggest market I’ve ever seen,” Aven said, shaking her head. “It’s madness.”

“Really?” Thea asked. “It’s not really that big by the Wall’s standards, you should have seen much larger ones on your way in from the edge of the Wall.”

Aven shook her head. “Got arrested right on entry to the Wall, didn’t see any of it save the armored wagon they carried me in and the prison until today.”

Thea blinked in surprise. “And you came from the East, right? They must have carried you a third of the way across the city.”

Aven nodded. “Sure felt like it. They took me here because it was where I had the oldest warrants out for my arrest, literally centuries old.”

Thea whistled at that. “Seems your arresting officer was feeling particularly malicious that day.”

“Tell me about it.”

Aven had visibly centered herself once more, so Thea gestured for her to follow once more. The Saint did… better this time, but there were still more than a few curses, stumbles, and human tangles in Thea’s wake.

After the stress of the day so far, Thea was relieved to find herself back in a normal scene again. With her need to slow down to let Aven keep up, she took the time to banter with salesmen, throw short-interval coins to stressed-out prophets trying to garble out the commandments of a dozen market gods at once, even buy a replacement tuning fork for the one she’d thrown at the Saint of Unclean Knives while she waited for Aven to convince a particularly pushy busker that she didn’t want anything played for her on the lute.

“Think we could get something to eat?” Aven said after she finally extricated herself from the annoying musician using threats of violence. “Maybe at one of these stalls?”

Thea realized her own stomach was growling. “Absolutely. But not here, follow me.”

The food in the market wasn’t bad, but it was definitely more expensive. The only people that ate in the market proper were people too busy to leave it— them and tourists.

“Where are we going?” Aven asked as she elbowed aside a scammer of some sort or another. Thea was once again reminded how grateful she was that it wasn’t her job to deal with con artists— it was thankless, demoralizing work on the Wall, where the difference between petty grifters and respectable business owners was often just net worth.

“We’re going to the Food Pit!” Thea replied.

“The what?” Aven asked, a less-than-intrigued look on her face.

Thea just smirked at her.

The Food Pit lurked just on the edge of the market, close enough you could have a nasty tumble if you weren’t careful.

Quite a few buildings atop the Wall had large basements, many descending as far as three stories down. It all depended on what infrastructure was below your lot, how close you were to the underways, and, of course, how wealthy you were.

The Food Pit would have been the basement levels for an immense manor house, one that would have absolutely dwarfed Thea’s own family home. Even for a noble house, it would have been unusually large— but it didn’t belong to any noble, nor Cambrian priest, nor any of the usual suspects. Rather, it had belonged to an ambitious rising merchant, one with some rare and valuable boon whose use funded all her ventures.

The over-ambitious merchant had died in a freak accident without a will soon after the Wall below her lot had been hollowed out to construct the foundation, and her wives and many children had immediately fallen into fighting over her estate. More than twenty years now the vast hole lay empty, and it wasn’t long into that time period when enterprising vendors had opened the Food Pit.

The old construction scaffolding had been expanded again and again in an unplanned tangle of ladders, walkways, platforms, and bridges. Every square foot of the wall had a food vendor cooking on a narrow platform, held on with ropes and spikes, or sitting atop the rickety scaffolding. A few even set up their food stalls on webs of rope in the empty space, selling to customers walking on the perilous rope bridges.

It wasn’t uncommon for a drunk to drop a bowl of hot soup on diners below in the Food Pit. Many of the ropes were sticky with old ale, and the only reason the bottom of the pit wasn’t heaped with rotting food was due to enterprising locals who shoveled it clean every night and sold it as compost to the mushroom farms in the Underlevels and to daylit farms in the closes between wall segments.

Thea didn’t make it to the Food Pit often— they were well outside her usual territory now— but when she covered for the exterminator that ran this territory, she always made sure to stop by.

Thea guided Aven down through the bustling three-dimensional maze, paying a couple of year-coins for two plates of river-clam noodles. It only took the vendor a couple of minutes to cook the food for them— though during that time, Thea couldn’t help but idly note the little carcinomas on the vendor’s hands and face. The woman clearly hadn’t prayed to a skin cancer god this year yet, it seemed.

Thea idly noted that she needed to visit one in the next couple months herself.

Viseas’ baleful gaze wasn’t kind to skin, and she hardly knew anyone who’d lived to twenty-five without getting skin cancer at least a couple times. Thankfully, there weren’t many more common types of gods than skin cancer gods and gods of ultraviolet protection, though the latter were much more expensive. A blessing of protection was worth a boon of cure, and all that.

Her mind was thankfully distracted from cancer by the vendor handing them their food. The tiny, pungent-smelling shellfish were piled in a great heap atop the round noodles, sprouts, and chopped vegetables, and Thea took a deep, appreciative breath as she guided them to a wooden ledge to sit, their feet dangling over the canvas roof of an ale stall.

On a nearby structural timber, a rat was fighting over some particularly choice scrap with a tree octopus— though it seemed playful as much as anything, tree octopuses had halfway domesticated the rats of the Wall, sometimes even riding larger rodents as mounts. Thea only gave the critters a cursory glance— it’s not like there was a shortage of either in the city. Heck, a decent chunk of a mimic exterminator’s job was just reports from citizens mistaking tree octopuses for mimics.

Aven took a sniff of her own meal as she sat, eying the clams suspiciously.

“They taste better than they smell, I promise,” Thea said. She’d had much the same reaction the first time she tried them.

Aven gave her a skeptical look, then took a small bite, carefully picking up one of the little clams with her cheap wooden eating sticks.

Within moments, she was shoveling more into her mouth.

“The trick is to cook it all fast at a really high temperature,” Thea said. “You’ve got to prepare it all first so you can just dump it in the pan all at once.”

Aven just grunted, and Thea dove into her own food.

They had, at least, time to finish most of their meal before the Unclean Knives came for them.

It was Seno who noticed first, manifesting one of his godstuff flagstones right in front of Thea’s face to block the first throwing knife. Manifesting a flagstone vertically was exhausting for the little god, and he let it dissolve the instant the blade clattered off it.

Before the blade had fallen more than a foot, a still-seated Aven had hurled her mostly empty plate straight at the gangster charging them. The plate hit the bridge of the man’s nose so hard he went tumbling backwards off the bridge, landing headfirst with an immense splash in a cauldron of soup, burning at least a half-dozen customers and vendors.

Thea took a moment to hope the man had broken his neck and wasn’t burning to death in pigeon soup, but at least a couple dozen of the Unclean Knives were racing down the ladders, bridges, and walkways towards them, and the crowd inside the Food Pit started to panic.

The octopus and rat didn’t even seem to notice, having come to some satisfactory split of their meal.

“Hells,” Thea said, then dropped down off the ledge towards the roof of the ale stall below her.

Thea manifested a flagstone to land on just before striking the ale stall roof, then worked her way down the next walkway with two more flagstones.

As the last one was dissolving, Aven thumped down to the walkway next to her, barely even bending her knees or looking particularly affected by the fifteen-foot drop. Most of the Saint’s attention was on the throwing knife whose tip was embedded in her wrist.

“Ow,” Aven muttered, then yanked out the knife and threw it aside. The wound barely bled, and Thea could see it slowly closing right in front of her eyes.

That was… fairly terrifying, even for a Saint. Especially for a newer Saint, one whose soul was noticeably weaker in the Firmament than some of the ones after them, like the Saint of Unclean Knives.

She couldn’t detect his soul in the Firmament, meaning he probably wasn’t here— closing off your soul to hide it was a terrible idea in battle, since it allowed your soul to inhale very little in the way of magic from the Firmament.

Still, that was only a small blessing— there were a LOT of members of the Unclean Knives heading for them. Who knew how they’d found them— if she had to guess, they’d found someone with the boons to track by scent, or some more esoteric method. Gods knew, there were definitely trackers with scent boons strong enough to track them— probably just off the scent Aven had left on the Saint of Unclean Knives’ face when she’d punched him.

Thea jumped back under a walkway to dodge another knife, then unholstered her combat fork off her back. Aven joined her a moment later, yanking the tip of a throwing knife out of the meat of her leg.

“Now what?” Aven asked, wincing. “Is there a route to the underway here or something?”

Thea shook her head. “Only entrance or exit is up top. We’re going to need to fight our way out before the Guard gets here. Any ideas?”

Aven smirked. “One, actually.”

The shorter woman grabbed a roast chicken on a spit, the vendor having fled and abandoned it, then flung it through the air towards the nearest gang member. The spit flew loose in mid-air, but the chicken itself flew true, striking the man right in the face, and knocking him off a ladder. He only fell three feet to the walkway below, but even as he stood up, a glass jar of olives shattered on his grease-stained face.

“Food fight!” Aven yelled, picking up a jar of pepper sauce.

Thea just rolled her eyes. “I’m absolutely not paid enough for this.”

Then, without even quite realizing what she was doing, Thea smacked a knife out of the air with a twist of her combat fork. This one dissolved into godstuff a heartbeat later, and was followed by four more knives, all of which she intercepted easily.

Even just a few hours after getting her new boon, the difference in her reaction time was astonishing. She could have blocked or dodged the knives before, thanks to her trajectory boon, but not with anywhere near as much ease— she wasn’t even breathing hard.

“We need a way to the top,” she said. “We can’t take all of them.”

“We can try!” Aven said, but it was clear she didn’t really believe it.

Thea wracked her brain, trying to remember any feature of local urban geology that might help them escape, but it was Aven who spoke first.

“Let’s lure them down towards the bottom before we make our break upward,” she said, pelting a pair of gangsters with loaves of bread to no apparent effect, followed by an entire wheel of hard cheese that broke a woman’s leg. “They’re not keeping a proper perimeter up top, just rushing towards us all at once. Probably a bounty on us they each want for themselves.”

The bounty was more likely on the tablet, Thea thought, though she wasn’t fool enough to say so out loud where anyone might hear.

“We can probably ascend a lot faster than they can,” Thea agreed— then stepped off the walkway towards the next level down, manifesting a couple of flagstones to slow her descent.

Aven just jumped again, and this time, to Thea’s amusement, just tore right through the planks of the next walkway, bounced off the tent of a sandwich stall, and fell straight to the bottom of the Food Pit.

Thea rolled her eyes, then twisted her entire body out of the way of another barrage of throwing knives.

She managed to make it to the bottom level of walkways just as a filthy, food-stained Aven crawled up onto the walkway.

“That was one of the most horrible experiences of my life,” Aven said, shaking food scraps off herself.

“I can imagine,” Thea said, hiding beneath the platform of a sweet soup vendor’s booth, alongside the vendor in question and a couple of her customers— one of whom had, bafflingly, held onto his dessert.

Sweet soup was delicious, but it wasn’t that delicious.

Thankfully, the Unclean Knives avoided injuring bystanders whenever possible— though probably not out of the kindness of their hearts. The bloodier the situation got, the more attention it would draw, and none of the contenders for the clay tablet wanted more competition.

“You ready for this?” Aven asked, punching a knife out of the air as she joined her.

“Not even a little, but I don’t have any better ideas.”

With that, the two of them took off running.

The next minute or two was a blur of violence. Thea dodged behind walkways and stalls, raced up ladders, and ascended stairways of manifested flagstones. She blocked dozens of throwing knives with fork and stone, and dodged twice as many more.

Even with her trajectory boon and newly enhanced reflexes, some of the throwing knives made it through. No serious injuries, but she acquired several cuts to her new duster, a graze on one cheek, and a deeper cut on the top of one wrist. She didn’t even feel any pain until the ascent had finished.

She probably could have pieced together the events in her memory later if she tried, but without that effort, it was just a fragmented blur of adrenaline, filled with images of her combat fork smashing into knees and collarbones, bystanders screaming and hiding, and knives flying everywhere.

Aven, on the other hand, didn’t even attempt to be clever. She just jumped, climbed, and threw herself upward with strength far beyond even the average Saint. She must have drawn three times the attention Thea had, and by the time they both reached the top, she had at least six knives sticking out of her— though none deeper than an inch.

Then Thea was to the top, where only a single gangster was waiting for her. His knife hand was already descending towards her when her foot landed on the rim of the Food Pit, but with a smooth motion, Thea caught his arm between the tines of her combat fork.

Thea gave a quick twist and a pull with the fork, breaking his arm and yanking him into the Pit. Thea used the motion to pull herself up, the Unclean Knife serving as a counterbalance, and then she was off running, Aven behind her.

The Unclean Knives were already trying to rush back out of the Pit, but Aven had been right— none of them were in anywhere near as good of shape as Thea, let alone Aven, and none seemed to have mobility boons or blessings. There wasn’t a chance they’d catch up in time.

But there were almost certainly more of them in the neighborhood.

Thea glanced over at Aven, but before she could say anything, all the food scraps and grime on the Saint simply slid off her skin and clothing, leaving not a trace.

“That was my only use of that blessing,” Aven said. “You’d better not drag me into any other garbage piles.”

“Why’d you make me give you Casaam’s blessing earlier, then?” Thea asked.

“This one doesn’t deal with just smells,” Aven protested.

Thea rolled her eyes, then took off running, Aven beside her. As they ran, most of the knives sticking out of Aven dissolved into godstuff, while she plucked out the two or three real knives. A couple of godstuff knives dangling from Thea’s coat dissolved likewise.

A couple blocks down, Thea turned right into a market street, one less crowded than the ones they’d walked earlier, resting her combat fork over her shoulder. Well, the street was probably still crowded for a newcomer like Aven, but easy to navigate for Thea. She gestured for the Saint to follow in her wake, and quickly worked herself through a maze of stalls, around a huge pile of crates, and down a narrow alley— one small enough that vendors could only set up on one side if they wanted room for customers. Though many of them looked like they resented the very idea— this was far from the most upstanding corner of the market.

Thea did her best to ignore the shouting she could hear behind them— hardly anyone found this alley that didn’t already know about it— and pulled Aven forward when she started to pause.

They rounded one more bend in the alley, and Thea rushed Aven down it, pushing her out the mouth of the alley in front of her.

The Saint immediately put up her fists, and Thea readied her fork again, ready to face off against the Unclean Knives, corrupt Guardsmen, or whoever the other gang was.

Instead, looming half again her height over her, stood an immense, spike-covered demon.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Flashback: The High Goddess Turoapt

After her graduation, Thea had raced through the ranks of the mimic exterminators like she’d expected to race through the ranks of the elite strike teams.

She completed her schooling in the customary five years— they had no early graduation— but with more honors than any graduate in living memory. She made it through her apprenticeship in record time, working in the field with various senior exterminators, learning the ins and outs of every mimic habitat of the Wall.

In half the usual time, she’d made it to journeyman, traveling between various territories to aid full and senior mimic exterminators in their work.

And by the age of twenty-four, she was a full exterminator, with a territory of her own.

There were three major events in her life that year, the first being her promotion. The second was the appearance of Seno.

She’d been doing a census of road mimics in her still-small territory at the time, counting flagstone skeuomorphs quietly to herself, when a voice in her head started quietly counting alongside her.

She managed not to scream, but it took her an embarrassing length of time to realize she’d been possessed by a small god. He was a sickly little thing then, and she knew that his last host, whoever it had been, had fed him poorly with prayers for some time.

She immediately began praying to the flagstone god, and while he gladly accepted her soulstuff, he quickly grew bored when she tried negotiating the details of their arrangement and began counting flagstones again.

It didn’t take long to realize how obsessively focused Seno was on his divine portfolio— he simply didn’t care about exact terms of contract.

It didn’t take much trial and error to figure out most of his rules— the first and easiest was his dislike of stepping on the cracks. It was a very straightforward sin, with a very straightforward— and annoying— punishment. She’d figured out the full shape of that sin within the first hour of hosting him.

She also realized how unusually talkative he was. Some gods would go days at a time without speaking, unless there was need— but he was always, always counting when she walked on flagstones. Actual conversation happened as well— though seldom about topics other than street construction— but the counting never let up. It almost drove Thea mad, before she eventually got used to it.

His gifts took longer to puzzle out. The flagstone perception came to her slowly and gradually as her prayers strengthened the little god. She could always sense he had a second gift, but it was seven months of feeding before Seno was even able to manifest flagstones himself, let alone offer them to her as a blessing.

Even when Seno gained enough strength to manifest flagstones for her, learning to coordinate with him took weeks of work— he often manifested the flagstone far from where she wanted, or didn’t realize she was requesting a flagstone at all. And when she finally gained the ability to manifest them herself— just one a day or so at first— it was even harder for her to manifest them at will, or precisely where she wanted.

Seno’s presence wasn’t especially rewarding at first— he helped her find flagstone skeuomorphs, but they weren’t precisely the stealthiest of mimics to start with. She stuck with the little god, though, because indwelling gods always pushed your growth faster, and convincing one to possess you wasn’t easy for layfolk, like it was for Saints or Divines.

The third major event of that year came near its end.

The first two had been unalloyed goods for Thea. The third was a crisis for the whole city.

The Turoapt Crisis, and the riots that followed.

The riots that left blood on Thea’s hands.

Turoapt had been a god of preservation.

Preservation gods were common enough— indeed, one of the single most common god types. They were often born in great numbers during lethal famines, but even when times were good, they showed up in steady numbers. In a well-loved family home, where the gods born to a family were wont to linger and become place gods, odds were better than even that the kitchen would have some sort of preservation god.

Maybe one that held off a specific type of mold, or concealed the scent of grain from mice. Maybe one that let the family know the order in which their food would go bad, that would dehydrate root vegetables, or that would slow the spoiling of a single specific food.

The great plurality of preservation gods were gods of place, of course. It would be strange otherwise. Their preservation powers seldom reached out of their own kitchens and larders, and they even less often gave boons and blessings.

There was a reasonable share of traveling preservation gods— object gods dwelling in wagons or traveling chests— much beloved by merchants and dignitaries. Gods that offered boons and blessings of preservation to individuals were the single most important type of god for traveling armies.

But Turoapt, oh Turoapt.

She had none of the weaknesses of other preservation gods, none of the limitations. She was, like Cambrias, a place god whose place could grow.

Turoapt, the Merchant of Entropy. Turoapt, the Banker of Decay. Turoapt, the Chooser of the Preserved. She offered, like Cambrias, only a single gift, but oh what a blessing it was.

Turoapt’s gift transferred entropy from one object to another.

The actual mechanism was fiendishly complex, involving the interlay of esoteric godstuff frameworks throughout the physical structure of material goods that lacked a robust presence in the Firmament. And it didn’t precisely transfer entropy— more correctly, it transferred the average rates of entropic decay between objects, but it was easier just to speak of transferring entropy. Living animals, people, blessed goods, even some specific plants and fungi could not be affected by either end of Turoapt’s gift.

It couldn’t alter the net rate of entropy and was too slow to be a combat boon, but Turoapt’s worshipers with her boon or blessing could freely move entropy otherwise. It was a free-wheeling web of exchange, with entropic forces sloshing across great swathes of the Wall and its territories.

Turoapt had been found sleeping in an ancient temple on an empty island. It was clear she had been a major god, once— there were many ruined, decaying temples on that island, of startlingly grand size for their pedigree, but hers was far and away the greatest, with stones that had obviously been imported across the sea.

Turoapt’s discovery swiftly became the stuff of legend. A foreign merchant ship sent astray from the shipping lanes by a freak storm. Ancient, vicious divine automatons protecting the island the crew could only evade and hide from, not fight. A mutiny among the crew when they realized the value of the god they had found, with the mutineers seeking the rewards of the Wall winning out against the captain and his loyalists— of course portrayed as devious and untrustworthy for their loyalty to their archipelago republic. The mutineers were portrayed as choosing the right side of history— and their rewards atop the Wall, their high positions in the Guard and veritable palaces, were told merely as their just rewards, not as their whole motives.

Turoapt’s journey to the Wall was no less legendary. High seas battles against the fleets of lesser nations. Intrigue, espionage, and assassinations. A relentless three-day battle against the ancient jaguar golems of the island, culminating in a final, ground-cracking battle between the fleet’s Divines and the massive pronghorn ape statue defending Turoapt’s temple.

And the floating of the temple. Tens of thousands of blessings and relics, one of the greatest works of engineering in Ishvean history, to physically move Turoapt’s temple down its mountainside, to carry it through the lethal jungle to shore, and then float it across the ocean itself. A hill-sized behemoth of stone, riding the waves more confidently than any ship.

The expedition would have bankrupted a lesser state, and even the Wall couldn’t simply shrug off its expense.

But few doubted the expedition’s worth. Few doubted that Turoapt would fuel a new era of growth for the Wall, push it past its stalled borders. Maybe even become the second High God of the Wall.

Turoapt’s temple reached shore a year before Thea’s fateful test to enter the elite strike teams.

The most obvious use for Turoapt, of course, was for shipping. When perishables were no longer perishable, it changed the face of bulk shipping. Overturned some specialist markets, but created vast demand for once-niche foodstuffs and other rare goods. It put countless smaller shipping gods out of work as it completely revolutionized the market.

It may have been an obvious use, but it could never be discounted when calculating Turoapt’s worth. Indeed, for much of the first few years, it remained the single biggest chunk of her theonomic impact. The Wall lived off trade and shipping more than perhaps any other city in history.

There were plenty of other uses for her gift, ranging from guarding old scrolls and books from time to regular food preservation. Her priests even took on a number of contracts for preventative maintenance on parts of the Wall itself that weren’t already governed by other gods, supplanting the need for most preventative maintenance. It wasn’t until the theonomic markets realized the full utility of the other side of her blessings that the Turoapt theonomic bubble really took off, though.

The entropy had to go somewhere, after all.

Which, of course, led to infinite debates about the nature of entropy. It certainly couldn’t be reversed, but it could be moved.

Up until people realized the potential uses for the excess entropy, most of Turoapt’s entropy had been shifted into waste management. Her blessing was layered onto garbage again and again by her priests, degrading it into good clean soil in mere weeks or even days, depending on the flow of entropy.

In retrospect, it was a kindness of theology that Turoapt’s gifts didn’t work on humans or most other complex life forms.

The next phase of Turoapt’s growth kicked off when one of the Wall’s construction corps in the far west hired a Saint with Turoapt’s boons.

When Cambrias’ Wall had first hit the mountains centuries ago, it hadn’t been a great concern. There were still hundreds of leagues of plains to fill in the other directions.

When the Wall hit more mountains, hit swamps and oceans, and hit rivers too vast to easily bridge with wall segments? When the Wall’s growth slowed?

Then it turned into a problem.

There’d long been mass rock mining from the mountains, shipping stone blocks through the underways or down rivers, sometimes for hundreds of leagues. When the growth of the Wall stalled, so did the demand for the stone.

There was talk of building the Wall up into the ranges, of walls that crept along the contours of mountains, forming great farming terraces and inhabited bridges between peaks. Of turning the entire mountain range into a three-dimensional spider-web of wall segments.

It would have been the most impressive feat of engineering ever accomplished on Ishveos, dwarfing the challenges that Cambrias had faced before. There would have been incredible challenges— stabilizing slopes en masse to prevent landslides, redesigning wall segments to resist the moonquakes common in the mountains, and of course fending off the less than friendly inhabitants of the mountains, be they human, god, mimic, or monster.

It wasn’t nearly ambitious enough for the Wall.

Nearly a century before Thea was born, Cambrias’ priesthood decided to throw away those challenges entirely, to cast away many decades of research into the plans for mountains. Instead, they would pursue a different path entirely.

They were going to strip mine the ranges down to nothing. To shave off layer after layer of the mountain, quarrying them from the peak down to the root, to extend the very plains.

And that was only a fragment of the plan. Only one small part of a declaration that shook not only the Wall, but every other nation that heard it.

Cambrias’ priesthood and the Wall Guard had long preached the eternal expansion of the Wall, but most had considered it more of a statement of faith and a general goal than a specific plan.

All that changed with the Ecumenopolis Declaration.

It was a concrete, step-by-step plan for extending the Wall across the world. A plan that merely started with strip mining the mountains to nothing— that led from there to using the resulting stone and dirt not just to expand the wall, but to fill the swamps, to tame the rivers, and to even build artificial land out into the sea.

Cambrias’ Wall was going to cover the entire world.

It was mind-boggling hubris, ambition that shocked even many of the mightiest gods and Divines of the Wall. Many warned that it was far too ambitious, carefully avoiding looking towards either the East or West Pole as they did so.

The High Goddess in the East said nothing, her priests watching with a mix of concern and amusement.

The other High Gods either took their cue from her or protested loudly, rattling their sabres futilely.

Cambrias said nothing, silent as he had been for centuries.

And it was decades before anyone thought to ask the Oracle at the West Pole about it, and their answer was incomprehensible.

The specifics of the Ecumenopolis Declaration’s plans only extended so far— Cambrias’ priesthood had no idea how they’d fill in the deep sea to extend the Wall without flooding the land, for instance. There was talk of turning the closes within the web of wall segments into a complex network of holding tanks and lakes that could be raised or lowered at will across the world, but as no one truly knew the volume of the oceans, it remained pure speculation.

But the near future of the plan? It was actionable, it was feasible, and the city set to it with delight.

And it was a bit over a century into that project, into its relentless economic boom that nonetheless couldn’t match the growth that had been lost, when the city’s expansion stalled, that Turoapt’s boon reached the relentless quarrying in the mountains to the west.

The application the quarrying effort found for Turoapt’s boon was simple and obvious, in retrospect:

The Saint used the boon to plant Turoapt’s blessing on mountains, to dump huge amounts of entropy into their stones, more than doubling the speed of mining.

It couldn’t be placed on the high-quality stone meant to form the blocks of the Wall, of course, but for the material meant to be used for landfill in swamps, rivers, and coasts? The entropic dumping was perfect.

The city rapidly began investing even more in Turoapt, seeking ever more boons to aid the mountain range quarries. New uses sprang up swiftly to compete with them, driving the price of Turoapt’s gifts in prayer and coin ever higher. It got to the point where buyers were spending not only long-interval coins, but even the seldom-moving permanent coins usually hoarded by the rich.

Some uses were economically important, like for the city’s cheese industry. The dairies of the city were already using Turoapt’s blessings, of course, to preserve milk as it was shipped from pastures down in the closes between wall segments. It wasn’t long before dairies also discovered how to use Turoapt’s entropy dumping to speed the conversion of milk to cheese by a significant factor.

Some uses were more economically frivolous, like its growing use by sculptors to carve in new- though not necessarily easier— ways, but those uses were often celebrated even more than the essential uses. And they still helped drive up the prices.

There was already a growing theonomic futures market driven by Turoapt’s preservation, but when it was joined by a similar futures market in the decay she could offer, the two merged into a whole new side economy— a trade in stasis and destruction that spread out to parallel ever-greater segments of the existing theonomic system.

This was the backdrop to Thea’s years studying mimics, the ever-present background music of the city.

And it all came to a crescendo just as her career was taking off.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Demons of the Wall

The demon looming over them stood facing away, its back a mass of foot-long blue-green quills bristling in every direction. Its body was a long, snake-like thing, every inch covered in quills. It stood on four thick, indigo-scaled legs, while four arms grew from its side— the top pair immensely thick and powerful, the bottom pair thinner and more dextrous, though still several times thicker than any human limb.

Slowly, the demon’s upper torso rotated around a full hundred and eighty degrees, revealing a scaled underbelly, with a flat face near the upper end. The demon bore a trio of compound, light-filled yellow eyes that looked eerily gem-like, at least a half-dozen nostrils inhaling and exhaling in a disturbing desynchronized fashion, and a saw-toothed mouth that spanned nearly the entire immense width of its torso.

The bizarre buzzing sensation the demon projected into the Firmament seized Thea’s attention even more than its terrifying appearance, and Seno made a squeaking noise in the back of her head as the sensation rolled over him.

The demon was also wearing a slightly stained floral apron.

“Afternoon, Thea!” the demon said in a cheerful tenor. “It’s been a couple weeks!”

Thea reached over and shoved down Aven’s fists, the Saint not putting up a fight in her confusion. Puhkirian ignored the by-play, long used to tourists being afraid of them.

“Afternoon, Puhkirian!” Thea replied, then sighed. She reached out and grabbed something off the demon’s quills.

“Someone’s been posting advertisements on you again,” she said. “This one’s for… an estate sale?”

Puhkirian sighed. “Some people are just rude. Anyhow, usual today?”

The demon gestured at their food cart, where they were roasting several kinds of heavily spiced meats on skewers made from their own quills. There was a small crowd gathered around the front of the stall as always— Puhkirian’s skewers were always popular.

“Actually, I’d like two mouth-incinerating spice overload pork belly specials today,” Thea said. “And you’re usually farther down the street, aren’t you?”

Puhkirian’s gemlike eyes flickered briefly in a pattern that Thea recognized as surprise. The colors of two of them shifted as well— one of them shading down towards orange, another shifting closer to gold. She hadn’t entirely learned all the nuances of the chromatic vocabulary of Puhkirian’s species, so she wasn’t sure what implications or meanings the tones added to the pattern of flickering.

“Dain, mind the stall, will you?” the demon told their assistant.

The bald, muscular man just grunted and nodded— in the three or so years Thea had known the pair, she’d probably only heard Dain speak a half-dozen times.

Thea wouldn’t have minded hearing him speak more— or getting to know him a lot better. Alas, Dain was happily married, and he and his husband had a half-dozen children.

“Bwuh?” Aven finally said.

“Aven, these are my friends Puhkirian and Dain. Pukhirian, Dain, this is my new ally Aven.”

Puhkirian reached out with one clawed arm and shook Aven’s unresisting hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”

“Bwuh,” Aven said.

Puhkirian carefully removed their floral apron, skillfully avoiding snagging it on any quills. They folded it neatly, then tucked it into a cubby in the food stall. Then the demon shook themselves, and all their quills began to fold down against their body so they could safely maneuver through the crowds without poking anyone. With their quills folded, Puhkirian shifted in appearance from fearsome to fascinating, light playing in iridescent ripples across the interlocking quills.

“Alright, let’s go,” the demon said.

Thea nodded, then paused and eyed the meat skewers. “Actually, I think I will get an order of my usual for each of us. We didn’t quite get to finish lunch.”

As Puhkirian led the two of them down the street, Thea carefully divided her attention between the crowds, not stepping on any cracks between the flagstones, and of course her meat skewer— she’d gotten her usual mix of grass snake, beef, and crickets, dusted generously with cinnamon and eagle chili powder. She was still working on building her spice tolerance— eagle peppers were much spicier than the peppers most people ate, but they were nothing compared to some of the more intense pepper cultivars. That wasn’t even getting to some of the blessed peppers grown by a few spice gods, which were often used for crowd control by the Wall Guard. A few of the spiciest peppers were so spicy they were banned for that, and were instead used as full-on war weapons.

A few madmen still ate the war-blessed peppers. Usually Saints with various chemical resistance boons— but Thea knew for a fact that a few layfolk had trained themselves up to that point. She was terrified and envious of them in equal measure.

Aven, meanwhile, was splitting her attention between her less-spicy skewer and Puhkirian themself.

“Never met a demon before?” Thea asked Aven quietly.

Aven shook her head. “What is a demon doing running a food stall?”

“Demons aren’t like they are in the stories,” Thea said. “They’re not the opposite of gods, they’re just refugees from dying, high-magic universes. That’s all the hells are, just universes whose Firmament has filled with magic to toxic, destructive levels. There’s at least half a million demons living atop the Wall— mostly from three or four species, though there’s plenty of others as well. Most are perfectly reasonable neighbors so long as they have enough magic to sustain themselves, and Ishveos has more than enough for all.”

“Most?” Aven asked.

Thea grimaced. “The bad ones are nasty. I’d rather deal with just about anything else over a rogue demon. There are also some that are dangerous just because of how alien they are— their worldviews and ethics are pretty much mutually incomprehensible to humans or gods.”

Aven eyed Puhkirian thoughtfully, then bit a cricket off her skewer. “I guess anyone who can cook this good’s gotta be a decent sort.”

The demon’s head turned completely around to face them with a serrated smile. “It’s part skill, part fresh ingredients, and part the skewer itself. My quills are delicious.”

Aven made a thoughtful noise, then bit off a chunk of grass snake.

Puhkirian led them quickly through the crowds, which parted readily before their bulk. A few times Thea heard shouting or other clamor, but it always turned out to be an argument between vendors or a rickshaw collision.

The Wall Guard really needed to pass the rickshaw ban and move them all down to the underways. The topside streets were far too crowded already.

“How are the children, Puhkirian?” Thea asked as they passed a broken fountain. A prophet was standing in the dry fountain bed, shouting garbled commandments from the fountain’s small gods to repair it already.

“They’re well!” the demon said. “They’re down to about thirty now, they’re killing each other well ahead of schedule! No clear front runner yet, though. We’re hoping we might end up with twins, or even triplets!”

A bewildered and alarmed expression crossed Aven’s face.

“Puhkirian’s kind have litters in the hundreds, but they only transition from their juvenile state and gain sentience by eating each other. There’s actually quite a few escaped juveniles living in the sewers, never getting bigger than a large cat. They’re mostly harmless.”

“Mostly?” Aven asked, not looking particularly relieved by that.

“They’re still covered in quills,” Puhkirian said with a chuckle. “You don’t want to step on one!”

After about fifteen minutes of walking, Puhkirian led them to an unmarked, dull-looking warehouse. They glanced around, twisting their head three-quarters of a full rotation in each direction, then reached several of their arm quills into a complex hemispheric lock with dozens of holes. After inserting quills in a complex pattern Thea couldn’t even begin to follow, the door popped open, and Puhkirian gestured them inside.

“Two mouth-incinerating spice overload pork belly specials,” the demon said, gesturing at the open door.

Aven sighed. “Really sorry you need to keep explaining things to me right now, but could you explain?”

Thea chuckled at that. “You feel the weird buzzing in the Firmament coming from Puhkirian?”

Aven nodded.

“All demon species have their own specific effects on the Firmament. Pukhirian’s kind’s interferes with detection godgifts and other magical tracking. When you add in all of Puhkirian’s mates too, only the most powerful military grade tracking godgifts can find us, and those are all strategic assets whose use is carefully accounted for. On top of that, Puhkirian stores all their spices here, so scent trackers can’t follow us. They’ve also got a variety of boons and blessings reinforcing and hiding the place. Puhkirian and their mates make a sizable income acting as a safehouse for people on the run.”

Puhkirian made a scraping noise with the bone filaments in one of their many air tubes, the demon’s equivalent of clearing their throat.

“Right, sorry,” Thea said, and led Aven into the warehouse.

Stepping inside was briefly nauseating, as always, and Seno whimpered for a moment inside her head. It was like getting hit with a wall of sound entirely within the Firmament.

Aven staggered a bit beside her, but they had both recovered by the time Puhkirian shut the door behind them.

A dozen of Puhkirian’s eighteen mates were in the warehouse— most significantly smaller than the towering food vendor, a few as short as six feet in height. Puhkirian’s largest mate was draped up in the rafters, though, and they towered almost twice the height of a tall human when standing.

The demons varied wildly in color, from garish pinks and purples to subtle yellow-greens. One of Puhkirian’s oldest mates was a glittering cascade of dozens of colors that danced gorgeously as they clambered over a pile of crates, as though someone had dragged a rainbow out of the sky. Puhkirian had told Thea that twenty years ago, before age had started to dull their mate’s quills and scales, they’d been so brilliant that a group of jewelers had once tried to kidnap and harvest them. Thea couldn’t even begin to imagine what that must have looked like— dull was the absolute last adjective Thea would ever apply to them even now.

Thea tried not to scowl at the bluemidges buzzing around odd corners of the warehouse— some of them were the size of fruit flies, though thankfully none were house fly size. The demons, unfortunately, had a taste for mimic flesh, so the bluemidges in their homes could often avoid mimic predation. Given the generally healthy state of the mimic population in the rest of the city, though, it wasn’t a serious problem— bluemidges needed significantly more mimic-free space than this before you needed to worry about them growing into full bluelife.

As Puhkirian led them to one of the safehouse apartments, Thea said hello to a few of the demons she knew— they were easy to tell apart, even ignoring their wildly divergent coloration. After Puhkirian led them past the pit in the center of the warehouse where their young were kept, Thea made a point to coo over the cannibalistic baby demons. Not that they were particularly cute right now— they wouldn’t start growing eyes or gaining their quill coloration until they shed their baby legs.

The safehouse apartments themselves were comfortable and well furnished, with a full bookshelf, a cabinet with jerky to snack on, cozy armchairs, and a huge bed. There was even a restroom with hot and cold running water and a shower— hardly rare on the Wall, but other safehouses were seldom built for comfort, and often had to make do with chamberpots.

Thea very much appreciated the separate restroom, because she absolutely wasn’t paying for separate rooms in the safehouse, not on an exterminator’s salary.

“So how does a Wall Guard become friends with someone like that?” Aven asked as she flopped down in one of the chairs.

“A demon?” Thea asked.

Aven shook her head. “The demon thing is going to take some getting used to, I’ll admit— though Amena wasn’t too surprised. No, I mean how did you befriend someone who runs a safehouse for criminals?”

“I met Puhkirian through their food stall, that’s how. And lots of people use their safehouse,” Thea protested, as she sank into another chair. “People hiding from abusive partners, debtors with loan sharks after them… it’s a good hiding spot, is all. And even if someone did manage to get past the demonic and divine protections, they’ve got to pick a fight with a whole nest of demons, most of whom are a match for a Saint.”

“But lots of their clients are criminals on the run from the law, aren’t they?” Aven prodded.

Thea sighed. “Yes, almost certainly. The mimic exterminators don’t concern ourselves with that sort of thing, though. We’re like the Fire Guard— they just fight fire, not crime. We just manage mimic populations. We need all segments of society to trust us so we can do our jobs. We don’t arrest people except for mimic-related crime, nor turn anyone over to other divisions for other crime except the most severe stuff— murder, kidnapping, arson.”

“Mimic-related crime?” Aven asked.

“Trying to train guard-mimics to attack humans, transplanting foreign mimic species without license, mimic counterfeiting, that sort of thing.”

“Mimic counterfeiting?”

“Breeding mimics to copy jewelry, valuable artwork or other goods, then either selling them or sneakily swapping them with the originals. Most commonly foreign metal coins, though mimics obviously can’t counterfeit proper interval coins.”

Aven nodded. “Makes sense. I thought you were going to say weird sex stuff, though.”

Thea groaned. “Oh, there’s lots of weird sex stuff with mimics. We do more public education work than arresting people for it, because weird sex stuff with mimics almost universally ends with injuries. Usually embarrassing, sometimes horrific.”

Aven looked like she had more questions, but Thea shook her head. “I do not want to talk about weird mimic sex crimes right now. I’m going to relax in this chair and spend a few hours praying.”

“Fair enough, might as well do the same,” Aven said.

Thea sighed, closed her eyes, and began breathing in raw magic from the Firmament. Her soul began metabolizing the magic into soulstuff, which she fed through her soul— mostly to Seno, though decent chunks went to her old trajectory boon and her new reflex boon, with the small remainder going to reinforce her collection of blessings, with the aim of turning them into boons someday.

She frowned a little to herself. It wasn’t that ridiculous of a blessing collection. She’d met others with more blessings.

Admittedly, they were mostly Saints or Divines. And one wealthy gentleman who spent fortunes on frivolous blessings to entertain his grandchildren and their friends.

Thea shook her head, then turned her attention back to her prayers. Power didn’t come without hard work, at least not unless you were born rich.

If, at some point, Thea fell asleep during her prayers, well… one could hardly blame her, after the exhausting day she’d had. Aven was already long since napping in her own chair.

Seno didn’t mind. He’d never been a particularly demanding god.

Thea gave him plenty of time for flagstone counting, which was more than enough to make him happy.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Flashback: Down One Last Time

After Amena came to her, Aven expected them to leave Indek swiftly.

To her surprise, Amena wanted to stay, at least for a while. To explore the depths of the Mudmaze, to try and find the deepest gods.

Part of Aven wanted to flee the city immediately, to begin her westward journey once more. Amena would, of course, have agreed. She would never force one of her hosts to do something against their will.

But another part of Aven found Amena’s goal fascinating, fixated on the idea of descending into the lowest depths. It was the same drive that pushed her westward, the same will to gaze directly into the eye of what hurt her.

She made a few solo attempts to delve, making it surprisingly far without a digging crew, but inevitably came to blockages and cave-ins she couldn’t pass.

She thought it would be harder to organize her own digging crew, but at the time, she hadn’t yet understood exactly how rare a goddess Amena was. Not only would people invest truly prodigious amounts of prayer into the goddess, they’d accept additional work on top of that. They were, in essence, paying Amena for the privilege of joining Aven’s digging crew— and paying enough in prayer that Amena could afford to not only grant their boons, but extra boons and blessings for Aven as well.

Aven didn’t want a conventional crew, the sort who spent lives more freely than coin. No, she wanted a small, elite team, one that could delve the most dangerous paths, since they didn’t have the usual concerns of dig teams. They wouldn’t be porting out silt, nor bringing in drudges. Amena’s boons were a far greater prize than those of any Mudmaze god— if they’d been truly valuable, after all, they wouldn’t have been allowed to sink.

Aven got her unconventional crew— and oh, was it one blessed team. Three Saints, two diggers with boons perfectly suited to the Mudmaze, and her. Better yet, none of them had to worry about backstabbing, because Amena was well-fed, strong enough to put steep penalties on her boon contracts. If one of them was to betray the others, they would forfeit their promised boons.

It was a cloudy, drizzling day when their expedition finally set off.

Not that the weather mattered in the Mudmaze, save during the fiercest rainstorms. And not that there were many days that weren’t cloudy and drizzling in Indek. But still, Aven would have liked a sunny day to usher them into the depths.

A few scouts for other crews followed them for a while, as they descended through better trod tunnels— it was widely suspected that their mission was a sham, and that they were raiders, or perhaps had discovered some unusual strike.

When Aven’s team began their climb down the Throat, though, none followed them farther.

The Throat was widely considered to be the single most dangerous shaft in the entirety of the Mudmaze. Held open by the lingering power of some ancient, long-gone god, there were more than a few starving gods accessible from its walls.

Those walls were treacherous, though, apt to fail at any moment, sending climbers plummeting to their depths. Aggressive mimics lurked on those few parts of the shaft that were stable, and more than a few malfunctioning, dangerous relics had been discovered in the Throat.

It was the fastest route to the deep Mudmaze, though, and Aven’s team had planned for it. One of their non-Saint members had a boon that firmed up the mud and gravel of the walls, while one of their Saints could manifest pulleys out of godstuff that hung freely in the air, without the need for attachment points.

Even so, it was a long, tense climb down, all of them constantly worrying over avalanches or flash floods from above.

It might have been easier for Aven if she had sought enhancement boons from Amena first, but there was no hesitation in her when she asked for Amena’s body-reshaping blessings first. She was already in her twenties, had waited her whole life for her body to finally match her soul, and didn’t intend to wait a single day longer.

This was, thankfully, one of those cases like healing where it made more sense to get blessings than boons. Aven had no need to reshape herself again and again, nor did she particularly want to use them to reshape others. And even if she had, Amena would have been reluctant to offer these as boons- because there was a price for Amena’s body-reshaping boons. Or perhaps it was better to call it a limitation, or a mix of the two.

Aven’s body would not simply be reshaped into the body she should have always had, but instead, would be reshaped into a body that looked like the child of her original form and the form of the woman whose death had given rise to the goddess Amena. She would be immediately recognizable as the sister of all the women who had their bodies reshaped by Amena- in face, in build, and most of all in the antlers they all shared.

Since all of those sisters, the daughters of Amena, shared a common enemy— an incredibly powerful enemy— Amena didn’t want her gift of form spreading beyond her control, didn’t want her gift of form on anyone who couldn’t protect themselves.

Aven gladly accepted all of the conditions of the body-reshaping blessings, and by the time the expedition had started, she was already beginning to change.

And with those changes, the hole inside her gradually began to heal.

When her team reached the bottom of the Throat, they found themselves hanging on their ropes above a shallow, debris-filled, muddy lake. Something was moving in it, though they doubted it was fish or mimics.

There were many more bluemidges than usual, some big enough to be visible as more than just buzzing dots. Sure sign that there weren’t many mimics down here.

It took quite a bit of careful maneuvering and finagling to get to the shore of the unpleasant muddy lake without landing in the waters. They sunk halfway to their knees in the mud of the bank, but they’d come equipped for deep mud, and were able to fight their way to drier ground, then into an old hallway, one leading to a half-buried auditorium of some sort.

Whether the old auditorium had been a theater or a temple, none could say, since the front was the buried part.

Regardless, the auditorium made for a decent base camp. After a couple of hours rest from the descent, they spent the rest of the first day— marked by a timekeeping relic belonging to one of the Saints— mapping their immediate surroundings. They had several old maps of these depths, but maps didn’t stay good for long in the Mudmaze. Some chambers and tunnels flooded while others emptied out. Buried gods with matter manipulation gifts that mustered enough power shoved dirt around, hoping to clear a path for delvers to come feed them.

Many suspected that something in the depths was moving entire buildings around— whether natural forces, divine forces, or something stranger, no one knew.

The auditorium they’d discovered was only on one of the four maps they’d brought, the oldest. It was, at least, in the same spot it had been on their map, but the chambers open and buried around it had switched around significantly— it seemed that there had been something of a migration of open paths towards the south.

The first day ended with a long prayer session by all of them to Amena— a bizarre experience for Aven, who found the experience of powerful folks praying in a circle around her unnerving, even if they weren’t praying to her.

They found no less than a dozen gods during the first week of their expedition. It was a lot more than they’d been expecting— it was rare for anyone to delve so deep. All but one of the gods was badly starving, several in states of hibernation to preserve the last of their god stuff.

Aven freely offered prayers to all the starving gods still awake, with no expectation of return, but mournfully avoided doing so for the hibernating gods. Unless she was willing to spend weeks praying to them, waking them from hibernation would do more harm than good.

The one non-starving god, though, received no prayer from Aven. She wouldn’t pray to that god if her life was on the line.

The non-starving god hadn’t been allowed to sink because it was insufficiently valuable. It had been buried deliberately in order to starve it, bound with imprisoning relics and mundane booby-traps, as well as a cage of blessed unrusting steel.

Some people lived sufficiently vile lives as to give birth to equally vile gods when they died, and this was one of the worst Aven had ever even heard of.

By mutual consent, the team sealed off the tunnel leading to that god’s prison. The whole time, the god taunted them with descriptions of horrible acts, and promised them the power to torment others— it was still powerful enough to communicate with non-prophets from a hundred feet away or more, unfortunately.

However long it took it to eventually starve, it couldn’t be fast enough.

Even with that interruption, by the end of the week they’d managed to mostly reconcile all their different maps and find the likeliest site to dig deeper.

Their dig site didn’t look like much- just a cramped, half-collapsed little crawlspace. One of their maps, the second-oldest, marked it as an attic, however— and when they cleared the rubble and mud, they found a trapdoor down into a nearly intact tenement building. There was only one god in there, a hibernating god that had clearly once been a laundry god.

From there, they found their way into a truly ancient sewer system, filled in save for the top two or three feet, so they could only maneuver their way by crawling. They only had partial maps of this sewer system.

Below that, they found their way down into one of the periodic attempts to build a foundation for the city, to stop the relentless sinking. The ancient queen who had commissioned it had tried to raise up the whole city on a huge platform of stone, but the money and prayer had run out swiftly, and the nobles, commons, and temples of the city had risen up to overthrow her. The quarter-built foundation had been turned into housing, markets, and more, and then allowed to sink.

This part of their delve was the slowest yet— the tunnels through the foundation were entirely silt-packed. This was where their diggers showed their worth, though— the two non-Saints had boons perfectly suited towards their job. They moved earth faster than twenty-man digging teams, leaving the three Saints and Aven scrambling to clear the dirt behind them— what little the diggers didn’t compress into near-stone.

They only found two gods in the foundation, both hibernating and too starved to wake up.

When they passed the foundation, they were in truly ancient territory. The foundation was tall enough to let them skip centuries of layers, and when they emerged, they found more baked clay than stone, and little metal remaining— even blessed steel long since rusted away, leaving only some blessed bronze. There were nearly no sewer systems, empty rooms, or open tunnels this low— almost all progress they made was through digging.

They were nowhere near the lowest depths, of course. Gods of stone and bedrock had set their senses to exploring the swamp over the centuries and had found that despite popular rumor, the swamp wasn’t truly bottomless— but the muck and silt stretched nearly two miles deep before it hit bedrock. The swamp sat atop what the stone gods referred to as a rift valley, a place where the crust of the moon was slowly tearing itself apart.

That, of course, had resulted in rumors that Indek and the swamp would one day drain into the rift, into the heart of the moon— no matter how many times the stone gods explained that new stone was being birthed as the moon-crust tore apart, that the process was moving at speeds slower than fingernails grew, and that it likely wouldn’t deepen much more.

Of less frivolous interest was the question of how close the sinking ruins were to bedrock. The best bet of gods and scholars was that there was no more than a quarter or half mile left to sink before the clay huts at the bottom of the debris column touched the bedrock— likely in just a few centuries. It was entirely possible, as enough of the column struck bedrock and compacted, that the city of Indek might stop sinking— perhaps in no more than a thousand years.

Aven and her team hadn’t descended more than a half-mile deep, though. Part of it was due to the growing difficulty of digging at this depth, but mostly it was because they had reached the theoretical maximum depth to find surviving gods.

They found, to their surprise, no less than seven gods at their depth. Each and every one of them, however, were imprisoned monstrous gods like the one they’d found above, radiating malice through the Firmament. All of them had been brought down and imprisoned long after that layer had sunk, and all of them made the last imprisoned god they’d found look gentle. One of their Saints made the mistake of digging a little too close to one of them and spent the next hour vomiting and crying at the images the vile goddess had planted in his mind. He refused to tell them anything of what he’d seen, and none of the others dared try.

The team spent a while arguing, with many of them claiming that surely the gods in the foundation must be the deepest surviving gods. They weren’t running out of supplies yet, but they felt it would be a waste to go deeper.

Amena, however, believed it was worth a try, and since her gifts were the true reward of the expedition, they dug again.

The next layer was little different than the one above, save for the presence of even less metal, but to their shock, they found a god in those depths. A single, solitary god, one that must have been in hibernation for a millennium or more.

They couldn’t even tell what sort of god it was, it had shriveled up so much in the Firmament, and its shrine had decayed so badly.

None of them had any idea how a small god could have survived so long. They likely could have done revolutionary theological research on it, could have altered entire theological paradigms, but none of them were of a particularly scholarly bent.

Aven spent hours just staring at the eroded stone shrine and the hibernating god. She felt remorse that she couldn’t pray to it without waking it up and dooming it— its rejuvenation would take thousands of prayer-hours, spread out carefully over a precise schedule to not overfeed it— but more than that…

She identified with it. The persistent little god, lurking so deep, refusing to die even trapped at the bottom of the moon’s deepest hole.

The others prepared for their ascent as Aven watched the little god thoughtfully, even Amena’s curiosity satisfied.

Then, when Amena told Aven it was time to leave, Aven spoke only one word.

“No.”

When Aven told Amena and the expedition members her plan, she expected them all to protest, to argue. They had already, after all, provided Amena with enough prayer to offer them all boons, if not particularly strong ones.

But not only was there no protest, there was enthusiastic support for the idea.

They were going to lift the ancient slumbering god to the surface.

Moving a place god was always a dicey affair— you had to be very sure that you were moving enough of their place. Even when the place gods had a shrine, you couldn’t be sure that their sense of place didn’t extend well past their shrine. Some place gods would require you to move entire buildings or city blocks. For a place god, sense of self was no different than sense of place.

This one, though, as shriveled as it was… they were betting its self didn’t even cover its entire shrine. And with three Saints, they could absolutely move the shrine.

It took five days to raise the god, the first of which was dedicated to simply reinforcing the ancient stone shrine to move it. They had to widen quite a few of their tunnels, which slowed them more.

The ascent up the Throat itself was a nightmare, taking a day and a half, during which time none of them slept. As they neared the top of the Throat, they came under ambush by another delving team, which had left scouts to watch for their return, convinced they had been seeking some ancient and powerful relic.

The fight had been a nasty one, with Aven and the other non-Saints sheltering in a partially collapsed tunnel off the throat, while the entrance was peppered with crossbow bolts and slingstones.

Once the three Saints had secured the ancient shrine so it wouldn’t fall back down the Throat, they raced up the walls, and within minutes, the corpses of the ambushers rained down, splashing distantly in the muddy shallow lake below.

As Aven and the others finished their climb, they could hear more splashing as whatever dwelled in the lake devoured the fallen bodies.

No one else interfered with them as they carried the shrine out of the Mudmaze. They emerged into one of Indek’s rare sunny days in the mid-morning and headed straight to an inn to wash and sleep, and where Amena distributed the boons she owed the expedition members.

It wasn’t until two days later that they were well-rested enough to finish their plan.

They hauled the ancient shrine to Indek’s university, and to the curiosity of its students and professors, planted the shrine in a prominent place right in the middle of the plaza.

Aven climbed up onto a nearby bench and tersely explained what the ancient shrine was to the crowd.

Then she climbed down off the bench and knelt before the ancient shrine, along with the expedition members, and began praying to the ancient god.

Before the hibernating god had even awoken, history and theology professors were already fighting over who would get to interview the god first, were already ordering their students to get in line to pray to the starving god. They were already plotting out prayer schedules for it, signing up students and professors to participate.

Aven couldn’t help but smile when she noticed there was no talk of using drudge prayer, or seeking the god’s gifts.

It took an hour for the god— or goddess, rather— to wake up, and when it did, Aven couldn’t understand a word she said, she spoke a language so old.

But she could tell what the goddess was. It had been a simple kitchen goddess that helped sort bugs from grain.

And she could feel the ancient, tiny goddess’ gratitude.

Aven and Amena smiled together and left the university plaza, demanding no reward from the university nor answering any questions. They never saw the other expedition members again.

That very afternoon, Aven left Indek for the first time in years.

Heading west.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Demon Lair

The biggest threat Thea and Aven faced during their two-night stay in the windowless safehouse was boredom. Some of Puhkirian’s mates stopped in periodically to deliver meals and check on them, while Puhkirian themself stopped by in the afternoons after finishing work for the day— to chat a bit, and to share the news.

It would have been much less boring if they’d been able to wander around the warehouse, chat with the demons more, but there were other safehouse apartments in the depths of the warehouse— Thea had no idea whether they were occupied or not, which was a major reason for keeping them isolated.

The only hint of excitement was when one of the baby demons got out of their pen and followed one of their parents into the room during meal delivery. They managed to corral and help the demon catch its child in about two minutes, though, so it wasn’t that much excitement.

Puhkirian never asked why they were hiding, though he kept an eye on the groups they named. The demon was, in fact, the one who told them the name of the mysterious second gang— the Hookfeet, named for the climbing tools many of their burglars used. They didn’t have a central god they were organized around like many gangs, so they had a much wider variety of godgifts than the Unclean Knives. They were also a much larger gang, with the heart of their territory in the Shoulderlands.

The Hookfeet, the Unclean Knives, and the potentially rogue Wall Guards searched every inch of the markets near Puhkirian’s stall for hours after Thea and Aven had entered his safe-house. Their search went until well past when Puhkirian and Dain closed their stall for the day, and they were searching in the morning when they opened the stall again. The locals told them they’d kept up the search all night, the Wall Guards even closing down the Food Pit to search it top to bottom.

The fact that the Wall Guards had fought the gangs several times throughout the first night, yet hadn’t summoned help to drive them off, was enough to make Thea even more deeply distrustful of them. When asked, the Guards claimed they were looking for escaped prisoners.

Half true, admittedly.

Thea spent most of her time praying— or trying to, at least. Aven, it seemed, could only handle sitting and praying for so long before boredom set in and she started bothering Thea with questions about herself, the city, and any random topic that came to mind.

Eventually, at least, Aven claimed a book from the shelf to read, giving Thea a little peace. Not one of the cheap adventure novels or philosophical tracts, but a work of architectural history, of all things.

Autodidacts were ever a weird bunch, Thea supposed.

Even Thea could only spend so many hours a day praying before she grew bored, though.

She tried to do a little bit of training and exercising, but the safehouse apartment wasn’t quite large enough, unfortunately. She could do push-ups and other calisthenics, but there absolutely wasn’t room for practicing forms with her combat fork. She had to stop when Aven fell asleep for another nap. Apparently heavy healing took a lot out of the Saint, and between healing her knife wounds and regrowing her antlers— which were already at least three inches long— Aven was spending half the day napping.

Eventually, Thea found herself just sitting, staring at the leather pouch holding the clay tablet.

Slowly, cautiously, she pulled the drawstrings open and withdrew the tablet.

The cuneiform markings it was covered in seemed familiar to Thea, but she couldn’t quite place them— there were, after all, countless ancient civilizations on Ishveos, as waves of human migration through the multiverse deposited new immigrants on the moon’s shores. Ishveos had been inhabited by humans for at least five millennia, maybe longer. Thea had learned in school as a child about several different civilizations that had used clay tablets rather than paper.

She hadn’t bothered to study them more deeply later in life— she’d been too focused on joining the elite strike teams, then the mimic exterminators.

She could feel the god of the tablet wake, or at least resume attention to the outside world, and notice her attention.

<No,> the god told her, in a quiet, tired voice.

“I beg your pardon?” Thea asked. “No what?”

<No, I won’t kill for you,> the god said. <And if you try to force me, I’ll fight you. Even if you succeed, I will make you pay a heavy price for it.>

“I don’t want to kill any gods, I just want to get you somewhere safe where you’re not my problem anymore.”

The god snorted, his disbelief evident.

“What’s your name?” Thea asked.

<No,> the god said. <I will not make casual conversation with you. I will not befriend you. Being kind to me will not convince me to kill. If you truly bear even a hint of honesty about your intentions— which I doubt— you will simply leave me alone.>

The god retreated from her mind and curled silently back to slumber within its clay reliquary.

Thea slowly returned the tablet to her pouch, her mind racing with thoughts— none of them comfortable.

On the afternoon of the third day, Puhkirian returned with news.

Thea had grown so bored that she was cataloging all the mimics in their safehouse apartment— mostly small ones that had avoided demon appetites in crevices and cracks, while Aven was practically climbing the walls with boredom after finishing the small handful of books that interested her from the shelf. Thea could honestly say she didn’t understand Aven’s taste in the slightest— along with the architectural history, the Saint read a collection of children’s stories, an obscure text proposing a deeply convoluted taxonomy of god types, and a collection of interviews with prophets who had successfully managed to find secluded homes with few gods nearby.

When Thea had asked Aven why she just didn’t read some of the novels, when she was willing to read the children’s stories, she was met with a claim that ‘there are often useful secrets in children’s stories, secrets others have forgotten’ and that ‘novels are dull, boring, soul-rotting nonsense.’

Thea herself had stuck to one of the novels, in between prayer and training. It had been fine, even if the ending was a bit rushed. She absolutely didn’t see what Aven was complaining about.

When Puhkirian knocked on their door, it was a deep relief.

“The searchers have finally moved on,” the demon told the two women. “The corrupt Wall Guards first, the gangs shortly after. Rumor has it they spotted you both forty wall segments northeast of here.”

“I mean, they obviously didn’t spot us, but… that’s incredibly out of our path,” Thea said.

Aven nodded. “Think we’ve got someone covering for us?”

“Maybe,” Thea said. “Could be some non-corrupt Guardsmen trying to clear our way of searchers, but could also be some of our hunters distracting the competition.”

“Still need to be cautious, then,” Aven said.

“I’d suggest you take smuggler’s routes down through the closes,” Puhkirian offered, “but the closes are on lockdown in the immediate neighborhoods, until all the prison escapees are caught.”

Honestly, Thea hadn’t even considered traveling down in the closes among the groundlings— most Guardsmen refused to even set foot down there, since they’d age at normal human speed. She’d been down a handful of times since getting Cambrias’ blessing, but only for a few hours to do quick mimic surveys or to handle rare flesh-eater cases.

“Don’t tell me your destination,” Puhkirian said, “but may I ask the general direction you need to go?”

“Southwest-ish,” Thea said, after a moment’s consideration. Aside from being a friend, Puhkirian’s family business relied on their discretion— if the demon sold them out and news of that traveled, few would trust their safehouse.

Puhkirian’s eyes flickered, and their quills rippled rhythmically down their back in thought.

“You should pass through the Godsmount,” Puhkirian said.

Thea’s first reaction was to reject that idea immediately, but held it in check.

Passing through the Godsmount— or, if you wanted to be stuffy about it and use the proper name, the Cathedral of Schisms— would slow them down, and it was a bit out of their way, but their goal wasn’t speed, it was stealth and caution.

And if they went through the Godsmount, it would be nigh impossible to track them. And once they exited, they’d be no more than an hour or two from the district headquarters.

Unfortunately, it would be even easier for them to get lost in the Godsmount, or caught up in a feud between the gods there.

“We’ll consider it,” Thea said politely, already convinced it was a bad idea.

“What’s the Godsmount?” Aven asked.

“I’ll tell you later,” Thea said.

“There’s one other thing,” Puhkirian said. “Something’s been happening to the Unclean Knives.”

“Something?” Thea asked, noting Puhkirian’s uncomfortable tone.

“Many of them have been having seizures, losing their godgifts from Faneras— one or two are even supposed to have died. None with fully bestowed boons, just those with blessings or partially complete boons.”

Thea and Aven exchanged uncomfortable looks, but didn’t say anything. They both knew the cause— Faneras’ destruction by the tablet god in Thea’s belt pouch.

They spoke with Puhkirian for a few minutes longer, but the demon needed to get back to their stall, so Thea paid up what they owed from her dwindling belt pouch, then one of Puhkirian’s mates led them through a concealed access tunnel to a nearby underway. Once the secret door closed behind them, Thea couldn’t see even a trace of it— if she hadn’t just walked through it, it would look like any other access tunnel wall.

“So this Godsmount…?” Aven asked once they were walking down the underway.

It shouldn’t have been a surprise in the least to Thea that before she’d even finished her story, Aven and her indwelling goddess were both insisting they go that route.

Thea groaned. “Fine. This is ridiculous, but… if we’re careful and lucky, we can make it through. We’ve got another choice first— we’ve got two major routes to the Godsmount, since we definitely can’t risk taking the crawler tunnels. The first is the Shoulderlands— it’s a district where the wall segments are much shorter and wider, due to some sort of bedrock-related issue. Averages out to two or three times as much volume per segment. The closes between them are a lot smaller, meaning more of the area’s workforce needs to live on top or inside the walls. Plus, it’s tough enough to cordon off normal wall segments; the huge segments of the Shoulderlands make it near impossible to set up chokepoints across them. All that translates to a lot more organized crime.”

“Is that good or bad for us?” Aven asked.

“According to Puhkirian, the Hookfeet are based there, so not great. Still, the same factors that make the Shoulderlands harder to police help us as well. And it’s definitely the faster route for us, would take half the time.”

“And our other option?” Aven asked, moving out of the path of a massive sled being pushed across the ground. Ahead of it, purple godstuff wove itself into a thin layer of what looked and smelled like bacon grease, and behind the sled, it dissolved back into purple motes. The tiny old woman pushing it looked like she would have trouble carrying a steamed bun, but was propelling her cargo without any visible strain.

“The Lightweb,” Thea said, after the sled passed. “It’s definitely the slower route— at least twice as long as passing through the Shoulderlands— but there’s no significant gang nor Wall Guard presence.”

Aven gave her a curious look. “No gangs or Wall Guard? What sort of horrible threat lurks in this Lightweb to keep them both out?”

Thea shook her head. “No horrible threat, Holeofel’s Lightwatch is just a really effective guard force on its own. It’s technically a division of the Wall Guard, but operates mostly independently, so I’d wager none of the groups after us have shared knowledge with them— not least because it’s a big detour from our route so far, so I doubt any of our pursuers are expecting us to travel that way.”

“Seems like the Lightweb is the clear winner,” Aven said. “Though Amena likes the sound of the Shoulderlands.”

Thea smiled. “The Lightweb is a lot safer, but I can promise you, Amena will still enjoy it much more.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Lightweb

Holeofel had been a humble minor god once, with just a hundred or so worshipers, whose care he dedicated himself to. They were families in a poor neighborhood atop the Wall, when there was still more room for the poor atop the Wall. Still barely able to avoid falling into poverty and the closes, though, barely better than groundlings. Holeofel had been one of the few reasons they hadn’t been evicted off the wall-top, and he was proud of that fact. He wasn’t one of the powerful, but took care of his own. None of their problems were too small for him to tend to.

Holeofel offered two gifts— one that allowed the magical detection of lead within twenty or so feet, and one that allowed lead to glow, so long as it was connected to Holeofel’s shrine. His small congregation had woven a network of lights from lead wires for themselves, developing all sorts of ingenious tricks with them over time.

He was willing to give credit where credit was due, and in fact was delighted that his worshipers were the ones who invented the cunning mechanisms to hook and unhook the wires, to turn their lights on and off at will.

Holeofel’s lights were much more prayer-efficient than most light sources, especially in those days, when light gods were fewer in poor neighborhoods. His lightwires saved his worshipers hours of prayer each week. Under his soothing glow, they started a thriving local handicraft industry, able to be productive even late into the night.

Holeofel, unlike many gods of lead, was both aware of the dangers of lead poisoning and also did his best to educate and protect his followers from the risks.

Holeofel had lit his little neighborhood for generations, eking out a respectable, stable living— one that any small god would be envious of. His population was stable, his worship carried down family lines generation after generation.

He had grown ambitious over the years, though. He saw his chance to act on that ambition three centuries ago, when the various healing and medicine gods of the Wall had banded together and demanded lead to be banned in pipes, cups, and other such implements to stop the endemic lead poisoning in many regions of the Wall.

It had nearly devolved into civil war, the healer gods and their followers having already poisoned or otherwise assassinated hundreds profiting off the lead industry, when Cambrias’ priesthood intervened on the side of the healers. Rare they would intervene before a proper civil war had started— the Wall had at least a dozen civil wars of various sizes in its history. There’d even been multiple unrelated civil wars running in parallel. If one side didn’t win quickly, the war inevitably ended when one side drifted too far from proper guard behavior and lost access to Cambrias’ longevity boon.

Rumor had it that Cambrias himself had commanded the intervention that stopped the lead pipe war before it started, but his commandments were growing vanishingly rare even back then.

What followed was a massive public works project, one of the greatest in the city’s history, to remove all its lead piping and much of its other lead infrastructure.

Holeofel had immediately sought a contract for the renovations in his neighborhood, and had been gladly awarded it by the city— his little church undercut nearly every other bidder in his immediate region price-wise, in exchange for rights to the removed lead.

It was what Holeofel did with the lead that was so brilliant, if he said so himself— he immediately bought land in a nearby close from its Walltop owners and turned it into a wire-spinning facility, converting lead pipe into league after league of wire. What happened to the groundling residents who had lived there was none of his concern, though he believed many of them came to work there later.

And Holeofel immediately began expanding. His church performed lighting installations for free— he didn’t gouge on prayer costs for light, keeping his same low prayer-price for all. Neighborhood councils and individual homeowners alike adored him and readily paid his price.

And if they didn’t, well… they just didn’t get any light.

Holeofel’s expansion drove him deep into debt, but he was no over-greedy fool— he never took out prayer loans whose interest exceeded the returns on his lights. Some of the according debts would take decades, even a century or more to pay back, but Holeofel was more patient than most gods.

His network of lights grew, and grew, and grew. Within twenty years his network of light covered multiple neighborhoods, and he was already considered a theonomically important god to the city as a whole. Holeofel earned quite a bit of influence— and wealth, of course— when he received the contract to light the two crawler tunnels that passed through his neighborhood. He’d begun paying off his debts ahead of time without slowing his expansion. It helped that a couple of his creditors had gotten caught up in financial scandals and collapsed, allowing him to buy back his own prayer debt for a fraction of its worth.

That left him with a bit of extra revenue in his budget— which rather than applying to his growth, he cannily applied to his other debt, paying it all off in a few short years, like a relentless financial snowball rolling downhill.

Again, clever on his part, because he knew perfectly well what was coming— within another decade, his work crews had finished removing the lead infrastructure in his region. From there on out, he was going to have to buy his own lead.

For all Holeofel’s smart decisions, he was always cautious to keep his vanity in check, to avoid surrounding himself with sycophants. His greatest strength as a god was not his blessings or his wit, but his careful balance between caution and boldness, his habit of always doing the math and always performing due diligence.

It was in the short gap between paying off the debts and running out of free lead that Holeofel had bought the homes and land of his original worshipers— enough so that most of them were able to parlay it into fabulous dynastic wealth with some fairly basic investments, mostly into Holeofel’s own church.

And once he’d bought up that land, he’d commissioned the Woven Temple, that wondrous, spiraling, twisting building, like ocean waves fused to the sails of a ship fused to a great harp. All built entirely of lead wire woven onto the building’s skeleton and lit with his blessing, turning it into a shining beacon that could be seen from leagues away. In the distance, the Cathedral of Schisms still loomed over it, but Holeofel knew better than to indulge his vanity enough to compete with that monstrosity.

Holeofel’s growth slowed when he began having to purchase his lead, but it didn’t stop, and he didn’t start charging for installation— save for the most ridiculous, over-the-top projects, or projects liable to fall into disrepair and disuse. He would only make his money when the lights were actually used, after all. To charge for standard installation, though, would have been to sacrifice long-term growth for short-term profit, and Holeofel’s ambitions were assuredly long-term.

Holeofel wished to become one of the High Gods. To have a network of light that spread across the entire Wall, for his name to be spoken alongside Cambrias.

In the end, it wasn’t foolish business decisions or over-ambition that slowed his growth— it was mathematics and theonomics.

The problem was one Holeofel had spent decades seeking to overcome— the bigger the web of light grew, the more lead it required to grow further, until growing his wire web at any appreciable speed would require most of the lead imports into the Wall. It was simple geometry. And even with the city’s lead infrastructure all removed, there was still plenty of industrial demand.

If he’d been able to use other materials to cast light, it wouldn’t have been a problem. If his worshipers had been able to use his light-producing boon outside his web, he could have started new lightwebs elsewhere. If he hadn’t been so limited in his ability to establish branching nodes farther out in his nodes, he could have used his materials more efficiently But he could only use lead, and he was a place god with an unusually strong sense of place. His web was his place, his lights only worked in that web, and everything branched out from his center.

If that wasn’t enough, his priests started detecting inefficiencies in the transmission of light, as the lead wires grew mile after mile.

So his growth stalled, even more than the growth of the city itself.

His expansion never really stopped— save at the Shoulderlands to his south and the Cathedral of Schisms to his southwest— but in the meantime, no one could sneer at his achievements. His vast web provided light to over three quarters of a million wall-toppers and had become one of the most popular destinations for intra-city tourism. He had turned a simple crafter’s neighborhood into one of the wealthiest, and arguably most spectacular, regions of the city.

A few folks complained about the light pollution, complained about the complete lack of stars at night anywhere near the Lightweb, but their complaints came to little.

It’s not like there was much in the way of stars anywhere else over Cambrias’ Wall— there were few inhabited regions of the city that didn’t suffer from light pollution .

The Lightwatch was key to maintaining Holeofel’s little empire. His little branch of the Wall Guard, answerable only to himself and the highest reaches of Cambrias’ priesthood, was disciplined, efficient, and nigh incorruptible. He paid them better than the vast majority of other divisions, hired them from families that had worshiped him for centuries, and guaranteed their elevation to Sainthood within fifty years of service at most. Some made it in as little as a decade.

Holeofel made a special point of recruiting servitor gods with various sensory boons for his Lightwatch. Little escaped their sight, little passed through his territory without his church’s knowledge.

So they saw two scruffy, duster-wearing adventurers pass through the lightweb— one with a ridiculous tricorne hat, the other with nubby little horns of some sort. They noted that one was a Saint, and that the other carried a weapon of blessed metal and a reliquary on her belt— but these were common sights, so they did not investigate further.

Oh, they kept their eyes on them as they passed through the Lightweb, as they did all potentially dangerous visitors, but the two did nothing suspicious.

The adventurers visited Funnel Row, a stretch of underway that had been closed off to vehicles and cargo for traffic control reasons years ago. In its place, the walls, floor, and ceiling had been entirely covered in glowing skeins of lead wire, and dozens of restaurants, gift shops, and entertainment venues opened up onto the street. This was not an unusual visit— much the opposite, it would have been strange if they missed it.

The two enjoyed the admittedly spectacular view from the top of a tall bridge during the late afternoon’s eclipse, from where the Lightweb atop the Wall spun out across the plains like a true spiderweb. It was a well-known tourist spot, after all, and most of the Lightwatch for that area were prone to loitering there on patrol themselves.

And, of course, the two visited the Woven Temple. To visit the Lightweb without walking the dazzling halls and shadowless naves of the Temple, to fail to offer Holeofel a token prayer of gratitude— the Lightwatch didn’t even imagine that possibility. And, indeed, the two spent hours wandering the lead skeins of the Woven Temple and offered generous prayers to Holeofel— the Saint especially. This confirmed the Lightwatch’s suspicions— the two adventurers were tourists passing through, nothing more.

Besides, they had much more important matters to attend to. The Hookfeet and other gangs of the neighboring Shoulderlands were being unusually active, and on no less than three separate occasions over the last two days, rival Wall Guard departments had intruded onto Lightwatch turf. Something was happening, something big, and the Lightwatch intended to find out what.

The Lightwatch was the right hand of Holeofel, and he protected his own. They saw everything of import in the Lightweb, monitored everything.

Unfortunately for them, in this case, seeing isn’t the same as understanding. It doesn’t matter how hard a government surveils its people, if it lacks the resources to interpret what it sees.

And so the most dangerous reliquary in the city passed through the Lightweb without the slightest bit of trouble.

The presence of Thea and Aven was never even brought before Holeofel, for he was a proud god, with far more important matters to attend to.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Flashback: The Turoapt Crisis

At no point in her life before the Turoapt Crisis did Thea understand how the theonomic futures market worked.

After it, well… just about everyone on the Wall had at least a weak idea of how it worked, and would have preferred not to.

Thea, to her credit, took the time to figure it out when the collapse started, at least to a degree. After all, she’d been investing much of her pay into the prayer markets, and her own financial position was heavily tied up in the goddess Turoapt. Nearly everyone’s was.

So when the riots started and the mimic exterminators got called up to the front lines with all the other guards, Thea mostly understood why they were corralling angry citizens of the Wall and workers from down in the closes, why they were using their shields and riot sticks to force protesters together in streets and underways like an overfilled kettle. While she was shoving carters, porters, and cobblers with her shield, she did so with fairly decent knowledge of how petty and stupid the whole thing was.

Thea’s knowledge, while better than her otherwise fairly bad comprehension of theonomics, still could have used some improvement— but here’s the explanation of how a prayer futures market works she could have given, if she understood theonomic principles just a little better:

It’s two parties betting on whether the price of something is going up or down, then agreeing to buy and sell at a specific price at a specific date in the future. If you guessed right, and the price goes in the direction you anticipated? You stand to get rich. If you guessed wrong? Too bad. In a prayer futures market, it’s the price of godgifts they’re betting on. Not too complicated.

Of course, it’s much more complex than that in practice— there are, for instance, variant forms that are designed to lower risks, rather than take advantage of them. A firm that needs the subject of the bets for its manufacturing might not want to risk a price hike and would be willing to risk a price drop.

It was thanks to futures price hikes that Thea had been issued a blessing-reinforced wooden riot baton. It was thanks to an irrational market exuberance for Turoapt’s market futures that Thea’s riot baton was splattering her cheek with the blood of some regular worker whose life savings in prayer-debt and coin had been wiped out entirely.

Theonomic futures are an additional level of complexity over regular futures, thanks to a few quirks of theology.

Unlike even the shortest-interval coin, soulstuff can’t be stored. When your soul metabolizes it from the raw magic it inhales from the Firmament, you need to quickly channel it into either a prayer to a god or into a godgift in your soul. If you don’t, it just degrades away. The limits on use of godgifts are from the strain put on the soul by them.

So when you’re trading in soulstuff, what you’re really trading in is debt. Hours of prayer drudgery, or boons or blessings owed. You can just use coin as a conversion medium, especially for weaker godgifts, but for rarer and more powerful godgifts, it’s incredibly hard to fix a price in even long-interval coins.

Don’t ask about interval coins yet. They’re much more complicated than regular coins, and little of that complication matters for the Turoapt Crisis.

All of this results in a massive, complex, interwoven system of debts and promises, eddying back and forth unevenly between coin, godgifts, and owed prayer-hours.

Well, in practice, the system also includes commodities and luxuries trading as well, but Thea took one look at that during her research and decided to ignore that aspect of the market.

Not an unreasonable move on her part. After all, while it was important to understand the why of these things, too much detail obscured the pantheon for the gods. Thea didn’t need to know every in and out of the crisis while she tried not to pay attention to the crying, bleeding child on the street corner, or the corpses she’d marched over in the underways, thanking whatever gods she could their faces were unrecognizable.

The theonomic futures market is a bet on the demand for various godgifts. Two parties— maybe a worshiper and a god, maybe two traders who’ve never even met the god— agree on a price for a boon, probably in prayer-hours. When the agreed-upon date arrives, the transaction is carried through, the buyer hiring enough prayer drudges to pay for the boon to the chosen beneficiary. (If a boon is actually physically granted, and not merely held in reserve by the god and traded as a line item in ledgers.)

If the demand for the boon went up, the buyer wins. If the demand for the boon goes down, the seller wins.

With Turoapt? The price just kept going up and up.

Unsustainably so. The price in soulstuff grew to five times what it took Turoapt to grant a boon, then ten, and then kept going. Folks that should have been priced out of the market long before kept buying esoteric derivatives, buying fractional ownership of hypothetical unearned boons, which in turn accelerated the price growth even further.

The line on the chart just kept rising, until Turoapt hit the upper limit for divine growth.

There was a moment, early in the crisis, where it seemed like the rank and file of the Wall Guard would join the protests and riots, turn against the prayer markets and Cambrias’ priesthood and the gods-cursed system that had screwed them all. Thea couldn’t help but feel hope and excitement about it, ready to be part of change.

And then word came down from above that the Wall Guard would make good their debts, would prioritize their rank and file at the expense of everyone else screwed by Turoapt.

And so the Wall Guard turned on their fellow citizens, and Thea didn’t have the courage to fight the current.

Thea shouldn’t have gotten her hopes up, more fool her. Not, of course, so fool as the scholars who had forgotten the limits on god growth, of course. And there was a limit on the speed of god growth, just as there were limits on all growth.

It’s something Thea had been vaguely aware of before she met Seno— it was covered in basic theology lessons, after all— but she’d largely forgotten it before the tiny flagstone god possessed her.

At first, she could only feed Seno with prayer for a few minutes a day before he was glutted and needed time to digest. He hadn’t quite been starving— starving gods can’t even offer godgifts, they’re so close to death— but he hadn’t been far short of it, either. It had taken weeks before he’d been restored enough to start feeding consistently, and a couple of months before he could handle Thea’s entire prayer output.

Seno spent a lot of time screaming during the riots. Thea tried to keep from stepping on the cracks between flagstones, but it was hard to do when an enraged cooper was trying to rip off her helmet and she was repeatedly bashing the man’s collarbone with the butt of her riot baton, trying to struggle free of him.

At times, she struggled to tell Seno’s screaming apart from all the rest of the screaming.

The limit on god growth for small gods was very well understood. There were charities that adopted starving small gods to help heal them, after all, and they often kept painstaking records. They were, unfortunately, outnumbered by predatory churches that effectively enslaved starving gods in debt in exchange for healing them, but such was business.

The limit on growth speed for large gods, or High Gods? Theoretical at best, and a great many scholars denied the very possibility of such a limit.

A great many well-paid scholars, Thea couldn’t help but note in retrospect, most with connections to large theonomic investment firms. Part of her couldn’t help but cheer inside her heart when she’d learned the mobs had dragged a few of them out of their expensive homes and hung them from the crenelations of the Wall.

Other theologians began sounding the alarm early— but they weren’t listened to, any more than a poor benighted prophet on the street-corner would be. They were right, but greed never cares about truth.

If Turoapt had kept to offering godgifts for sale at her current capacity, things would have been fine, and she could have easily still sold any surplus boons and blessings whenever. Instead, due to the overwhelming demand for her boons and blessings, she was cajoled by her new priests into offering her boons and blessings at projected capacities, based on the soulstuff returns from the absurd futures prices that were being traded in the prayer markets.

Thea had cursed their names plenty afterward, the fools. They’d even thought they were being cautious, sticking strictly to the soulstuff encompassed by the existing futures contracts, not following a chart of projected growth.

It didn’t matter, though, because the growth limit was real for High Gods as well as small, and the futures contracts to Turoapt were bringing her more soulstuff than she could possibly process in that timeframe.

As Turoapt’s owed boons and blessings piled higher, she found herself unable to grow as fast as she needed to, no matter how many prayers were offered. She found herself in a bind, because gods cannot default on their debts and contracts. They cannot cheat their worshipers and must always grant the godgifts they’ve promised. If they don’t have enough godstuff to grant the boons and blessings they owe, it gets torn from the very fabric of their being.

Turoapt might have been saved, still, despite her untenable theonomic position, unlike the street vendor Thea saw cut down with a crossbow bolt as he ran from the Wall Guard, his hands in the air. Even if gods couldn’t default on their debts without injuring themselves, there was a loophole— the holders of the futures contracts could wait to redeem their godgifts, could choose not to exercise their futures contracts immediately to allow Turoapt more time to grow. They could have renegotiated their contract redemption dates for later in exchange for more powerful boons and blessings. If the market had just held off on claiming enough of the owed boons, Turoapt might have been able to catch up with her needed growth.

If only a brand-new entropic futures market hadn’t risen up around her as well.

There was plenty of manifested godstuff flying around during the riots, but the Wall Guard was at least somewhat restrained against wall-top citizens. They just wanted to break the will of the mobs, not kill off too many of their own citizens.

The rioting groundlings were a different matter. They’d been hurt as bad or worse by the crisis, and they had so much less than the wall-toppers to begin with. They were close to rioting in the best of times, let alone in the wake of Turoapt’s fall.

The Wall Guard had zero compunctions about unleashing their full strength against rioting groundlings.

Thea saw nightmares play out in front of her eyes. She watched Guard Saints unleash rains of manifested godstuff arrows into crowds and Guard Pillars manifest entire ponds of godstuff acid whose damage to flesh remained even when the acid dissolved into motes of light. There were rumors of far worse atrocities, and Thea thanked every god she prayed to that she wasn’t given a shortsword or spear in place of her truncheon and set against the groundlings.

Well, every god but Turoapt, not that she was there to accept any more of Thea’s prayers.

If Turoapt and her priests had done their jobs, had carefully monitored the inflow and outflow of entropy in her system, had only issued new boons to balance that flow, things might have been fine.

But no, there too they were tempted into foolishness by greed. They allowed the investment firms to turn her entropic flows into yet another futures market, to buy and sell future flows of entropy.

There, too, independent theologians, economists, and theonomists had warned of the risks. They’d warned that not balancing the entropic flows was a recipe for disaster. Bad enough to turn the entropic flows into a market at all, but a futures market built using the futures market for Turoapt’s gifts as a foundation? It was sheer insanity, an exponential future of futures that promised impossible infinite insane growth beyond any investment opportunity in history.

Balancing the flows was nothing if not a complex task. Aside from the fact that there was inevitably some loss as the entropic patterns were passed through the Firmament by Turoapt, there was also the problem that there were far more preservation boons and blessings than ruin boons and blessings out there— because once a ruin-blessed material fully decayed, the blessing collapsed. If Turoapt wasn’t careful to keep the output of ruin boons and blessings far higher than those for preservation, the whole system could grind to a halt, with too few entropy sinks to preserve the countless goods, buildings, tools, and other objects blessed by the goddess.

The investment firms’ pet scholars had waved off the concerns of the independent critics. They pointed to their theometric models as proof that the prayer market would naturally balance the prices of the two according to supply and demand, better than any god, human, or organization could possibly hope to.

Those scholars were drug dealers who had taken their own product. They’d bought into their own myth. Those oh-so-complex theometric models had been designed from the beginning to be nigh impossible for anyone untrained with them to use, nigh impossible for anyone lacking mental boons granting expensive mathematical sub-minds to use. The complexity wasn’t a side-effect of the function of the models, though— the complexity was the function. The models were, and always had been, nonsense designed to justify the whims and needs of the powerful, to let them rampage throughout the prayer markets as they chose.

Those scholars had forgotten that the market wasn’t alive, wasn’t a god, that it didn’t exist. There was no such physical thing as a market. It was, and had always been, merely an abstraction that allowed people to measure the movement of goods and services.

The market didn’t care about balancing the entropic flows in the slightest, any more than the market cared about the hapless bystanders Thea watched abused by her fellow guardsmen, robbed and dragged away to massive holding pens down in the closes between wall segments like cattle, or even like groundlings.

Even many of Thea’s fellow Wall Guards looked shocked at that treatment, because no matter if you were a Wall Guard or not, the fundamental promise of the wall-topper’s social contract was that you were just better than groundlings, and that you would always be treated better.

The best excuse Thea had for not realizing that promise was oxshit was her near-complete isolation from real life, with her years of hyperfocus on the elite strike teams, and later on the mimic exterminators.

But the collapse of the entropy market had still been enough to penetrate her self-imposed isolation. It would have been seemingly impossible not to.

Turoapt’s endgame had been kicked off by a price hike on preservation boons, after some madman had realized that you could preserve ice with Turoapt’s boon. Within a week, messenger-god priests of all sorts were proclaiming that Turoapt would be supplanting all gods of noon-time cooling and heat management.

If Turoapt and her priests had kept better control of the entropic flows, if they had kept track of how many godgifts of what sorts she had sold on the prayer markets, they could have stopped them. If Turoapt had been more careful about selling the right ratio of ruin to preservation boons, the crisis could have been prevented. But greed lays low even gods.

The preservation to ruin ratio was, well, ruined, and the whole city found out when a wall segment collapsed. Turoapt had been contracted to maintain it, her blessings far cheaper than paying skilled laborers for repairs. But with insufficient outlets for the entropic transfer, the bottled-up entropic patterns were forced out of Turoapt’s system in the direction of the highest artificial entropic gradient they could find.

The wall segment the outflow chose was only one of dozens maintained by Turoapt, but it was in by far the worst shape. It had missed nearly two decades of important maintenance, thanks to severe corruption in its neighborhood Wall Guard inspection office. And when it received a truly massive entropy transfer, the whole thing collapsed to rubble in minutes.

Hundreds were killed in the collapse, thousands left homeless in the closes to either side of the rubble.

Cambrias’ priesthood’s attention on them only remained for a few short days, though, and they were left to fend for themselves when the run on the markets began.

Futures contracts holders whose redemption dates were past almost immediately began redeeming their contracts, while those whose contracts had some time left for redemption desperately tried to sell their contracts. They found few buyers, besides a few fools so tied up in Turoapt’s value that they couldn’t imagine her failing. Later, many of them even refused to admit that Turoapt had died, believed that she was biding her time for her return, and would make them fabulously wealthy when she did so. They clutched the remaining relics and boons of Turoapt, desperately willing the entropic network to come back to life, unwilling to listen to voices of reason.

Some months after the riots, Thea was near the site of the wall segment collapse and took the time to see how the refugees were doing.

The once-temporary refugee camp to either side of the collapsed wall segment had become a permanent home for the displaced. Those who’d managed to gather their citizenship papers from the rubble were permitted back onto the Wall, but more than two thousand of them were still trapped next to the corpse-filled rubble of their former home, Cambrias’ priesthood unwilling to do the work of tracking down their records through the bureaucracy themselves. They spent their days sifting through the rubble, hoping to find the bodies of their loved ones or proof that they belonged on the wall, that they weren’t groundlings who deserved to be trapped down in the close.

They couldn’t even move through the gates between closes, because they didn’t have groundling papers.

The market run was what doomed Turoapt. When the wall segment collapsed, the prayer investors panicked and desperately tried to cash out all the owed boons and blessings on their ledgers then and there. Better a valuable godgift in the moment than a worthless one in a week.

Turoapt’s priesthood tried to control access to the goddess, tried to only allow the bestowal of ruin boons and blessings, but Turoapt had no choice but to honor all her divine debts.

Debts that she couldn’t cover, thanks to the growth rate limit for gods she’d run against.

Within a day, Turoapt had surpassed her bestowal capacity and her owed gifts began ripping apart her form. The very substance of her form within the Firmament grew tattered and torn. Terrified, greedy investors tore at the High Goddess’ flesh like starved rats until, just a week after the wall segment collapse, Turoapt was too small to process the soulstuff offered up to her.

The second most prayed-to goddess atop the Wall, second only to Cambrias himself, starved to death with unnatural speed, while being actively offered tens of millions of prayer-hours by prayer drudge and invested citizen alike.

And within a month, the top of the Wall ran with blood, and Thea’s boots and truncheon were soaked in it.


CHAPTER TWENTY

The Cathedral of Schisms

Thea and Aven slept late, both still a little bleary. There were plenty of wonderful inns across the Lightweb, but Thea’s coinpurse was looking a bit sad and flat for any of those— so they’d gone for the tiny attic room of a dingy tavern off an alley lurking in the shadow of the Godsmount. Well, what passed for shadow in the Lightweb.

The two beds in their tiny loft room were short and narrow, the mattresses were lumpy and only soft in comparison to an anvil, and the roof and curtains were full of holes, pinpoint and larger, that let the ever-present glow of the Lightweb in their room. Even Aven, who’d slept in plenty of worse places, struggled to sleep through the night.

Neither of them spoke much as they dressed and trudged out to the street to find breakfast. They settled on a breakfast noodle stall, for the twin reasons of being right next to the inn and having plentiful and strong tea.

Their noodles were served in a sour broth and weighed down with whitefish, herbs, and tree nuts, all spiced into a lurid yellow with turmeric, ginger, and other spices. Thea was pretty sure the flavor alone would have woken her up even without the tea— it was that powerful. Good, but a bit overwhelming.

Once the two women were mostly awake, they turned their attention to the Godsmount.

“You’re sure you really want to do this?” Thea asked Aven.

“Amena and I are in full agreement on this one,” the Saint said. “Absolutely.”

Thea sighed, took one last sip of her tea, then got up and headed towards the Godsmount.

Once they turned a corner into a larger street, they could see all the way to the base of the Godsmount, or at least a small segment of it framed between the tall shop buildings and tenements of this wall segment.

What they saw was chaos, architectural warfare fought over the course of years, decades, and centuries. Vast cathedrals with flying buttresses with infestations of small god shrines erupting from their sides and roofs; ziggurat temples half-disassembled, their guts open to the air, their stolen stone used to build monoliths and statues honoring dozens of gods. Up and up the Godsmount towered, endless holy places devouring one another and being devoured in turn, building ever higher and upward as new gods entered the endless war for the bounty at the heart of the Godsmount, where gods could grow powerful even without worshipers— though without worshipers, their holy places became vulnerable to the followers of lesser gods.

Up and up the Godsmount loomed, to the height of a natural mountain— if only a small or middling one. Or at least so Thea had been told; she’d never gone close enough to the edge of Cambrias’ Wall to see true mountains. Countless blessings, boons, and relics were the only things holding up the Godsmount— the construction defied nature in the most aggressive and blatant of manners. It was even said that vast swathes of the mountain were composed not of matter, but of godstuff manifested in perpetuity— an ostentatious expense only possible to the greatest of gods, or to the gods of the Godsmount.

From their position, the Godsmount was framed in the background by the gas giant Viseas, save for its peak, lending the colossal structure an even more ominous air.

The Godsmount seemed relatively peaceful today. Thea couldn’t see any battles going on between the thousands of worshipers performing divinely commanded construction and demolition on the sides of the mountain, though there were armed groups watching each other, lest they steal each other’s stone, timber, or nails.

As they approached the base of the Godsmount, merchants hawked construction supplies wholesale— there was great wealth to be made ferrying construction supplies into the mountain, after all. More than a little danger, however, so many merchants chose to be mere suppliers and give up their chances at powerful boons and blessings in exchange for mere monetary wealth.

There were also huge numbers of merchants selling food and other necessities— there was little to no food grown in the Godsmount, though there was some hunting and plenty of water. Thea and Aven purchased enough food to last them a few days and a canvas backpack to carry it in.

Near the base of the Godsmount, the Lightwatch asked the two of them a few cursory questions. They were mildly suspicious at their lack of construction materials, but dismissed Thea and Aven as fools when they told them they intended to offer their services in the Godsmount instead.

Many adventurers had gotten wealthy and powerful delving into the Godsmount, after all, but many more had been conscripted into the labor forces of the warring gods deep inside.

They passed over a wood and metal bridge, nearly a quarter mile long, to reach the edge of the Godsmount. No wall segment approached closer to the Godsmount— it had been there long before Cambrias’ Wall devoured this part of the plains, and it would have been foolish to try and absorb it. Instead, it sat in a vast close in the wall network, miles across. Its walls were unusually high, nearly seventy feet in height. Not the biggest close in the city, not anywhere near, but immense still. Nor was it the only indigestible place the Wall had enclosed, but it was one of the most famous and awe-inspiring.

And while it was dangerous, it was nowhere near the most dangerous of the inedible enclaves dotting Cambrias’ Wall. There were dozens of closes that had to be guarded more fiercely, lest the threats they contain ravage the city. Places like the Chapel of Rage, the Traitor’s Tower, the Rock of Gidru, and most of all, the Growth.

Below the bridge was a low, tangled forest, said to be filled with monsters, predatory plants, and flesh-eating mimics. The mimics were home-grown, at least, but rumor had it that much of the lethal flora and fauna down there was not of this world— and few would bet against this rumor. The vast pillars holding up the bridge were said to bear numerous blessings to make them unclimbable.

Thea couldn’t actually feel herself start to age faster as she left the wall, but part of her remained absolutely convinced otherwise. She could, however, feel Cambrias’ blessing deactivate as she left the wall-top, and shuddered.

“You’re really…?” she started, but Aven interrupted her.

“Really sure I want to go through with this, yep.”

Thea just grunted, disappointed that the closer look hadn’t dissuaded Aven.

No one looked at them twice on the bridge— there were quite a few other adventurers entering with the morning traffic along with the wagons delivering construction supplies and foodstuffs. Even Aven’s Sainthood wasn’t anything special— there were quite a few other Saints heading in today, some significantly more powerful than she was.

The Godsmount was a vast, intricate maze inside and out, its paths changing and shifting slowly over decades as warring gods rebuilt their territory in ever-drifting fronts.

At its center, however, lay a much stranger, more lethal maze— which was the reason the Godsmount existed at all. At its heart was one of the deadly labyrinths that led to and from other universes, relics constructed with alien magic by long-extinct builders. They were filled with traps, monsters, and fabulous wealth for those who delved deep— and those who delved deeper yet would find themselves emerging on other worlds in other universes.

The labyrinths were hardly rare on Ishveos— there was good reason the populace was so widely aware of the greater multiverse, after all. There were dozens of known major labyrinths on the moon, nearly half a dozen in the city, as well as several in orbit around Viseas, according to the astronomy gods, constantly venting atmosphere into the gas giant’s orbit for some unknown reason. But the Godsmount’s labyrinth was unlike any other.

All labyrinths vented magic into the Firmament, but this labyrinth, and this labyrinth alone, vented not raw magic, but altered magic, magic digestible by gods without needing humans to metabolize it for them. This labyrinth, buried deep within the heart of the Cathedral of Schisms, was the reason for the whole insane slow motion architectural war.

Thea and Aven remained mostly silent as they approached the Godsmount, both trying to make sense of the chaotic architectural jumble rising over them. Thea did so with apprehension, Aven with excitement, but both barely watched where they walked. They found themselves battered not by the noises of the city, but instead by the creak of the bridge as heavy wagons carried stone blocks across it, by the tired morning chatter of the delivery drivers and porters, and by the shrieks and calls from the forest below.

And then, when their necks couldn’t crane any farther back, they passed through a vast arch covered in clashing mosaics depicting the holy texts of hundreds of gods.

“Here we go,” Thea muttered. “Into the Cathedral of Schisms, where all wise souls should fear to tread.”

“Good thing we’re not wise, huh?” Aven said with a smirk.

“No we aren’t,” Thea said as they passed fully into the Godsmount. “No we really aren’t. And I’m definitely not paid enough for this.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Flashback: Wandering Adventurer

It took three years for Aven to rise to Sainthood after leaving Indek.

She could have risen much sooner, could have reached Sainthood within a year or less if she’d organized more expeditions like the deep delving. But she also could have taken much longer— many of the daughters of Amena never reached Sainthood, and if she’d relied purely on her own soul to weave prayers for Amena, it likely would have taken the full four or five years the goddess stayed with any one host.

Aven took neither route, but instead the old, classic adventurer’s route: she took blessings as payment for quests. Or, at least as partial payments— she still needed to eat, after all.

In the forest city of Hauterad, where gardener gods reshaped living vines and shrubs into surprisingly sturdy homes among their forest’s many hot springs, Aven hunted down a rogue wooden gargoyle, one of the last remnants of an important local goddess who had accidentally fulfilled her Purpose.

Most relics survived the death of the god that had created them, but animated relics like gargoyles and golems were more likely to lose their spark— most were mere extensions of their animating god. This goddess’ gargoyles, however, were bestowed with independent reason— rare, but hardly unknown. A small number had failed on their creator’s death, most had resumed their duties, but one… one’s animating boon had been poorly applied, or had degraded, and when the goddess died, it went mad.

The creature had carefully evaded all the hunting parties, adventurers, and Saints sent after it— it was mad, yes, but not entirely without reason. And a gargoyle of living wood was incredibly difficult to track down in a forest canopy.

Aven didn’t bother to track it down. Instead, she merely wandered alone through the woods until it tracked her down.

An unarmed woman far from Sainthood should have been easy prey for any gargoyle, but your average unarmed woman didn’t have nigh indestructible fists, nor god-given stamina and strength. Aven beat the gargoyle to splinters with her bare hands, a task that took over an hour, with more than a few injuries.

For her trouble, she was offered a weak boon by a hot spring god that would allow her to heal more rapidly in warm or hot water, but turned it down for a half-dozen blessings. A blessing that would allow her to run at full speed through a forest for a minute, even with her eyes closed. A blessing to temporarily cover her skin with tough treebark that lasted for an hour. A blessing that would tell her the direction towards the nearest hot spring. The rest were more frivolous, including one that allowed comprehension of bee dances for an hour.

She used the bee translation blessing immediately— both her and Amena were fascinated at the opportunity.

Turned out bees mostly talk about flowers.

Any godgift grows the soul of its recipient, boons faster than blessings— but most of the growth from a godgift gets tied up in the boon itself. Once a blessing is used, the space it occupied in the soul is freed up once more, and Aven intended to devote as much of her soul as possible to paying for Amena’s gifts, to reshape her body as quickly as possible.

In Torcala, the Angled City, Aven joined a motley crew of rebels, fighting against the mercenary army that conquered the city. As was so often the case, the mercenaries had been Torcala’s own, hired to defend the Angled City, only to have them turn and conquer their employers after the battle. Trusting mercenaries was always a fool’s game.

Aven spent days fighting her way down the jagged, veering streets of the city, in between the steep brick pyramids and other strange polyhedra that composed all of its buildings. The rebels were outmatched, but the geometric gods of the city lent them their blessings, allowing them to move freely along the steep walls of the buildings as though walking on the ground.

It also helped that the embassy from Cambrias’ Wall threw their support behind the uprising— the conquering mercenaries had damaged the embassy and killed the deputy ambassador during their conquest. They were able to provide ample monetary support, as well as diplomatic pressure from neighboring cities to withhold trade so long as the mercenaries remained in power. Aven definitely felt conflicted about being on the same side as the minions of the Wall.

In the end, Aven played only a small role in overthrowing the council of Saints that led the mercenary army, but she was rewarded with four more blessings. She’d used up all but one of her remaining blessings in the fighting— the old hot-spring detection blessing.

With each new blessing earned and spent, her soul stretched and grew faster than it would through prayer, though Aven spent plenty of time on that. She grew adept at praying while walking, growing her soul and reshaping her body over the long weeks wandering the road.

It was during these wanderings that Aven saw her first true sunset, that Aven walked far enough west that Viseas hung fully in the sky, freed the horizon from its bulk. It was an awe-striking, beautiful sight, one she’d only known in the mornings before.

In a tiny village of charcoal burners with no name, governed by a goddess of smoke that protected the lungs of her workers as they produced charcoal for export to nearby towns, Aven fought a monster unlike any she had ever seen— a grey, pebbly beast, with a terrible horn upon its face. It outweighed any horse or cow and could charge with vicious speed.

Aven fought it in a clearing in the woods, the trees nearby filled with the nests of bonethieves. The white corvids with their black wing and back marks vaguely resembling skulls shrieked down from their nests of rodent and bird bones as Aven fought the beast— whether from outrage or to cheer on the fight, Aven couldn’t say.

Aven might not have recognized the beast, but Amena had— it was no reptilian predator, but a mammalian herbivore. Not one that lived on Ishveos, so it must have wandered through a labyrinth onto the moon. A reasonably common occurrence.

After giving the idea some thought after the fight, it made sense to Aven that it would be an herbivore— after all, wounded hunters from her home village were much more likely to have been gored or trampled by herbivores than carnivores. Herbivores tended to have far greater need to defend themselves aggressively, after all.

It was also Amena that gave Aven the clue to actually defeating the thing— it was fast in a straight line, but it couldn’t turn well at all, and had terrible vision.

Aven punched the creature again and again with her nigh indestructible fists as she dodged its charges and repeatedly tricked it into charging into trees— much to the displeasure of the bonethieves— but in the end, she was fairly sure that exhaustion had killed the creature as much as anything.

In the end, as it breathed its last on the ground, she just felt pity for the lost, lonely animal.

The smoke goddess offered her a boon to protect her from smoke inhalation, but Aven could tell she couldn’t afford it and accepted a single blessing that would keep smoke out of her mouth and nose for four hours instead. Of course, it helped that the charcoal burners could throw one hell of a party— and the pebbly horn beast didn’t taste half bad. A little like elk, maybe?

She did make the villagers promise to leave the beast’s smaller bones in the grove where it had been slain, for the bonethieves.

And she couldn’t help but reflect thoughtfully on the fact that most of the charcoal they produced was bought up by smithies in the nearby cities— smithies who primarily produced nails and pipes for Cambrias’ Wall.

Aven’s path westward was a crooked one. If she’d been intent on making it directly to the Wall, she could have reached it in just months, but she followed rumor and whim instead, seeking more adventures to please Amena.

Aven earned blessing after blessing, spending them just as quickly. As her soul grew in size, her prayers grew more powerful, letting her gain Amena’s gifts ever more quickly.

She would have liked to dedicate all her prayers to the body-reshaping blessings, but pragmatism won out, and she dedicated some of that to gaining body enhancement boons as well. In the end, it took two years to fully reshape her body to matching her soul.

Or mostly matching, at least. Like all the daughters of Amena, she was partially reshaped into the image of the powerful adventurer from another world who had given birth to the goddess, but she had expected that going in. And, so far as Aven was concerned, she looked good, so she was more than fine with it.

She was much more concerned with inheriting the enemy of all daughters of Amena, one who had hunted them for centuries.

Still, even that was a small price to pay.

During those two years, she never really stopped thinking about the Wall, trying to understand how it worked. Never stopped reading about it, asking people for their Wall-related stories.

Sometimes she thought she was planning revenge, sometimes she felt she just needed to understand the hungry monster that had destroyed her childhood, but always, always she poked at it, like a tongue at a sore tooth.

The day Amena finished reshaping Aven’s body was just another day on the road, two days out from the last town, which had been depressingly peaceful and boring. The changes had been slow for a while, and largely internal of late, with the biggest external change recently being the sprouting of her new antlers— an unavoidable consequence of Amena’s changes.

One moment, Aven was feeding prayers to her goddess, and the next, soulstuff just stopped flowing into the reshaping blessings.

<You are you now,> Amena told her. <You are whole.>

Aven broke down into tears, alone on the side of the road. She cried for hours, out of disbelief, relief, and confusion, while Amena murmured comforting words into her mind.

Once she had calmed herself, she took a deep breath. Then she reached into her soul and used one of her blessings— the last remaining blessing from the garden city of Hauterad, the one that would lead her to the nearest hot springs.

If there was a better excuse to celebrate, Aven didn’t know of one.

Of course, she didn’t know that those hot springs were right outside the hidden encampment of a bunch of smugglers, or that it would lead to a truly ridiculous brawl when they got home a few hours into her soak, but… honestly, that just made things even more fun.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Holy Hordes

There was enough traffic in the great entry hall of the Godsmount that few paid much attention to a pair of adventurers preparing for a delve.

The entry hall was vastly more impressive than any cathedral of the Wall— it was one of Ishveos’ great ironies that its greatest city, probably the greatest city in the multiverse, was eternally cramped for space. Its cathedrals were richly decorated, filled with blessed materials and relics, as well as more mundane gems and precious metals, but they tended to be cramped affairs compared to the cathedrals of powerful groundling gods.

The entry hall of the Godsmount was a quarter mile across, with individual naves larger than most cathedrals atop the Wall. There were larger groundling cathedrals in the closes of Cambrias’ domain, of course— most notably the Chapel of Rage, devoured by the City of Wall a millennia past, yet still warring against the city that had devoured it. It took a dozen Wall Guard Divines to suppress the gargoyles constantly attacking from it, sent by the hateful stone god Ianlock in his relentless war. Even after a thousand years of cannibalizing the bulk of his own cathedral to build his gargoyles, the Chapel of Rage still measured two miles across, its individual naves averaging a third of a mile in length.

It was said the war would be over in two centuries or so— though it would have been over sooner if Ianlock’s gargoyles were not so skilled at escaping back to the Chapel with the stone of their destroyed brethren.

Thea had never seen the Chapel of Rage, though. Nor the Hall of Floating Glass, nor the Denier’s Church. Let alone any of the even larger cathedrals overseas, so she found herself awestruck at the sheer size of the Godsmount entry hall.

Aven, at least, was just as awestruck as she was.

There was no coherent theme Thea could make out to the entry hall, and little sign that its construction had been guided by any plan at all. The walls were crowded with shrines, altars, and halls leading to temples deeper in the Godsmount. Ladders and stairs grew up the walls like vines, leading up to hundreds of smaller shrines crowding the walls. Competing priests yelled at passersby and each other from sixty feet in the air, while gargoyles clambered about the walls between them. Up near the ceiling, there was even a brawl going on, as the worshipers of one god forcibly stripped the shrine of a lesser god of its trappings.

“Tasteless business, that,” someone said. “Day-time raids in the entry hall are uncouth, and I’ll guarantee that some bigger church stomps them hard tonight.”

Thea and Aven both started and turned to face a small robed man with a wild beard, thinning hair, and a hollow staff of copper filigree.

“Cahbis Cahb, at your service,” the short man said. “Professional guide to the Godsmount.”

Thea snorted. “Let me guess, you’re going to offer us a suspiciously cheap deal, then lead us into ambush, where we’ll be stuck working for one of the deep shrines for a decade.”

Cahbis snorted. “You insult Cahbis Cahb, madam. We are anything but cheap. We daresay, in fact, that we’re the single most expensive guide in this hall right now. There are more powerful guides, but none so cunning, nor so experienced.”

“We look wealthy to you?” Aven asked.

Cahbis Cahb smiled broadly. “Your friend, not so much. You? Absolutely.”

“You’re looking for Saint prayers,” Thea said in realization.

Cahbis Cahb nodded, and gestured to his staff. Thea focused her soul senses and realized the hollow thing was a reliquary, one almost drowned out by the holy hordes of Godsmount deities. She turned her attention to Cahb and realized that while he wasn’t a Saint yet, he was closer than she was.

“Belaghian here is a growing boy, and if your friend here acts as his prayer drudge, you can have our services.”

“Do you guide trips all the way?” Thea asked.

Cahbis Cahb shook his head. “We are tricky and cunning, but we do not enter the core, nor the maze at its heart. We can take you to its edge, though there are less painful means of suicide.”

Thea shook her head. “We’re not trying to reach the core, we’re trying to make a crossing to the other side of the Godsmount.”

Cahbis smiled broadly. “Ah, our misunderstanding. Of course, gladly! Now it’s just a matter of price. Say… ten minutes of prayer per hour from your Saint friend here?”

It took only a minute to bargain him down to three minutes of drudge prayer per hour from them both— a fantastic deal, in Cahbis’ own words, not that Thea disagreed.

“Coulda asked me first,” Aven said to Thea after Cahb shook both their hands.

“Do you object to the deal?” Thea asked.

“Principle of the thing,” Aven responded, then turned to offer the first prayer payment to Belaghian.

That settled, Cahbis led them down the entry hall, the butt of his staff ringing against the stone as he dodged around work crews, merchants settling orders, and squabbling priests.

“One of the usual questions we get is who designed this entry hall,” Cahbis told them. “To which we must say, no one! This is no true cathedral, merely the natural growth of the Godsmount around its supply roads. You will find similar open spaces around most of the other supply roads. And if you look carefully, you will note no less than five arches along the ceiling that were once the entrance leading into the mountain!”

Thea peered up obligingly, but could only spot four such arches. Before she could ask about the fifth, Cahb was already listing off some of the major gods of the entry hall, giving an overview of their factions and politics, all while deftly leading them through the crowds.

Nearly the only time he stopped talking was when they passed a funeral procession heading back towards the entrance. The scruffy little man bowed his head somberly as the bier was carried out, the body atop it a boy of no more than thirteen or fourteen.

“Poor boy,” Cahbis said. “We knew his family. If they had even suspected he would become a prophet, they would have left here years ago. They tried to get him out after he showed the first signs, but too many gods acted to stop them. After he passed, the god born from him fled the Godsmount so quickly no one got more than a glimpse of it in the Firmament.”

Thea and Aven both winced. Becoming a prophet was bad enough atop the Wall, but inside the Godsmount, having tens of thousands of gods warring to use them as mouthpieces? The young prophet had probably been driven mad within days, if not hours.

“May his god find peace,” Aven said.

Thea blinked in surprise, then echoed the archaic words, as did Cahbis.

After an appropriate moment of silence, Thea turned to Cahbis. “So, you never mentioned what Belaghian is the god of.”

“No, I didn’t,” Cahbis said with a smile, then turned to lead them through the crowds once more.

Cahbis Cahb’s services weren’t really necessary for the first part of their journey— the supply road went straight in towards the heart of the Godsmount for quite some distance.

Eventually, the road began to zig and zag, often going up or down steep ramps or even flights of stairs, slowly getting narrower as it went. Shrines and small temples began to jut out into the road, reminding Thea unpleasantly of architectural tumors. They weren’t actually urban cancers, of course, or the Divines of the Wall would have long since smashed the Godsmount. That said, plenty of philosophers liked to argue that the Godsmount was the same category of construction, or even a benign architectural tumor.

The change in the crowd was even more noteworthy than the narrowing and twisting of the path. After a certain distance, all the supplies being carried were by the worshipers of various Godsmount gods— there was a sharp, distinct line that outside merchants, or prayer drudges from the city proper, didn’t cross. After that line, just about the only outsiders were adventurers delving the depths like Thea and Aven. Most were Saints, often considerably more powerful than Aven.

As the past few days had demonstrated, though, perceived strength through soulsense wasn’t a very good indicator for how dangerous a Saint was. Aven might be at the low end of Saint power, but pretty much her entire collection of godgifts were body enhancement boons, making her disproportionately dangerous.

Cahbis Cahb wasn’t a Saint, so far as Thea could tell, but she couldn’t help but notice some of the temple toughs roving the paths of the Godsmount gave him a wary eye, and no one tried to shake them down for prayers at various chokepoints.

She suspected it was more to do with the scepter god Belaghian than anything. She couldn’t get a sense of what he was the god of, but he was not a weak god, by any means. Reliquary gods were rare inside the Godsmount, since the magic pouring out of the maze at the heart of the Cathedral of Schisms was addictive to many of them. Reliquary gods were often lured into the depths of the maze seeking its source. Few returned. So whatever sort of god Belaghian was, he had self-control— which was arguably even more rare and valuable in gods than in humans.

It was when the main path vanished completely, blocked off by a temple to a bone goddess, that Cahbis’ services became invaluable.

“Reinforce your bones?” One of the temple priests called. “Indestructible bones, just a few weeks’ worth of prayer?”

Thea raised an eyebrow, tempted despite herself, but Cahbis blocked her path with Belaghian’s staff.

“Don’t,” he said. “They’re not going to offer you Gornian’s good boons, and her reshaping blessing only reinforces your bones against specific fracture types. Not to mention, on top of the few weeks, you’ll be serving as captive labor on her temple migration for a year or so. Her priesthood is making a big push to bring her temple closer to the Source.”

The bone priest glowered at Cahbis and spat, but didn’t argue.

“Why do people even risk coming in here?” Aven muttered as Cahbis led them up a narrow ladder to an even narrower ledge that went over the bone temple. They were close enough to the ceiling that Thea felt it brush against her hair a few times, and Belaghian’s staff bounced off it with a noise almost like her tuning forks. Aven’s horns hadn’t regrown enough to smack against the ceiling, though they were getting close now.

“Cheap boons,” Cahbis said. “The closer to the Source the god is, the more of its magic they can feast on, meaning it takes less soul stuff to produce godgifts. If you’re bold enough to worship one of the gods closer to the Source, you can get boons for a quarter or fifth the price of out in the city proper. You just risk, you know, being conscripted as a prayer drudge or construction worker.”

Aven scowled as she stepped off the ledge onto a proper balcony. “Not right.”

Thea shrugged. “No, but it’s the risk of venturing somewhere without proper rule of law. And the guard does crack down on the worst offenders when possible.”

Aven shook her head. “Not that. Well, that’s not right either, but I’m talking about this Source of yours. Gods shouldn’t feed on aught but proper prayers.”

Thea gave the Saint a thoughtful look, remembering the prayer Aven had offered the little security god in the clothing store, the one she’d requested nothing in return for.

She didn’t comment, though, just nodded.

The balcony split up ahead— one path turning into a bridge, the other into a tunnel. The bridge was guarded by a gatehouse temple, one that charged two minutes of prayer each to pass. Despite that, Cahbis led them over the bridge.

The prayer fee was annoying— it was illegal to charge Wall-Toppers passage tolls in the city proper— but it was better than going down the tunnel, which apparently led to an active battleground between two healer gods. Brawls between the cults of healing gods could last for weeks, and their worshipers showed very little restraint or self-control. Wasn’t necessary, when they’d just get healed back onto their feet soon enough after a fight.

“We can only avoid the nasty bits for so long, unfortunately,” Cahbis told them. “At some point, you can absolutely expect a fight.”

Thea and Aven both nodded— Thea solemnly, Aven with a grin.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Flashback: Bloodstained Hands

Thea was left adrift after the Turoapt riots.

Oh, career-wise she did fine. Several of the mimic exterminators in her region had died in the riots— most of her coworkers, unfortunately, didn’t keep up with their combat training— so her assigned district got a couple more neighborhoods added to it. She got the standard bonuses and commendations for serving in the riots as well.

No, Thea was adrift inside herself. Filled with shame at her actions during the riots, lost and confused in regards to what she wanted from the future.

Part of her wished she’d done more harm than she had, that she’d committed worse brutalities. Oh, she’d killed one, maybe two people during the riots— but both had come at her with daggers, and they would have done the same to her. Most of the violence she’d committed had just been bruises and broken bones. Some of the Guards she’d served alongside had delighted in being let off their chains, had taken sadistic glee in beating rioters to a pulp.

It would have been, in an awful sort of way, easy for Thea to embrace being a vicious bastard like them, to wear the role of power-drunk bully. Power-drunk bullies didn’t have regrets or remorse, did they? Just secret glee and denials that they’d done anything wrong when confronted, so far as she could tell.

Having done worse harm would have also let Thea feel as though her guilt was justified, as though she wasn’t just being weak, as though she wasn’t trying to assuage her shame with useless guilt. That, in turn, led her to feeling insane, for she was wishing she’d done worse things just so she was better justified in feeling bad.

And that didn’t even touch her wondering about her culpability in the brutalities of others. If another guard had killed a rioter whose wrist she’d broken, how much of the blame did she bear? If no single injury had claimed the life of a rioter, but they’d passed days later from dozens of truncheon blows- a common occurrence during and after the riots— and one of those blows had been hers, how did she measure her responsibility?

And, of course, what guilt should she bear simply for being a Wall Guard, simply part of the same brutal system? Part of her was convinced she should simply quit, should leave the Wall Guard entirely, but… she couldn’t make herself. Couldn’t give up a century or more of additional life, couldn’t give up the last shreds of her childhood dreams, and couldn’t help but despise herself for it.

It all left her a tangled, useless knot on the inside, and a dull, plodding creature on the outside.

She went through her days as though they were ritual, as though each step was commanded not by some god’s precept, but by force of habit, simply because they were the steps she had taken the day before, and the day before that. She could see how trapped she was, see how she was endlessly looping and spiraling, but couldn’t break free from her own orbit, couldn’t change her outside while her inside was still so wrapped up in itself.

She went to work. She transplanted mimics, she surveyed their populations, she killed a few that refused to either behave or be transplanted. She made their population behave in a way that the human population wouldn’t, made their population legible to the city’s bureaucratic machine in a way that the Wall’s human population refused to be.

At least, she made the mimics of her territory seem legible. It was the dirty little secret of the mimic exterminators— few but another mimic exterminator could actually tell how good of a job they’d done, how closely their maps and records corresponded to reality.

It’s not that her maps were lies, any more than other maps were lies— and all maps were lies, for they can never truly represent reality— it was that her maps told a much narrower slice of the world’s story than normal, represented a highly selective dataset.

There was no way she could have truly shown the complexity of her mimics, not their ecosystems, not their territorial rivalries, not the ways they slowly shifted their populations in response to shifts in insect and bluemidge populations. No way she could convey it any more than a farmer could truly convey the complexity of their own fields to someone that had never seen the actual field.

So she just told the bureaucracy what it wanted to hear. Showed the best facets of her territory. No one outside the exterminators would care, so long as they had a simple narrative, so long as the bluemidge populations were kept down and mimics weren’t biting humans or eating too many pets.

She trudged through her days, managing her mimics, making her lying maps. At nights, sometimes she went home and lay uselessly in her tiny apartment, dwelling on the knot inside of her, but more and more, she spent her nights in pubs and taverns— usually the cramped, cheap ones in the underways. She drank sullenly in corners, brooding over the riots. She gambled with carters, most of whom were struggling worse than ever, what with the theonomic recession following the Turoapt Crisis. She had one-night stand after one-night stand with various burly workingmen— seldom even bothering to remember their names. She never went home with any fellow Wall Guards, though.

She even eased up on her eternal training, a bit. Oh, she still trained almost every day, save for her scheduled rest days, and her training still put the vast majority of Wall Guards, even combat specialists, to shame, but it was a measure of her state that she slacked at all.

Seno was the only one who saw inside her, the only one who could really see her pain, but he was a god of flagstones, not of trauma and healing. He could only offer companionship as she remained tied in her knot. It helped, but not enough.

Slowly, though, ever-so-slowly, something started to change.

It wasn’t the knot inside her.

It wasn’t the dull plodding rituals of her days.

It wasn’t her drinking and debauchery.

It was the maps.

Oh, the maps stayed acceptable lies— they still told enough of the truth that someone who didn’t know better could think they were no more of a lie than other maps.

But Thea started getting creative with the maps. Started changing the borders of the various population markings, started altering which mimics she marked as dominant in a region, and shifted her priorities for indexing skeuomorphs.

None of her changes were wrong, really, they were just… odd. There were legitimate arguments to be made for her changes, they just weren’t the choices other exterminators would make.

The maps wouldn’t look very different to anyone not used to reading them, but her supervisors in the mimic exterminators surely noticed.

Her changes didn’t mean anything at first, were just idle alterations out of boredom.

Then she started finding traces of meaning in her changes. Insinuations she hadn’t intended. Started realizing some new intention was crystallizing in the depths of her mind.

It took a month and a half to figure out what she was doing.

She was recreating the riots in her maps.

She was retelling the violence and despair in dry accounts of public bench skeuomorphs, in reports on disease among mailbox and signpost mimics. She was retelling minutes and hours of violence over the course of weeks and months of dull reports.

There was no way the bureaucracy had noticed; they cared more about storing their records in endless warehouses of files than they did about reading them. But her superiors noticed. She started getting strange looks when she stopped by exterminator station houses, though no one said anything.

Until one of her managers asked her to review another exterminator’s maps who had been inspired by her new techniques. They were, in fact, his own maps.

And on his maps were his own shifting account of the riots, a slow passage of his own violence, written in an account that only a fellow mimic exterminator who had served in the riots could possibly read.

The maps began to spread through the exterminators. Those who hadn’t been conscripted to fighting in the riots looked on in confusion, but stayed out of the way as the bizarre art spread like wildfire from exterminator chapterhouse to exterminator chapterhouse.

Thea hadn’t been the only exterminator to come up with the idea— little in-jokes and shibboleths had been common for decades in the maps, and she learned of at least three others who had derived the practice independently, and one other who had done something similar with population tables in logbooks. But the tradition she pioneered became one of the more popular ones, its aesthetics and symbolism spreading far and wide, interweaving with the other traditions, helping birth a whole new artistic movement.

No one named it, no one spoke of it out loud, and hardly anyone acknowledged it except in whispers. But they wrote their pain into their maps, and while the maps were lies, they became better maps of the riots than of the mimics they purported to corral onto paper. Their truth was one of pain, of anger, and of theonomic betrayal.

No one outside of the mimic exterminators probably ever learned of it. No art gallery or museum would ever show off the art form. It would be lost in the warehouses and archives of Cambrias’ bureaucracy, some fossil of pain that might never be excavated.

And those maps gave Thea and the others a different sort of map. Thea slowly started finding new paths for her days, began breaking the unwanted rituals. Began slowly untangling the knot inside herself.

The pain was still there. The shame and guilt, still looming inside her. She imagined it would always be there.

But it wasn’t tying her down anymore.

As for the pubs and taverns, well… Thea drank a bit less, though she still drank. She gambled less, though she still gambled. And she was more selective with her flings, and actually learned the men’s names.

And she started carrying her combat fork around on patrol, instead of just training with it during her off hours. No one said anything— there were too many regulations for the Wall Guard to enforce them all, if there was no pressing reason to.

The biggest change in Thea’s life?

She began talking more. Asking more questions. Listening more to the people around her, learning more about the workers of the Wall, and seeing them as more than just a support structure for the Wall Guard.

She saw it as the first step in paying off her debt, one writ in blood on a truncheon.

Thea wasn’t the world’s biggest reader, but in the few novels she’d been able to fit into her busy schedule over the years, heroes always seemed to jump directly back to action after a crisis. They plummeted down to their lowest lows, only to rise to their highest highs, to triumph over their foes in a blaze of glory.

There was none of that for Thea. After she finished untying the tangled knot inside herself, she just found more knot to untie, more hill to trudge up.

Oh, she wasn’t in crisis anymore, could function day-to-day just fine, but she still got emotionally exhausted easier than before the riots, still struggled to summon up the ambition she’d once been full of. She was better, but not back to normal. Just getting back to her old training schedule, restoring the quality of her work back to high levels— these had become monumental tasks. Not impossible, but her old normal had become her new goal.

Thea had spent her childhood being praised. Being told how much smarter, more driven she was than other children, how she was simply more gifted than they were.

The adults in her life had meant to encourage her, but instead they had taught her that her value came from her intelligence, her abilities. That the entirety of her worth lay in her achievements, not simply in herself.

And that, she realized, was what the Turoapt Crisis had broken most of all.

Before the riots, she’d been able to tell herself that she had failed at joining the strike forces because of nepotism and corruption, simply because she’d lacked the right connections. That she was still worth just as much as any of them, if not more. That if she was to be denied her rightful place, she’d excel elsewhere.

It hadn’t been enough for her for a long time. She had spent her entire childhood convinced her future would be one of heroics and action, of lives saved and great deeds— but she hadn’t done any of that. Her biggest impact had been aiding the violent suppression of a rightfully enraged populace, one that had been cheated out of their life savings by grifting investors and a government that had willfully ignored the risks.

For all her brilliance, all her natural athleticism, all her natural gifts— she had accomplished nothing her child self would have been proud of.

And the riots had broken what remained of her former self-worth.

No, not self-worth. Arrogance.

Once Thea was able to articulate that, it grew easier to forgive herself for how hard it was proving just to get back to normal— she had a whole additional task on her plate, building up a new sense of self-worth on solid foundations.

She found, looking back, that her work as a mimic exterminator was one of the few accomplishments she felt solidly proud of. She wasn’t saving the world, but she was making people’s lives better in a small but real way.

Her sense of pride in that work only grew as she stopped feeling above the population she served, realized that, for all her gifts, she wasn’t worth a half-hearted prayer more than them. That she was, by any reasonable standard, one of them. She was a Wall Guard by only the slimmest of technicality— while she might live longer than any lay Walltop worker, she wouldn’t ever make much more than them, nor get much more respect. As she stopped feeling above them, she started spending more time with them, making friends with them, really getting to know the people in her territory and its surroundings. And knowing who she was helping put all the more value in her work.

Thea wasn’t bold enough to say how much of her debt she’d pay off this way, had no idea how long it would take for her hands to wash clean again. But she was making progress.

Her life changed little day to day. She still trained most days of the week, but not out of ambition any longer— simply because she admitted she loved being athletic. She poured herself into her work, but not because she defined herself by it, but because she found meaning in it and genuinely enjoyed the challenge.

And she accepted, even embraced, the fact that she wasn’t anyone special. She was just another woman on the street who took her lunch at the same food stalls as everyone else, who gossiped with the same shopkeeps and drank at the same taverns. She finally came to understand the fact that the Wall wasn’t just its physical structures, wasn’t just the brutal political and theonomic structures that had broken her and her dreams. It was just as much the people, the carters, the shopkeepers, the butchers, and the bakers. She, like they, were cogs in the machine, yes— but there was no machine without the cog, no meaning without them.

She wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but she fantasized about what would happen if the cogs simply decided to stop turning, to shut down the machine itself. Try as she might, though, she couldn’t really, truly force herself to imagine a future where the cogs survived the failure of the machine, where they weren’t shattered by the forces of progress and expansion as they crumbled.

So her fantasies just stayed fantasies, and even though she wasn’t someone important, someone who did great things, someone who was Someone… she started finding contentment in just being an Anyone.

Oh, her old dreams still ached, and she still relentlessly struggled with the sense that this was not how things were supposed to have gone. If you’d asked Thea ten or fifteen years ago where she’d be by the time she was twenty-seven, the answer would probably be… a hero, or dead in a blaze of glory, or some such nonsense.

Thea didn’t have a blueprint for her life anymore, and she was getting better at handling that every day.

And then some asshole with a grudge forced a reliquary god to murder Faneras, God of Unclean Knives.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Gate of the Dueling Twins

Thea grabbed at her combat fork when Cahbis Cahb came to an abrupt halt, only to have him groan in exasperation and clutch at one of his thinning locks of hair.

“What is it?” Aven asked beside her.

“It’s the Twins,” Cahb said. “They’ve taken up residence right dead center in the middle of our route.”

He pointed down a nearby corridor, past a small, irritated crowd, at a pair of large, triangular shrines set side by side into the wall. Or, rather, now that Thea really looked, in the mouth of a tunnel. The two shrines were almost identical, each tall and narrow, each filled with a dozen or more priests and worshipers, and each with three levels, the third beneath the point just large enough for a single worshipper. The only real difference was in decoration.

The shrine on the left was decorated with hundreds of feet— carvings, paintings, and tapestries— while the shrine on the right bore an even greater profusion of hands.

“Kimmeroj, goddess of toenails, and her sister Kimmerox, goddess of fingernails,” Cahb pointed out. “The Nail Twins. Their progenitors were conjoined twins in life, and when they died the goddesses were born a Pantheon of two, sharing prayer as they once shared blood. They squabble constantly, their priesthoods brawl at least daily, and they’re miserable neighbors for other gods. And, unfortunately, they have a habit of blocking off tunnels like this one. We want to pass, we’ll need to pick a side, spend at least an hour praying.”

“No way around?” Thea asked.

Cahb shook his head. “They picked an obnoxiously good spot this time. We’d either have to go dangerously deep towards the Source and risk monsters or particularly powerful cults, or we’d need to detour through the Altar Maze, which would take us at least six hours.”

“We can’t just punch our way through?” Aven asked, kissing one of her fists.

Thea shot her a surprised look. “Thought you respected gods too much for that.”

Aven snorted. “Just ‘cause I respect gods, doesn’t make this less highway robbery.”

“We absolutely can’t punch our way through,” Cahb said. “The two of them might sound like silly gods, but the gifts they offer are impressively powerful— they offer at least four each, that I know of.”

The guide set off towards the crowd, muttering audibly. “We had thought these buffoons still near the Reflecting Pools, just a week ago now. We are getting old and out of touch, Belaghian.”

A pause, then he smacked the butt of the copper staff against the ground with a clang.

“Always out of touch? You rude little god, I should toss you down the nearest well.”

Thea tuned out the one-sided argument, eying the twin shrines and the crowd.

The neighboring temples and shrines seemed to bear no good will towards Kimmeroj and Kimmerox, their varied priests and servants sending frequent glares at the nail gods. None did worse than glare, clearly well-used to the situation.

It only took a couple of questions for Cahbis Cahb to figure out why there was a crowd not passing through.

“They’re having an official brawl,” the guide complained. “That’s even worse than the unofficial ones.”

“What’s the difference?” Thea asked.

“The official ones are to settle disputes between the sisters,” Cahb said. “This one’s to set passage rates, it seems. The unofficial ones annoy us enough, but they recruit hirelings from outside to fight as mercenaries in the official fights. Pay in passage regardless of the outcome, and also in boons if their side wins.”

“I’m sorry, did you say they pay in boons?” Thea demanded. “For a simple brawl?”

Cahbis waved his hand dismissively. “Feh. Just their weakest one. Makes your nails always grow in correctly. Fingernails or toenails, as appropriate.”

Thea and Aven exchanged glances immediately. “Toenails?” Aven asked.

“Toenails,” Thea agreed.

Cahbis gave them a slightly disgusted look. “We can’t believe you’d waste your time for something this silly. Is this some sort of…”

“If you’re about to say something sexist, my fists have a ready response,” Aven said.

“Is this some sort of ego thing?” Cahbis said smoothly.

“Cahbis, I can’t help but notice that you’re wearing very comfortable sandals,” Thea said. “Do you notice what we’re both wearing?”

“…Heavy boots?” Cahbis responded uncertainly.

“Very heavy boots,” Aven agreed, hanging her hands from her regrowing antlers by a couple fingers. “And do you know how rough it is on your feet to wear heavy boots day in, day out?”

“Fairly rough, I suppose?” Cahbis said.

“Fairly rough is about right,” Thea said. “So when you tell us there’s a boon that can help prevent foot pain in any way, shape or form, this makes us quite excited.”

“This isn’t an… ego thing, Cahbis Cahb,” Aven said. “This is a ‘we do way more walking than normal people’ thing.”

The little man scowled. “You still owe us for our time, regardless of how your fight goes. Up front.”

Thea and Aven rolled their eyes at each other, but paid their prayers to Belaghian for the next couple hours in advance.

“Now, what can you tell us about Kimmeroj and Kimmerox’s gifts?” Thea asked him.

Kimmeroj’s priests accepted their aid gladly enough— Kimmerox had held the edge in recruiting today, it seemed.

“Your third won’t be joining us?” a toenail priest asked. “Doesn’t need to, of course, the aid of a Saint in our fight is enough to pay for his passage as well.”

Thea shook her head. “Cahbis Cahb is just our guide.”

“Hope you’re not paying too much for a non-Saint guide,” the priest said, shrugging, then handed them both foot medallions to mark their temporary allegiance.

Around them, toenail priests had begun to activate the mightiest gift of the Nail Twins— their Nail Armor. Thick plates of keratinous godstuff, some wider than dinner plates, forged themselves around the bodies of the priests, overlapping like fish scales to form powerful suits of translucent armor that coated them head to foot. Their faces were each covered by a single thick, clear nail; offering much better vision than most armored warriors, with airholes to the sides. The Nail Plate was much thicker and larger than any metal armor, weighing far less, and lost much less strength for their material than might be expected. A sword hypothetically could cut through it, but unless it was a relic sword with a particularly effective boon, or the wielder had truly ridiculous enhanced strength, it would probably just get stuck in the keratin plates.

Aside from the Nail Plate and the perfect-growing nails, the Nail Twins also offered their worshipers gifts to allow them to grow godstuff extensions to their nails to serve as knives, and simply strengthened their nails to a great degree. The knife-nail godgift, at least, wouldn’t be allowed in the brawl, nor would any bladed weapons, but the armor would be.

For all the armor’s impressive durability and light weight, it could be overcome— it was just a matter of battering away at it for long enough. Even if a blow just scratched it, that scratch stayed until it was dismissed and remanifested— enough of a battering would break down the Nail Plate.

The nail priests, of course, wouldn’t be just sitting there and taking it, and they numbered several Saints among their ranks— some of whom surely bore boons from other gods as well.

“You ready for this?” Thea asked Aven as she made a few adjustments to the dials on her combat fork’s handle.

“Need a sec,” Aven said. “Amena?”

Aven rolled her neck, then made an oddly strained, almost constipated face. A moment later, her antlers started regrowing at visible speed, growing back to full length within fifteen seconds or so.

“Now I’m ready,” Aven said, cracking her knuckles.

The two of them headed over to where Kimmeroj’s battle line was forming— it seemed the brawls were very straightforward, not particularly tactical affairs.

“You two take one end, go after their hirelings,” one toenail priest told them.

Thea shook her head. “Nah. Let us at some of Kimmerox’s armored priests.”

“You’re sure?” another of Kimmeroj’s priests asked, her voice echoing oddly behind her toenail faceplate. “Your friend at least is a Saint, but…”

“I’m sure,” Thea said, making another minute adjustment to her combat fork’s dials.

“Your healing bills,” the first toenail priest said with a shrug, and moved aside to let them stand near the center of the battle line.

Once they were all lined up, there must have been nearly forty combatants ready to go, with Kimmerox having the visible edge in numbers.

“Someone count us down!” a fingernail priest bellowed at the watching crowd.

“Five!” someone shouted.

Thea adjusted her tricorne hat, vaguely hoping it got destroyed in the fight ahead.

“Four!”

Beside her, Aven drummed her hands against her stomach in excitement, clearly delighted to have a good clean melee to fight.

“Three!”

Thea checked her combat fork’s dials one last time, but didn’t make any changes to the familiar setting.

“Two!”

Thea hefted her combat fork.

“One!”

Almost as one, both lines leaned forward.

“Fight!”

Thea yelled along with everyone else, smacked her combat fork against the ground to start it vibrating, then charged straight towards the nearest armored fingernail priest.

Large fights tended to sound very similar, in Thea’s admittedly limited experience. No matter what weapons were being wielded, no matter what godgifts were being used, there was a certain sameness to the clamor that rose from the battle. Oh, there was a difference based on lethality— when blades and arrows and lethal blessings were involved, the screaming tended more towards bloodcurdling than irate. Those were just variations on a theme, though.

When she brought it up with Aven later, Aven agreed that most battles sounded the same, outside a few with monsters or sonic godgifts. She also agreed with Thea, later, that this battle sounded like nothing they’d ever fought in before.

The strange acoustics inside the Godsmount were a part of it— cramped in some ways, expansive in others, with accidental resonating chambers scattered about. They gave rise to bizarre echoes one moment, dampened any reflected sound the next, and then made the battle sound ten times larger the moment after that.

The leopard’s share of the strangeness, though, was the nail armor. When a priest of Kimmeroj punched or kicked a priest of Kimmerox, or vice versa, the sound produced was absolutely nothing either of them had ever heard on the battlefield before. It was somewhere between the clack of two billiards balls striking and the plunking noise of a banjo. There was also the noise of that same armor on stone, but that at least was a straightforward clacking. And both noises were everywhere around them. It reminded Thea of nothing so much as a chorus of demented giant frogs, like one of those rainy nights when tree frogs crawled everywhere atop the Wall.

For all the silly appearance and sound of the armor, though, it was nothing if not as effective as promised.

Hireling mercenaries battered at the armor with maces, scratching and pitting the armor, but not breaking it. A hireling Saint fighting for the other side sent one of the toenail priests sliding across the floor on a carpet of godstuff grease, and the impact against the many-armed statue in front of a neighboring shrine barely dented the armor. Even the impact of armor against armor did relatively little— though Thea strenuously wished to avoid getting hit herself. The fingernails making up the gauntlets had protruding edges over the knuckles that would unquestionably hurt, possibly even cut through Thea’s leather duster.

Of course, the fingernail priest attacking her did not seem to have her wishes in mind and was making an earnest showing of introducing Thea to her fists.

Thea had been hoping that just a handful of strikes with her combat fork would be enough to take down the fingernail priests, but to her irritation, she’d gotten the frequency wrong. Not entirely wrong, it was close enough that the priestess winced and staggered whenever the tuning fork rang against her armor, but it didn’t achieve the effect she’d hoped.

One of the trickiest parts of mastering the combat fork when she’d been younger had been learning to adjust the frequency dials mid-combat. The old combat manuals they’d found didn’t even address the topic, leading to much argument about whether you were even supposed to do so.

They’d spent dozens of hours in between exterminator classes trying to master the trick. Eventually, they figured that you could only do it during certain motions, when you’d bring your hand naturally up closer to the tines. The best time they found was while pulling back from a strike, especially an overhead strike. You had to be fast and precise about it, and you couldn’t take the time to look at the fork. You needed to operate entirely by touch, hearing, and muscle memory.

So Thea had drilled and drilled and drilled. Drilled far beyond any of her classmates, who had certainly enjoyed figuring out the antique weapons, but lacked her near-pathological need to excel. Hammered the muscle memory needed for the skill deep into her flesh. Mastered the art of telling exactly how close to the right note she was from the sound of strikes against different materials. It got to the point where she could tune the combat fork precisely enough mid-combat to satisfy a concert musician.

The skill had been very useful in fork-to-fork combat, where the right choice of musical note could pop your opponent’s fork right out of their hands. This, though, was the first time Thea was attempting such a precise mid-combat tuning outside of practice.

As she dodged the blows of the fingernail priestess, battering her with singing strike after singing strike from her combat fork, occasionally tripping her with a manifested flagstone, Thea made careful, ever-smaller adjustments. The process was helped by the fact that the floor flagstones here were pretty broad, so it was easy to avoid stepping on the cracks and annoying Seno, and his counting was slower and less distracting.

Her initial mistake should have been obvious in retrospect— she’d used the tone for normal-sized fingernails. The fact that the manifested godstuff fingernails were so much larger altered the requirement.

It was probably only thirty seconds, maybe a minute of dancing around the fingernail priestess and repeatedly striking her with the heavy combat fork to get the frequency right, but the instant she did, the priestess was out of the fight, to Seno’s cheering. The little god was nothing if not supportive of her accomplishments.

When you attended mimic extermination school, you spent a lot of time playing with tuning forks. One of the first lessons you learned was that touching a fingernail with a vibrating tuning fork felt weird. It was much more intense than touching it to your skin, though not quite as bizarre as touching it to your teeth. As the vibrations of the tuning forks grew stronger— especially from blessed steel tuning forks capable of carrying stronger vibrations— it went from feeling weird to intensely disturbing, even a little painful. Your hands would convulse, dropping anything you were holding. Eventually, like every class before them, Thea’s found the precise frequency that exaggerated the effect the most, leading to a very silly series of pranks, even fights.

When Thea struck the fingernail priestess full force with the correct adjusted frequency, the woman’s whole body convulsed, and she promptly collapsed to the ground and vomited inside her transparent helmet.

Thea couldn’t help but notice that the woman had eaten corn for breakfast.

She stepped over the thrashing fingernail priestess, then charged straight for the next armored fingernail priest. Off to her right, she caught a glimpse of Aven sliding across the floor, the next victim of the enemy grease Saint, and then Thea was on her next target.

Her still-singing fork rang out once again, once, twice, a third time, and the newest fingernail priest was on the floor vomiting and convulsing, trapped in a full-body resonating chamber of keratin.

And Thea began to dance across the battlefield to the music of her weapon. Began to feel that dance in her heart in a way she hadn’t properly since exterminator school, in a way she’d only caught brief glimpses of the past few days. Past the anxieties and terrors and uncertainties that had beset her since finding the tablet, digging up a part of herself she had thought gone and buried since the Turoapt Riots.

Thea carried out a one-woman ballet of violence across the field of brawling nail priests, leaving vomiting holy men and fingernails dissolving into godstuff in her wake. She orchestrated, conducted, and danced to a music all her own, the culmination of years of training on a forgotten curiosity.

She danced for no longer than a minute or two, but she had no sense of time in the moment. It didn’t feel like a second, it didn’t feel like an eternity, it felt like she had stepped into a different river of causality altogether, one bounded only by music and dance and aggression.

It came to a grand crescendo as two of Kimmerox’s fingernail priests, both Saints, both bearing armor vaster than any she had yet fought, came against her to stop Thea’s one-woman symphony. Thea waltzed around them, always making sure to keep one foe as a barrier to the other, and found that their larger armor needed yet another tone, and once more was forced to re-tune her fork mid-combat.

The two Saints came close, so close, to bringing her down— but the music wouldn’t stop, couldn’t stop, and neither could Thea. And the blows grew more and more disorienting to the Saints, until Thea had no more partners left to dance with.

She came to a halt, panting and out of breath, her combat fork still singing softly, in time to see Aven bodily pick up one of their toenail priest allies, then throw the armored figure fifteen feet through the air to crash into the grease Saint, whose godstuff conjurations did nothing to stop the impact, nor the resulting impact of both of them against a sturdy shrine to some rat god or other.

And just like that, the brawl was over, the vast majority of the toenail priests still standing.

There was, of course, cheering, and two of the toenail priests carried Thea back to Kimmeroj’s shrine. There was also a noticeable level of caution towards her that hadn’t been there before, but the priests clearly and gladly intended to keep their side of the bargain.

“What was that?” Aven demanded of her, as the nail priests led them up the stairs towards Kimmeroj’s chief altar, in the tiny upper room of the shrine. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

Thea shrugged. “I just… happen to have a weapon that’s uniquely suited to fighting fingernail priests, is all. Not that big of a deal.”

Aven raised an eyebrow skeptically, but when Thea didn’t answer, she just rolled her eyes and chuckled.

For all her efforts to keep a straight face, Thea couldn’t help but smile a little and pat her combat fork fondly.

She’d needed that. She really had.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Flashback: Freshly Anointed

Aven could feel her anointing approach weeks before it arrived, could see her impending Sainthood loom on the horizon not just like a new phase of life, but a new destination entirely.

After she’d completed her body-reshaping, she’d diverted all her prayer to Amena’s enhancement boons. If she’d sought body-reshaping boons instead of blessings, they would have taken her to Sainthood on their own— but since she’d pursued blessings so heavily, she was left with an immense amount of free space in her soul for mind and body enhancement boons. Her indestructible fist boon was the only decent-sized boon in her soul aside from Amena’s; the stomach reinforcement boon and the one that let her trudge through mud with less exhaustion took up little room.

She kept up her mercenary adventuring, though as she pursued body-reshaping, she took drudge prayers to Amena in payment as often as she took blessings. Her soul was plenty big enough at that point, Amena just needed the soulstuff to weave into boons.

As the enhancement boons made Aven stronger and stronger, took her well beyond the bounds of lay human strength and durability, Aven took correspondingly riskier jobs. Most of the Saints in her line of work had assembled their souls from eclectic hodgepodges of boons and blessings, without coherent theme or construction. Bereft of consistent sources of power like Amena, Sainthood itself was often their greatest source of power. A lucky few had indwelling gods or reliquary gods whose powers were coherent and useful enough to form a great portion of their soul’s construction— but most such got snapped up by armies, or by some noble house.

It was only the weirdos, the wanderers like Aven, who sought new experiences and freedom over wealth and security, who kept to the life of the wandering adventurer even with more cohesive and powerful souls.

So as Aven grew more powerful, she found herself taking riskier and riskier work, fighting alongside and against Saints, finding herself more than a match for many of them. Her rewards grew proportionately, until after some jobs, she’d end up spending weeks in a town just to receive all the hours of drudge-prayer to Amena she was owed.

She often found herself with traveling companions, fellow adventurers who spent their days and weeks walking between jobs praying to Amena for boons and blessings of their own— and Amena set aside a generous portion of each prayer for Aven’s own boons.

When all that was added to the growth of Aven’s own soul and the increasing value of her prayers, Aven’s growth accelerated to almost unreasonable levels. Amena’s interlocking alien boons piled up in her soul, one after another, steadily turning her into a force to be reckoned with.

And so her Sainthood rolled in steadily, with the force of one of the raging prairie thunderstorms that grew more common as she slowly left the hills and approached Cambrias’ Wall on her long circuitous path.

The day Amena had finished reshaping her body had been a less-than-momentous one, had come to her out of nowhere. In most ways, the day of Aven’s anointing was less significant, a smaller change in her life.

Aven decided to make a much, much bigger deal of the anointing, however— if for no other reason than her own personal sense of drama.

Which is to say she made sure to find herself at a popular tavern on the right day, with a very full coin-purse to buy rounds of drinks for the crowd, plenty of other adventurers to arm wrestle and brag to, and a few beautiful men to flirt with.

Her celebration was enough of a success that even Amena’s boons in combination with her new Sainthood struggled to handle her hangover when she woke up next to one of the prettiest men in her room in the now much messier tavern- two days later.

Aven’s path stopped meandering after that. Stopped winding through tiny villages, stopped jumping from quest to quest. Instead, it went west.

Straight towards the Wall.

She could have gotten to the Wall years before. The thought had constantly, relentlessly sat on her mind, especially since she freed herself from Indek— but she’d chosen to take her time, to grow.

And to learn.

Aven loved acting the brutish, violent adventurer. And, in truth, she was that. But she was a creature of purpose and of focus as well. She wanted to understand the monster that had devoured her home, had broken her life. Wanted to understand what made Cambrias’ Wall live and breathe.

What she’d learned, above all else?

She’d been inside the Wall for years now. Been enveloped by it, devoured by it, all without ever seeing its stones.

The Wall’s physical self was its paltriest, least interesting aspect. The physical strands of stone, the wall segments, were the frailest, easiest to snap parts of its web.

No, the true Wall, the Wall that mattered? It was made of energy, in a thousand different forms, all being relentlessly funneled into and through the physical Wall. Caloric energy in the form of grain imports; theologic energy in the form of reliquaries, relics, boons, and blessings; and most of all work hours, energy in the form of human labor. Labor crystallized into drudge prayers, into crops of grain, into clearcut forests, and anything else needed to sustain the greatest city to exist, a city that, by most reasonable estimates, held a third of the moon’s population. You could trace the source of the energy farther, to nature, to the flow of rivers and weather patterns, to the very sun itself, but it was labor that transmuted that energy into a form edible to the Wall’s digestive system.

And that need, that hunger, grew and stretched and reached and devoured across entire continents. That need had destroyed the village of her birth, her parents, her family, and her way of life. That hunger had destroyed Noriach not because of any insult or threat, but because it had stood in the way of the city’s gluttony.

None of this was her own invention, her own realization. A thousand philosophers, friend and foe of Cambrias alike, had pointed out the same thing before, with varying degrees of clarity and understanding. They often completely contradicted one another, while both remaining equally right— or equally wrong. And, in her chaotic autodidactic heteropraxic exploration of the domains of knowledge— better described, perhaps, as simply reading whatever random-ass books she stumbled across in her travels— Aven had cobbled together her own bizarre understanding of the web of the Wall.

Aven hadn’t sought out the heart of the Wall, hadn’t tried to wander its stones, because in all the ways that mattered to her, she’d been exploring it already, wandering the tributaries of energy that fed the great rivers of power running through its architecture. The city wasn’t just its Walls, but the vast, endless territory that fed its growth.

Cambrias’ Wall was more a process than it was a place.

Aven, her family, the dead of Noriach, the poisoned underground workers of the Mudmaze, the desperately poor charcoal burners of the forest, everyone she’d ever known, everyone she’d ever met, were ruled by the Wall’s hunger. Their labor was food to satiate its insatiable hunger, their blood was water to slake its unslakeable thirst, and their bones would become its foundation as it grew over the homes of their ancestors and ancestors’ ancestors.

Worst of all, to Aven’s mind, was the fact that it would seize their gods for its own. Make the useful ones into engines of growth and leave the useless ones to starve. Turn the vestiges of humanity’s own past into mere theonomic engines, make the sacred mundane.

If Aven had a faith that transcended individual gods, it was that the sacred was what made humans human. That the gods, for all their flaws and pettiness, were a distillation of humanity, a step closer to sacredness, both more and less human than humanity. A concentration of all humanity’s virtues and ills, in beautiful flawed complexity.

Not that Aven would ever express it like that to anyone around her. No, best you’d ever hear from her was something along the lines of “it’s all a beautiful blessed mess.”

The only thing sacred to Cambrias’ Wall, on the other hand, was growth without limit or restraint.

Waiting for Sainthood wasn’t just about getting more power for Aven— though it would certainly make life a lot easier for her. Sainthood wasn’t just strength, but also wealth— the prayers of a Saint were valuable enough that you could make a comfortable living doing drudge prayer work just a few hours a week.

No, waiting for Sainthood was also to give Aven time to learn. To come to, in her own crooked way, the conclusions and knowledge she needed. She wanted to know how the beast sustained itself before she ventured into its heart.

She still didn’t know if she wanted to kill it or just to understand it, but either way, the time to skirt around its edges was over.

So west she went. Hitched rides on river barges carrying grain and stone. Trudged forest roads and city streets, heading straight through instead of taking her time. Even so, she found the forests growing thinner and quieter, becoming more tree farm than wild place, and the older the tree farms got as she approached, the sicklier and scragglier they got— their soil long since exhausted, without the natural forest processes to rejuvenate it. And the cities had less character, less color, their identities washed out as they readied themselves to be absorbed by the Wall, the elite ready to become wall-toppers, the commons to be enclosed as groundlings.

A few would flee ahead of the wall rather than become groundlings. Not because they were the smart ones, but because they were the ones least tied down, with fewer family connections, friends, and other community ties pinning them in place.

The first part of the Wall to become visible over the horizon was a towering statue of who-knew-what god, followed by a second, then a third, then a fourth. The second was the only one she recognized, being an obvious depiction of Cambrias himself, in his antique guardsman’s uniform, cast into bronze not fully faded to green.

Then, in a rush to follow, the Wall itself followed over the horizon. From here, she could mostly only see incomplete segments, which she carefully avoided. You couldn’t actually get into the Wall via the incomplete segments— they were extremely well guarded, and attempts to enter or exit from an under-construction segment anywhere but from its origin from the Wall proper were treated as espionage or smuggling. Or at least that was what her fellow travelers on the road told her— though they also told her that the perimeters were mostly maintained to keep groundling laborers from running away, escaping the closes. No, the road led carefully around the under-construction segments, right up to the base of the wall.

There was no staircase up out here for visitors seeking entry atop the Wall, just a series of lifts, powered by godgifts and oxpower. There was a different entrance for cargo and construction materials, a gate leading into the empty close just inside, but if you sought personal entry, you were lifted up onto the wall-segment, where you’d find yourself in a temporary Guard facility.

Aven found herself going through mind-numbing lines, endless forms to fill out, and plentiful fees to pay. They thankfully accepted prayer along with coin, but even Aven’s Saint soul ached by the end of the process.

And then some obnoxious, petty little bureaucrat wearing a Guard uniform that barely fit on his skinny frame dug up a series of ancient wanted posters belonging to some of Aven’s sisters-under-Amena, some of whom had probably died of old age a century or more ago.

A city of multi-centenarians had no statutes of limitations, but even the other bureaucrats seemed a little shocked at his aggressive, vicious research effort.

That shock didn’t help Aven much, because she promptly found herself arrested by the guard, surrounded by enough other Saints that not even she would want to try anything— compounded by the fact that her soul could sense at least two Divines in the facility.

And so Aven found herself hauled off to prison for crimes she had an alibi of multiple decades and thousands of miles for.

Where she’d spend several weeks, until some asshole with a grudge forced a reliquary god to murder Faneras, God of Unclean Knives.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Gods Without Worshipers, Churches Without Pews

The new toenail boon had settled down into Thea’s soul with ease, causing only a moment’s discomfort. Her toes didn’t feel any different, but then, they wouldn’t— the boon just affected the future growth of her toenails.

Thea and Aven spent a few minutes in Kimmeroj’s shrine just to be safe and make sure there wouldn’t be further effects, and took that opportunity to speak with the toenail priests, ask them questions regarding the conditions in the Godsmount. Even if they had a guide, well, more information couldn’t hurt, and Cahbis Cahb was clearly not infallible. Thea also took the time to change the settings on her combat fork.

Once the priests were sure the boon had taken safely, they rejoined Cahbis and crossed through the toenail shrine. The back entrance led them into a medium-width road, one almost totally blocked off by the shrines of the Nail twins.

They got a few jeers from fingernail priests to their backs, but they didn’t try to start anything— they weren’t graceful losers, but nor were they especially sore losers. And they’d probably had enough vomiting and having their bones shaken for one day.

“We suppose we are grateful for the saved time,” Cahbis Cahb said, with a mix of poorly concealed annoyance and grudging respect.

At least, Thea thought there was some grudging respect, but the annoyance was still there.

“Where to now?” Aven asked, stepping carefully around a slow-moving clay golem with a load of stone on its back. Thea followed suit, letting Cahbis Cahb pull ahead of them. Always best to step cautious around golems, no telling how they might misinterpret their commands.

There were plenty of legitimate uses for golems, like the semaphore golem towers, but no sensible person would trust golem labor. The inhabitants of the Godsmount were hardly sensible, though.

“We’ve got two options,” Cahbis said. “The first is a long, circuitous loop that keeps us fairly safe, with moderate tolls. Takes us fairly close to the outside of the mountain, though we’ll have to go through Woroa’s Chimes. Not dangerous, but we find that spending an hour with gong and chime music drowning out everything is deeply annoying. The other option is to head through Asartin’s Crossroads. Much riskier— it’s close enough to the maze and the Source that you’re going to find monsters wandering around there, a handful of anti-humanist deities, and press gangs for some of the more aggressive delving churches. For all the annoyances of Woroa’s Chimes, we have to recommend going that way.”

Thea swiftly drew her combat fork off her back, but Aven was faster, immediately throwing a punch at the back of Cahbis’ head.

The god Belaghian, unfortunately, was faster than either of them.

The copper filigree staff unfolded into a thicket of copper bands and ribbons. Some shot out to anchor themselves against the floor, while others lashed out at Aven, sending her skidding back towards Thea, who barely stepped aside.

Cahbis Cahb snorted as he leisurely turned to face them once more and stopped suppressing his soul, revealing his Sainthood. Belaghian unfolded himself fully from staff form, standing over Cahbis like a great copper thicket.

“What gave us away?” Cahbis asked.

“Lot of little things,” Thea said as she slowly circled him. “The fact that you sought us out in the first place, rather than approaching any of the more powerful Saints preparing to delve towards the heart of the Godsmount. The fact that you let me bargain you down to three minutes of drudge prayer per hour. The fact that the toenail priests didn’t recognize you, and the fact that you didn’t know they’d been there over a month. But you know what really made us ask the toenail priests about you?”

“We’re dying to learn,” Cahbis said sarcastically as Aven joined Thea’s circling on the false guide’s other side.

“It was the boot thing,” Aven said. “You’re supposed to be a guide, and you’re wearing sandals, and don’t get the boot thing? Huge red flags.”

Cahbis Cahb snorted. “Believe it or not, real guides actually do wear sandals most of the time. Lots of shrines in the Godsmount require you to take shoes off on entry. You figured it out based on a nonsense clue. And let me guess, then you asked the toenail priests about me?”

“They didn’t recognize you, but they let us know about the main threats in the area— including the fact that Woroa’s sleep priests have been abducting folks for labor and prayer drudgery,” Thea said, lightly chiming her combat fork against the ground to start it humming.

“Well, this inconveniences us, but it’s not going to do you much good,” Cahbis said. “Belaghian alone is more than enough to handle you two, even if I weren’t here to help.”

At that, copper ribbons lashed out towards Thea and Aven, almost as swift as any arrow. Between her trajectory calculation boon, her reflex boon, and ordinary adrenaline, Thea managed to block the one ribbon that came at her. Belaghian recoiled from her combat fork, obviously repelled by its current tuning.

Aven, however, ended up with both her arms wrapped in the reliquary god’s copper coils. Even though her reflex boon from Amena was much more powerful than Thea’s own, the trajectory calculation boon made for a huge difference.

Or, at least that’s what Thea thought for a moment, until Aven started laughing.

“This little guy is strong, but you know what he’s not?” Aven asked.

“And what’s that?” Cahbis said, looking bored as he pulled a smoking pipe out of a belt pouch.

“Heavy,” Aven said.

Then she began to whirl in place.

Belaghian was taken by surprise and lifted wholly off the ground, and before he could do more than twitch a few ribbons in surprise, Aven had spun him wholly around and smashed him into Cahbis, sending the man sprawling on the ground. His half-filled pipe went skidding across the floor, stopping by Thea’s feet. One of Aven’s arms came free of its copper restraint, and she promptly grabbed one of the reliquary’s ribbons with both hands, and began to pull, the copper between them visibly deforming under stress.

“We suppose we’re doing this the hard way, then,” Cahbis said.

“Hey, Cahbis,” Thea said, making eye contact with the man when he turned to face her.

Then she stomped on his pipe, smashing it into pieces.

“You’re going to be apologizing quite effusively for that later,” Cahbis said. “We were fond of that pipe.”

“You’re right about one thing,” Thea said as Aven and Belaghian grappled with one another in the background, making a ridiculous amount of noise. Thea made things even louder by smacking her combat fork against the ground again. “We are doing this the hard way.”

It was then that, even over the chorus of clattering copper and the singing of steel, a new sound made itself heard.

The clacking of finger- and toenails on stone.

“Turns out that even though they’re being annoying about extracting tolls, the nail priests also take their duties seriously when it comes to keeping the road safe!” Thea said cheerfully.

“Ah, hells,” Cahbis Cahb said. “We should have known you were trouble.”

Then the false guide and his copper god were drowned in a crashing wave of keratin.

The priests of the Nail Twins made quick work of Cahbis Cahb and Belaghian, and within a couple of minutes, the Saint was sealed in a keratin coffin, his yells echoing strangely out of its airholes. Belaghian’s copper reliquary, meanwhile, was imprisoned in a completely airtight coffer of fingernails. After stabbing at it for a few minutes, the god curled its reliquary up into a sullen ball. Probably tired out— animate reliquary gods couldn’t often maintain activity for too long.

“What are you going to do with them?” Thea asked curiously.

“The Wall Guard might not patrol inside the Godsmount, but we’re not completely without justice here,” one of Kimmerox’s priests told her, any hard feelings about the earlier brawl gone. “We’ll convene a tribunal with a few other prominent priesthoods. There’s been talk about doing so anyhow to address the Woroa issue, as bad as that’s gotten. The copper god here will probably get shipped out and sold in the city, and the false guide? I’m guessing he’s going to get to have a little adventure in the labyrinth.”

The yelling from inside Cahbis’ prison redoubled.

Thea honestly felt a little uncomfortable leaving Cahbis Cahb to such brutal justice, and she was skeptical about how rigorous and unbiased his tribunal would be. Sure, she felt personal satisfaction, considering how he’d tried to abduct her, but… Thea hoped that he was facing more than mob justice. Considering that they didn’t even care about her testimony, though, she doubted it.

But it wasn’t her place to argue, even if she’d felt considerably less aggrieved at Cahbis. The Wall Guard refused to patrol the Cathedral of Schisms, so any blame for the systems that sprouted in their absence was theirs.

“You’re going to sell the copper god?” Aven asked, sounding a little shocked.

“Why, you want to bid on him?” the nail priest asked. “Wouldn’t recommend it, don’t think he likes you much.”

Thea gave Aven a small headshake, and her ally sighed but didn’t press the matter. Thea was glad for that— she didn’t feel up to explaining what would happen to Belaghian if he proved a danger to the peace and security of the Wall. Cambrias’ priesthood maintained great vaults of hostile reliquary gods deep within the earth, bound by nigh impenetrable relic prisons where they starved them to death over the course of centuries. There were, even by conservative estimates, tens or hundreds of thousands of reliquaries in the depths. Place gods were harder to move, but those whose shrines allowed it, like the gods of the Godsmount, were starved in the depths as well.

A few pleasantries and informalities with the nail priests later, they were on their way towards Asartin’s Crossroads with directions from the nail priests.

Cahbis Cahb may have lied about the dangers of Woroa’s Chimes, but he’d been absolutely honest about the dangers of Asartin’s Crossroads. Unfortunately, it was far and away their best path towards the other side of the Godsmount. If they’d found an honest guide instead, they would have already been across the mountain, most likely— there were several safe routes— but at this point, they’d have to backtrack for hours to get to any of those safe routes.

Thea and Aven were more than willing to risk a few monsters and such to get their stay in the Godsmount over and done with that much sooner.

After they split off the main road, two things changed. The first was the rapid drying up of traffic— this was a route into the heart of the Godsmount, and the rough-and-tumble civilization of the Godsmount was merely a shell over its wild heart.

The second was the dimming of light.

The regions they’d traveled through so far had dozens of ways of providing light. Godstuff flames carried in lanterns, relic stones casting different colors of light, glass pipes carrying blessed glowing water, and even a tiny bit of Holeofel’s Lightweb that had made minor inroads into the Godsmount.

Here, though, artificial lighting grew rarer and rarer, the halls they roamed growing dim, even dark.

Gods, after all, didn’t need light, only humans did. And this was not a place for humanity, but for gods.

The halls they roamed now, the shrines they passed now, were for gods without worshipers, gods content to subsist purely on the magic emanating from the Maze. Gods too proud, resentful, or socially awkward to build religions and congregations of their own, who had at some point paid workers in godgifts to move their shrines or temples, stone by stone, deep into the heart of the mountain.

The empty temples and dusty pews were a disquieting, perverse sight, if for different reasons to the two of them. In the ruddy light of Thea’s little relic of Rosiri, the empty architecture took on an ominous air— one well deserved.

Thea wished they had a better light source than the little Rosirian relic- oh, the boons layered into the relic were stable, and would keep it lit for as long as Thea fed it soulstuff, and the red light wouldn’t weaken their night vision— but some atavistic part of her was on edge, teeth bared against the night.

Here in the dark, the mimics of the Godsmount were more active, which didn’t particularly help matters. There was no need for them to hide in the dark, so they freely folded and unfolded their lattice frameworks, flapped their membranes, and let their filaments and tendrils wave as though in currents of water under the sea. Their quiet, almost-too-high-pitched to hear calls and songs created a phantasmal soundscape that flickered in and out of perception. The mimics seemed entirely unimpressed with the little red light, and they lent a hallucinatory aspect to the environment around them, as though benches and walls, door lintels and even altars were dissolving into unreality, as though biology were forcibly replacing brute matter, and even Thea’s long familiarity with mimics didn’t make it a comfortable sight.

Beside Thea, Aven’s breath was just a little too fast and ragged for complete calm, though she didn’t speak. Fear of the dark was not a childish thing, but an ancient thing, one that humans merely buried in the trappings of civilization as they aged.

It was, strangely enough, Seno that helped Thea regain her calm. The little god took a few moments to notice her fear as he happily counted square stone tiles— which he apparently considered to be flagstones— but once he noticed, he sent a comforting, fluting whistle into her mind with a second voice. Then he somehow pushed on their shared flagstone sense, making it loom higher in her mind than her regular vision.

With that, Thea found herself breathing easier. She wasn’t sure it was the effort at comforting or the sensory shift, but Seno had helped.

“You alright?” she asked Aven.

“Not really,” Aven responded. “Reminds me of the bad old days in Indek.”

“Indek?” Thea asked. “I’m not familiar with it.”

“It’s a city in a swamp,” Aven said. “Miserable place. Spent some of the worst years of my life there.”

“Want to tell me about it?” Thea asked cautiously. “Keep our minds off… all this?”

Aven looked as if she were going to refuse at first, and then paused. “Busybody,” she muttered.

“Pardon?”

“Not you, Amena. She thinks I should tell you about it, thinks it would be good for me.”

“I mean, sounds like it’s your religious obligation now,” Thea joked.

Aven rolled her eyes but started talking anyways. “Alright, so first thing you gotta know about Indek is that it’s sinking into the swamp.”

And so the two of them walked through the dark, to the other side of the mountain.

They faced only a single monster— an aggressive, confused creature that looked like a bat had lost its wings and grown into the role of a pig on the ground. It was clearly enraged by their light, but a little yelling and waving of Thea’s buzzing combat fork had apparently offended its immense ears, and the thing fled.

Thea wasn’t going to complain about only encountering the one monster— there were far nastier beasts in the depths. Though there were no architects of the Godsmount, the gods that had built it did their best to funnel those beasts down and out, into the forest preserve surrounding the Godsmount in its close.

They passed carefully around the territories of the Anti-Humanist League, gods who had entirely forsworn and rejected humanity, for one reason or another. The most extreme of them sought humanity’s destruction, but since the Cathedral of Schisms was the one and only known place on the whole moon where gods could survive without human worship, none considered them a major threat. Many of their number had the ability to animate golems and gargoyles, however, and fighting either, no matter the material of their construction, was always a risk. Especially gargoyles— though they tended to be smaller and weaker than golems, they still out-muscled and out-weighed most humans, and were far smarter than golems. They didn’t need to be bound by the precise, rule-based command systems of golems and weren’t prone to dangerous misinterpretations of commands.

And the whole trek, Aven told Thea the story of Indek, told her of the brutal conditions in the Mudmaze god-mines, and the emotional depths she’d sunk to before Amena found her.

She didn’t tell the whole story, of course; didn’t speak of her work as a hired goon, shaved off the edges of how truly miserable she’d been, but… the story was truer than it might have been, truer than the stories most people might tell to acquaintances of only a few days.

By the time she finished, light had begun to return. Scattered, at first, simple blessing flames and relic lights over altars, but soon enough they found themselves among the congregations of the outer shell of the Godsmount, busy with their eternal construction, dismantling, and transportation of shrines here and there, in a relentless ebb and flow of theological geography and architecture.

Thea considered telling the story of her involvement in the Turoapt riots, but couldn’t quite bring herself to Aven’s level of openness just yet. But by the time they reached one of the maws of the Godsmount, finished traveling through the digestive system of the Cathedral of Schisms, Aven had the beginning of an understanding why Thea had ended up a mimic exterminator, rather than part of the elite strike forces.

Just the beginning of an understanding, but like Aven, the only lies in Thea’s story had been lies of omission.

The three gods that accompanied them all listened as well. Amena frequently added comments to Aven’s story and had questions for Thea, though Thea suspected the goddess said much more just to her host. Seno just hummed happily as he counted, and Thea had no idea how much he really understood.

And the nameless god in the clay tablet listened inscrutably, adding nothing at all to the conversation.

And then they were in the sun, crossing a bridge back onto the Wall, less than an hour’s walk away from the regional Wall Guard headquarters.


ACT 2: CADASTRAL NEOPLASM


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Hail, Conquering Heroes

The walk from the Godsmount to the Wall Guard regional headquarters was purely anticlimactic.

There were no gangsters nor corrupt guardsmen hunting them, no ambushes or traps. Few looked twice at them, save to try and sell them something, along with one small child amazed at the combat fork over Thea’s back. That last had Thea scowling for a second, wondering whether her combat fork had been part of how their foes had been tracking them.

She quickly shrugged off that concern, though, and went back to watching the crowds around them.

It was all just normal, everyday traffic. People went about their business, argued with merchants, stared out over the edge of the Wall as they ate their lunch. It could be any part of the Wall on any average day, save for the looming presence of the Godsmount at their back and the upward slope of the Wall segments ahead of them as they climbed towards the Highpath District, looming far above them in the distance. They caught glimpses of the headquarters’ bulk in between them and Highpath, but the buildings in this neighborhood tended towards the tall and liked to lean in over the streets.

The sun sank behind Viseas as they walked with its usual lack of fuss— no sunset, just a gradual occlusion behind the gas giant, accompanied by strange shadows, until the false night of eclipse had them in their grasp. Eclipse would last about an hour before the sun showed its face once more in time for sunset, but they’d be secure inside the regional headquarters by then.

The usual hodgepodge of lighting came on for eclipse— blessings and boons from a thousand light gods, and more than a few lanterns and candles. Just the expensive beeswax sort, though— there wasn’t room for much wall-top poverty this close to Highpath.

They had just turned a corner onto a new wall segment, and the regional headquarters had just come fully into sight, when Thea pulled abruptly to a halt.

Beside her, Aven tensed, ready for a fight. “What, what is it?”

“I need to apologize,” Thea said. “I should have trusted you more from the get-go.”

“You trusted me plenty,” Aven said. “Maybe to a bit of a foolish degree, for someone you just met?”

“I honestly wasn’t expecting you to be as reliable and useful an ally as you turned out to be,” Thea said. “Probably couldn’t have made it without you, and I hope this was a good adventure for Amena.”

She stuck out her hand, and Aven hesitated only for a moment before clasping it firmly.

Then an odd look crossed her face, and the goddess Amena spoke to both of them. <The adventure’s not over until it’s over.>

“Well, that’s not ominous or worrying,” Thea said, releasing Aven’s hand and resuming the walk towards the regional headquarters.

“Amena’s great, but she has a tendency to be a bit melodramatic,” Aven said.

<I am a goddess of adventure who has wandered this world for centuries,> Amena said, her voice quieter now that Thea wasn’t touching Aven anymore. <I am allowed to be melodramatic if I so choose.>

Thea suppressed another smile, to mixed success, and got the distinct impression of Amena flouncing back to the depths of Aven’s soul in mock indignation.

The Wall Guard district headquarters building would be truly colossal if it were anywhere but next to the Godsmount.

It looked a bit like the classic cylindrical guard towers you’d find on ordinary city walls, if those guard towers were covered in expensive marble, a couple thousand feet across, rose two dozen stories over the top of the Wall, and were topped with a massive semaphore golem wearing the visage of Cambrias. It lurked where an intersection of Wall segments should be, the streets wrapping around its outside like a balcony. They were much larger than the usual Wall-top streets, comparable in size to underway roads, but they looked thin and cramped compared to the bulk of the headquarters building.

Even from here, Thea could feel dozens of Saints and at least a handful of Divines in the building through the Firmament.

“You’re sure they’re not going to instantly re-arrest me when we walk in?” Aven asked, looking a bit nervous.

Thea shook her head. “They won’t. I mean, they probably would if we tried to deal with the bureaucracy the normal way, but we’re not.”

Aven raised her eyebrows at that. “Sounds a little worrying.”

Thea sighed. “You can say that again. Putting my own career at risk, and some jail time at the very least, but… any decent civil service needs a path to circumvent layers of bureaucracy when a matter is genuinely urgent. And for all their other flaws, that’s one lesson the Wall Guard has learned well.”

Aven looked like she had a lot more questions, but fell silent as they strode into the light of the entrance’s blessing lamps and on into the bustling atrium.

Even this late in the day, the lobby was absolutely packed, with dozens of counters and desks, Guardsmen dragging prisoners to processing, and barristers arguing with court clerks. It wouldn’t start quieting down until sunset and true night.

Thea took a moment to survey her surroundings, picked out the most senior, no-nonsense looking clerk, then strode straight towards her. She cut straight past her line, ignoring the irritated cursing and protests from those she passed. When she got to the front of the line, she didn’t even bother telling the applicant at the front of the line to move, just gently pushed the man to the side.

“I need an emergency multi-Divine action group now,” Thea said, pulling her Guard insignia out of her pocket. “With an immediate Saint public guard until assembly.”

The old woman stared at Thea from behind her counter, faint skepticism the only thing on her face. “You’re sure about that, kid? You’re fully aware of the consequences and penalties if this proves a waste of time?”

Thea just nodded. Behind her, she could hear half the line she’d cut clearing out, heading to other lines or just out of the station, not wanting to be in the potential clerical crossfire.

“On your head be it, then,” the clerk said.

The old woman stretched, popped her back, stood up, and then started giving orders to lesser clerks and functionaries.

In under two minutes, no less than seven Guard Saints stood around Thea and Aven, and she could sense multiple Divines moving deeper within the building.

“If you don’t mind moving out of the way of my counter?” the old clerk said.

Several of the guard Saints glared at her, irritated at being ordered around by a simple clerk, but the old woman just stared blandly back. Thea wondered briefly how long she’d been working this job— a century, more? Then, not leaving it to their new guards, Thea nodded to the clerk, then set off towards an empty area of the lobby, forcing Aven and the guards to scramble after her.

Within ten minutes, Thea and Aven were escorted to a council chamber, the souls of at least three Divines and several Saints palpable in the Firmament even through the thick marble walls.

The first sound out of the massive steel doors when they opened was disdain. “Let’s see the newest idiot trying to skip ahead in their career by cheating, then.”

Thea hid a wince at that— poorly— and strode into the chamber.

The three Divines and assorted Saints sat at long tables arranged in a semicircle facing the center of the room, which was empty save for a wagon wheel-sized golden Guard seal inlaid in the floor. The ceiling stretched three stories above their head, and the room was vast enough to give Thea and Aven a long, uncomfortable walk under dismissive stares.

Thea recognized two of the Divines. The first, Pillar Dania, whose territory extended from the roots of the Godsmount up the foothills of Highpath, was permanently stationed at the regional headquarters. Dania was not particularly renowned for her strength or power— she commonly joked she’d earned her Divinity simply by filling out enough forms— but any Divine on any path was a force to be reckoned with.

The second was far more intimidating— Avatar Barresan, whose soul had merged with the god living in his reliquary warhammer when he was just a Saint. He was usually found fighting at the most dangerous edges of the Growth, holding back its eternal expansion. Not even his building-leveling blows did more than temporarily halt the Growth, unfortunately.

Given how far they were from the Growth’s main body, he’d probably been fighting at one of its secondary bodies.

The third Divine, Thea didn’t recognize, which meant she probably wasn’t a Pillar. She didn’t feel like a Living God or Avatar through the Firmament, but that didn’t narrow it down too much— there were a lot of different paths past Saint.

Rumor had it there were even a handful of generic Divines with no distinguishing features out there, but Thea wasn’t sure she believed it.

“Mimic Exterminator Second Class Theophany Drumlock, territory number 1284, reporting,” Thea said.

Avatar Barresan slumped back in irritation as he spoke, and Thea immediately recognized his voice as the one she’d heard already. “Let’s just sanction her and leave already. There is literally no possible interesting news an exterminator could have for us; they shouldn’t even be Wall Guards.”

“I don’t disagree, but the formalities must be observed,” the unknown Divine replied, not bothering to look at Thea.

Pillar Dania didn’t say anything— strangely, she was staring intently at Aven instead.

Even the Saints in the room looked bored and irritated at best, and Thea could feel her chance slipping away before she’d even gotten to speak.

So she didn’t bother. Once more, she simply circumvented procedure.

Thea stalked straight up to Barresan, pulled open her belt pouch, and slapped the clay tablet reliquary down on the table in front of him.

“What’s this nonsense supposed to…” Barresan started, and then stopped.

Then he threw himself backward away from the table, tumbling to the ground with his chair as he scrambled away from the tablet.

“Gods around us, what is that thing?” the Avatar demanded.

It made sense that an Avatar would react so strongly to the tablet— because they, like only Living Gods, were both god and human. Thea was fairly sure that forcing the reliquary god to use its powers on either, unlike other Divines, would flat-out kill them, no matter how powerful they were. Even if Barresan couldn’t tell exactly what the tablet god’s powers were— which he probably couldn’t, the ability to sense the exact effects of godgifts was rare nearly to the point of myth— he’d surely be able to tell how dangerous and repulsive its power was just by feel.

“Saints clear the chamber!” the unknown Divine yelled. “Get Esset and Ordo in here, now.”

There was a moment of confusion and hesitation until the Divine slapped her palm against the table, cracking the thick oak. With that, the Saints all took off at a half run, frantically grabbing papers and bags as they did so.

Pillar Dania, Thea noted, only had half her attention on the tablet— she kept glancing back to Aven.

Aven, clearly noting the Pillar’s attention, walked up to Thea and stood on her opposite side, as though to hide.

None of the three Divines spoke to them as shouting outside continued and they waited for the other Divines in the building. They just stared at the clay tablet like it was an angry viper.

Eventually, it was Aven who broke the silence. “Theophany?” she asked in a low voice. “Thea is short for Theophany?”

Thea closed her eyes and sighed. “Not really the time for this, Aven.”

“Nothing else going on right now,” Aven pointed out, a smile threatening to cross her face.

“My family has an old-fashioned naming sensibility,” Thea said, trying to make it clear she didn’t want to talk about it.

“Fair enough, fair enough,” Aven said, slowly losing the battle not to smile. “It’s just that…”

“Just that what?” Thea said, in the flattest tone of voice she could manage.

“Just that I wasn’t expecting you to be a Tiffany,” Aven said, her voice dripping with repressed mirth.

“Theophany,” Thea said. “Theophany, not Tiffany.”

“It’s just the old version of Tiffany,” Aven pointed out. “What did other kids call you when you were young? Did they actually call you Theophany, or…”

Thea glowered at her.

“Yep, they called you Tiffany,” Aven said, her smile splitting her face in half.

“I don’t think discussing such childish things befits the seriousness of our circumstances,” Thea said.

“Fair enough, fair enough,” Aven said, but her smile hadn’t gone away.

Thea had never imagined that two Divines bursting into the room ready for a fight would be a relief, but honestly, the threat of personal annihilation was much more pleasant than continuing this thread of conversation for a moment.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Quest Accomplished

Aven’s first reaction when two more Divines burst into the room was to get ready to fight, but Amena, thankfully, had better sense, and kept them from being beaten to a pulp.

<Stay calm, child,> the goddess told her. <Deep breaths. This situation need not escalate.>

Aven slowly unclenched her fists and focused on her breathing as the other Divines calmed the new arrivals.

She was a little disappointed; she’d always wanted to fight a Divine.

Within a couple of minutes, the Divines were all clustered around the clay tablet on the table— though none got within arm’s reach of it, as they started arguing among themselves.

The one Divine kept staring at Aven oddly, though.

Eventually, one of the Divines— the one who’d cracked the oak table— took charge of the meeting once more, and turned to Thea and Aven.

“Theophany Drumlock, was it? Explain what, exactly, you’ve brought before us— and how.”

“This,” Thea said, “is the reliquary that murdered Faneras, God of Unclean Knives, earlier this week.”

That little statement got a reaction nearly as strong as Thea slapping the tablet down on the table in the first place, and it took a few minutes for the apparently lead Divine to calm the room again.

“Would you like my full report?” Thea asked, her voice and bearing stiffer and more formal than ever. Aven might have only known Thea a few days, but she was fairly sure the woman was judging the Divines for their behavior right now.

“That would be appreciated,” the Divine responded.

Thea somehow managed to make the past few days sound… dull, in her report. It was honestly impressive how simultaneously accurate and unexciting her retelling of their adventure was.

Partway through the retelling, the weird Divine who’d been staring at Aven appeared by her side and tapped her shoulder. Aven gave her a cautious look, but the woman didn’t seem ill-intentioned— just motioned to the side with a tilt of her head.

“I am Pillar Dania,” the Divine told her, once she’d followed to one side of the room. “Defender of the Highpath Lowlands, Watcher of the Cathedral of Schisms.”

“I’m…” Aven started.

“You’re Aven, no last name given, host to the Goddess Amena,” Dania said. “Yes, I heard your ally there introduce you.”

“Shouldn’t you be listening to the rest of the report?” Aven asked uncomfortably, unsure where this was going.

Dania, to her surprise, rolled her eyes. “Ancient god-killing reliquary shows up, first of its kind in centuries, mad scramble to keep it out of the hands of bad actors and rogue elements, you eventually delivered it here through trial and tribulation. Does that about cover it?”

Aven gaped for a second, then nodded. Somewhat incongruously, she realized that the Pillar was actually shorter than she was— and no one would call Aven particularly tall, even counting her antlers. Not that she was particularly short, either— which Dania definitely was— but the amount of power contained within any Divine made it hard to see them as anything but towering.

“I thought not,” Dania said. “Even if this particular artifact is more dangerous than any other I’ve seen before, the details of your adventure likely won’t diverge too much from any number of other high-stakes missions I’ve had reported to me before. I find them rather dull, to be honest. No, my interest lies elsewhere— in your indwelling goddess there.”

Both Aven and Amena came to alert then, ready to try and flee if need be. Whatever Pillar Dania’s interest was, it…

“My daughter Maksa was one of your sisters,” Dania said. “I just came to thank Amena for saving her, for giving her a good life.”

At that, Aven immediately relaxed, and Amena gave off a flood of happiness.

<You are Maksa’s mother?> the goddess asked. <Wondrous! It is a joy to meet you. But you… speak of Maksa in the past tense?>

Dania nodded. “She passed peacefully twenty years ago in bed, an old woman surrounded by her family. She never had an interest in joining the Guard, nor even in life extension. Had a very successful career as an artist, though!”

Aven blinked back her surprise— the unnatural lifespans atop the Wall still took a little getting used to. Dania didn’t look older than her mid-forties, but she had to be at least a century old. At least. The primary effect of reaching Divinity, aside from making one’s soulstuff even more valuable than that of a Saint, was to empower all of one’s godgifts. Aven didn’t know how much that increased the lifespan of Cambrias’ blessed, but she doubted it was insignificant.

“Would… would you tell me of your daughter, Pillar Dania?” Aven asked. “Amena has not told me this story before— she is a great respecter of my sisters’ privacy— and I would love to hear it.”

Pillar Dania smiled broadly. “It would be my genuine pleasure. And please, just call me Dania.”

While Thea reported to the other Divines, Aven spent the next half hour speaking with Dania about her daughter Maksa.

Maksa hadn’t been born with a body and soul mismatch like Aven— instead, she’d suffered a debilitating childhood illness that left her near-permanently bedridden, only able to walk with assistance, barely able to care for herself.

One day, at sixteen, Amena had just… shown up in Maksa’s soul, as powerful possessor gods often did, offering to fix Maksa. The costs had been the same as for all Aven’s sisters. Her appearance would change, acquire the close family resemblance all Amena’s children shared, as well as the antlers. She’d need to keep Amena entertained during her stay with adventures. And, most of all, she’d acquire an enemy— the enemy that hunted all of Amena’s daughters.

The first two were a small price to pay, so far as Dania and Maksa were concerned. The third was harder to swallow, but less so for them than most— their new enemy was no friend of the Wall, and was unlikely to attempt to infiltrate it anytime soon.

Even if the danger had been greater, it was no choice at all, really— Maksa’s condition was only growing worse. Dania was no Pillar in those days, just a minor Wall Guard functionary, and neither her salary nor soul could bear the costs of a healing god powerful enough to reshape Maksa, to cure her condition.

Within weeks of agreement, Maksa was on her feet once more. Within a bare handful of months, she was wandering Wall, looking for adventures— and found them, easily. Amena opened up a bit more then, joining in the story telling. Maksa’s adventures had tended to be much less violent than Aven’s, but Amena didn’t require violence. No, Maksa had spent more time exploring decaying buildings, or buildings under construction. Sneaking into heavily guarded facilities of one sort or another to paint her stylized street scene murals, gaining fame to the point where it caused public outrage when a bank destroyed the mural she’d painted on the inside of its vault door overnight.

After Amena had left her, Maksa had revealed her identity, gave up guerrilla art, and settled into a comfortable art career. Started a family, lived a happy, full life.

Dania finished her story just a few minutes before Thea finished her report, and the Divines started arguing pretty much immediately afterward about what was to be done with the tablet.

Before Dania had rejoined the others, though, she’d left Aven with a final word of advice.

“Your eldest sister resurfaced five years ago, to the northwest,” Dania said. “There haven’t been many sightings since, but… be very careful if you choose to head that way.”

Aven nodded seriously at that— adventure required some degree of foolishness, something Aven was wealthy in, but not even she would dismiss that warning.

She spent the next few minutes just basking in the glow of having met someone related to one of her sisters— she’d only ever come across traces of other daughters of Amena, no connection so direct as Maksa’s mother. The daughters of Amena tended to avoid one another, lest they draw the attention of the eldest.

The warning about that eldest sister added a pinch of bitterness to the pot, but didn’t diminish the savor of connection.

While the Divines argued over the clay tablet, Aven turned her mind to new adventures for Amena. Surely there were many more dangerous corners of the Wall to explore? Not just for Amena, either— Aven had a lot to learn about the city before, well… before she made a decision about it.

<This adventure isn’t over yet, child,> Amena said. <I can feel it.>

Aven raised a skeptical eyebrow at that and went back to planning.

The Divines did manage to snag her attention when they started talking about her— one of the two who had burst in late was insisting that regardless of her aid, the law was the law, and she would need to pay for her crimes.

To her relief, Dania immediately shut down that argument, explaining something of Aven’s sisters, and then blamed most of the crimes on her eldest sister.

“I will be amending the warrants city-wide,” Dania concluded.

The other Divine scowled, but didn’t seem inclined to argue further.

Amena felt a deep sense of relief at that— she had not enjoyed her time in the Wall prison. No one had messed with her, not even the other Saints in the prison— at least, not after she’d drubbed the first couple idiots who tried over the head— but it had been far too much like being underground for her liking.

“Look, we’re not going to get anywhere just by arguing over this,” the Divine in charge said. Riasia, Aven thought she was called? “We need more information about what in the hells this thing is.”

“It’s nothing of the hells,” a brand new voice said, one coming from above their heads. “It is a reliquary born of our own world.”

Everyone in the chamber whirled to face the voice.

There, high on the wall, was a balcony that hadn’t been there a moment before, or had somehow been concealed from them. And on that balcony stood a Saint garbed in long, flowing white robes and a mask of wrought silver, no details of their body visible.

The Divines in the room went from ready to fight to nervous in an instant— even afraid, in one or two cases. Thea looked less nervous than most of the Divines, but even she was deeply uncomfortable.

“Who…” Aven started to say, but Amena hushed her.

<Quiet, child. That is a priest of Lamitu.>

Aven immediately shut up.

Lamitu, the Sentinel of the East Pole, the Watcher of the Empty Sky. Lamitu, the Funeral Goddess. Lamitu, the Queen of the Necropolis. Lamitu, the Goddess of Proper Passing.

Lamitu, the oldest of the High Gods, a strong contender for the single mightiest being on the moon.

Lamitu, whose gifts could grant true immortality— or inescapable death.

Lamitu, who could slay even gods.

Just like the little clay tablet.

The priest’s mask contemplated the gathered below for a moment before they spoke again. One would expect a death priest to have a more ominous voice, but the priest spoke in a pleasant high tenor, one that gave away little of their identity.

Their accent was clearly of the Wall, though, Aven noted.

“If you wish to know more of it, you should ask the tablet’s inhabitant,” the priest said.

The Divines all turned, almost unwillingly, to look at the reliquary.

It was, to Aven’s mild surprise and Amena’s approval, Thea who stepped forward.

“Tablet god, I carried you here without using you, handed you off as I said I would. If it does not offend, I would ask your name.”

There was a long moment of silence, and then a sigh that echoed through the Firmament. <It does not offend, merely tires me. Very well. I am Isimadu, Fleet-Foot Messenger of Surukh.>

There was a collective intake of breath at that.

Surukh, which lay at the heart of the West Pole, Viseas eternally overhead of the city, had been one of the greatest cities in all of history. Small compared to Cambrias’ Wall perhaps, but vast by any other measure, studded with dozens of great ziggurats. It had, over its centuries of history, come to dominate all the other city-states of Errigashad, all thanks to one factor.

The Oracle.

No one knew what the Oracle’s true name was, or anything other than the fact it was a place god, but all agreed it was the wisest and most knowledgeable being in Ishveos’ history. Its sage advice had driven Surukh’s rise to prominence, had brought untold wealth and power to all of Errigashad.

Until its presence had brought war.

Mighty forces rose up against Surukh, both within and without Errigashad. The struggle had lasted decades, until a final apocalyptic battle led to horrific consequences.

Three and a half millennia ago, they broke the sky, and poisonous, invisible energy rained down from Viseas. You couldn’t see it or perceive it, but it would kill you nonetheless, sicken you and riddle your body with tumors. To this day, the West Pole was a poisoned wasteland, inhospitable to life.

The story was still told, even thousands of years later. It had been used to terrify children in Aven’s home village. She’d heard dozens of versions since. And in all of them, only two gods had survived the war.

Lamitu, leader of Surukh’s enemies, who had fled to the East Pole to build her great city of monuments to the dead; and the Oracle itself, which still lurked, seemingly unneedful of prayer, in the heart of the toxic wasteland that was the West Pole, at the peak of the Ziggurat of Viseas.

And now, it seemed, there was a third.

“Lamitu would offer you shelter, Isimadu,” the death priest said. “She would protect you from those who would exploit you, allow you to rest peacefully. You may have fought against her in the war, but she holds no ill will, nor intent to destroy you. You two are the last holders of the Blasphemous Gift.”

Isimadu sighed once more. <Would you like to know how my progenitor died? His heart gave out delivering the message of your initial attack, of your armies marching against the fortress of Hamakkur. He sprinted for a day and a night, swifter than any chariot, and not even his mighty heart could survive it. He died, and I was born in the very message tablet he was to deliver. I was recruited into the war against your goddess and her allies, never allowed to achieve my Purpose. Our war is long over, but I do not have it in my heart to rest easy in Lamitu’s lands.”

There was another long silence, and then the death priest bowed. “Very well, ancient one.”

Then they departed the balcony, which likewise vanished from sight.

“I’m going to find and smash all of their stupid secret passages one of these days,” the Divine with the hammer muttered.

Several other Divines gave the man dismissive looks.

Lamitu’s death priests went wherever they willed. Only a fool would stand in their way, and not for long. Lamitu cared not for nations, laws, or the rule of other gods. Cambrias might be the larger god, but no one knew which of the two gods might win in a struggle— and none cared to find out.

One of the other Divines— whose name started with an S, Aven thought— spoke up, ignoring the hammer wielder’s outburst. “Well this is just great. We’re stuck with yet another horrifying weapon of legend to lock away in the vaults.”

“The starvation vaults, or the weapon vaults?” Riasia asked, sounding exhausted.

“Are you listening to yourselves?” Ordo asked. Aven was sure of his name, at least. He had to have at least thirty or forty gods possessing him. “Esset, I expect as much from you, but why would we possibly starve a weapon like this? We may have plenty of other superweapons, but not a godslayer.”

“Do you mind not revealing state secrets in front of our guests?” Riasia said.

Ordo rolled his eyes. “Please, everyone knows we have tons of horrifying weapons locked up. There are children’s tales about some of them, and we’ve spread stories of others as deterrents.”

Aven suspected that she was the only one to hear Isimadu sigh yet again.

“Why lock it up at all?” the hammer wielder asked. “We could use it against the Growth, or the blood Divine in the south.”

“Would it work against the Growth?” Esset asked. “Nothing else has. It’s partially deific, but it’s not in and of itself a god.”

“You’re all missing the point,” Dania finally spoke up.

The others all turned to her in varying degrees of exasperation and interest.

“As long as Isimadu here is atop the Wall, he’s a threat to Cambrias himself,” Dania said.

Everyone paled at that.

“Surely not,” Riasia said. “Our best theologians believe it would be a severe struggle for Lamitu herself to slay any of the other high gods, let alone Cambrias. Last time she slew a high god, it took her centuries to recover. This tablet god is tiny in comparison, and the last high god she slew was but a fraction of Cambrias’ size.”

“So goes our best hypothesis,” Dania said. “Are you willing to rest Cambrias’ safety on such thin ground?”

For a moment, Aven felt a brief, mad temptation to seize the tablet, to go after Cambrias, to avenge herself against the Wall by cutting off its head.

And then she felt immediate disgust at herself for contemplating such a thing and dismissed it from her mind. Godslaying was unnatural; Lamitu and Isimadu’s gifts were vile things, malevolent tumors in the Firmament. As bad as Isimadu’s felt, she was sure Lamitu’s was even more disgusting. And if there was one deity that would never receive her worship, it was Lamitu.

That, and Aven had about as much chance to grab the tablet right now as a fly did to carry off an entire honey-roast ham.

“The scholars are clear on this,” Riasia said. “This tablet cannot be a threat.”

The uncertainty hiding beneath her voice was obvious even to Aven.

No one spoke for a long moment, until an unexpected voice broke the silence.

It was, once again, Thea who spoke to the tablet god.

“May I ask what your Purpose is, Isimadu Fleet-Footed?”

Isimadu’s answer sounded profoundly exhausted.

<I am to deliver my warning of invasion to the Ziggurat of the Stars in Surukh. It may be three and a half millennia late, but once I do so, I may finally rest.>

There was another long silence, and then the room burst into argument.

<I knew this adventure wasn’t over yet,> Amena said smugly.

“There’s no chance they pick us to go, if they even send an expedition,” Aven muttered.

Amena just hummed smugly.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Mirror Images

Soon after Thea asked Isimadu his purpose, she and Aven were escorted politely and firmly out of the chamber for the Divines to confer. They weren’t led out of the building, however, but to well-furnished guest suites within.

They were guests, but guests of the sort that absolutely weren’t allowed to leave without permission.

Before they split up for the evening, at the entrances to their neighboring suites, Aven clapped Thea on the back. “Good job, Tiff… good job, Thea.”

She just glowered at the antlered Saint.

Aven shook her head. “No, seriously, good job in there. You were the only one to treat Isimadu as more than a resource or a weapon; as an actual god, an actual sapient being. Who knows what they might have done without you?”

Thea rolled her eyes. “I’m sure one of them would have asked his Purpose sooner or later.”

Aven raised an eyebrow at that. “You sure about that?”

Then she was gone through her own door, leaving Thea alone in the hall with the discomfort of praise.

The next morning, breakfast was delivered to their rooms, along with a note that Pillar Dania would be along shortly. No mention of her purpose, nor of what would be required from Thea— leaving her alone in her room with a stomach full of breakfast noodles and anxiety.

It didn’t help that she hadn’t been provided a new uniform, leaving her to wear the same ridiculous outfit she’d worn to get here.

Thea almost felt like vomiting when the knock came at her door, but suppressed it and smoothed out her face to answer.

There, she found only Pillar Dania and Aven, who the Divine had already collected.

“Well then,” the Pillar said, “it’s time for your reward!”

“Reward?” Thea asked, perplexed.

“Of course,” the Pillar said. “You rescued a weapon worthy of legend from the hands of the Wall’s criminal elements, smuggled it safely across multiple neighborhoods, and then through the Cathedral of Schisms itself, delivering it safely into the proper hands. Did you think you were just going to get a pat on the head?”

“I… had hoped for a commendation?” Thea said. “And… maybe a pass for taking off work without permission?”

The Pillar and the Saint both stared at Thea for a moment, and then the Pillar laughed.

“Oh, child, we can do much better reward-wise than that. Gather all your gear first, though.”

It took only a minute for Thea to gather everything from her room— she hadn’t come with much. She made sure to leave the stupid hat, though.

Once she was done, Pillar Dania gestured for them to follow her, and set off with purpose down the hall. “Relics, boons, blessings, promotions, transfers, even simple wealth. You want it, you get it. Never, ever say the Wall Guard is stingy with its rewards.”

Despite her nervousness, Thea couldn’t help but exchange excited glances with Aven at that.

Though…

“Can the pass for taking off work be part of my reward?” Thea asked.

Dania gave her an exasperated look, then rolled her eyes. “You can have the pass for free.”

Thea smiled apologetically, but the Pillar had already turned away.

They followed her for a couple more minutes in near silence, broken only by passing Guard clerks and snippets of humming from Aven.

Finally, Thea felt compelled to ask another question that had been bothering her. “What will happen to the tablet and Isimadu?”

“We’re arranging an expedition, one with multiple Saints and Divines on board,” the Pillar said freely. “They’ll head southwest to the ocean, then travel by sea towards the West Pole, as close as they can get. First expedition to the ruins of Surukh we’ve mounted in… oh, eighty years? Even if we didn’t have Isimadu to deliver, we’ve got a long list of questions to ask the Oracle.”

“Is it true the Oracle knows everything?” Aven asked.

Thea struggled not to roll her eyes at that— children atop the Wall were taught otherwise early in their schooling, when they learned about the High Gods of Ishveos.

Dania snorted. “The official line is no, but save for the future and up-to-date knowledge of the multiverse, you’ll not find many questions that stump the Oracle. The trick is keeping its interest and convincing it you deserve answers. We’ve got no idea what sort of gifts the Oracle has, but it seems able to watch anywhere on the moon.”

Aven looked as though she had more questions, but Dania stopped and gestured at a heavily reinforced door. “Time for your rewards, girls. Welcome to the armory.”

There were several figures standing just inside the armory, next to a surprisingly boring, normal desk in a boring, normal office, distinguished only by a hallway behind the desk. One of the three was a Saint, another a layperson undistinguished by anything other than unusually pale skin, but the one that immediately drew Thea’s attention was one of the Divines from last night.

Ordo, the Sanctum.

Debates were common about which branches of the tree of Divinity were most dangerous. It was a bit of a silly debate, to Thea’s mind— the training, skills, and godgifts of a Divine were more significant than the nuances of their soul— but nonetheless, she held a special amount of respect for Sanctums.

They lacked the raw power of some of the other types of Divines, like an Avatar or a Pillar in the seat of their power, but having a soul specifically designed to be attractive as a home for large numbers of gods came with some very specific benefits. Most importantly, of course, the ability to effectively split their attention dozens of ways at once. Each god dwelling within them could only use their own godgifts, but they tended to have so many gods within them that they could react to numerous attacks and opportunities simultaneously. True of anyone with combat-oriented indwelling gods, but almost no one held as many gods inside their souls as Sanctums— and Ordo was far and away at the weak end. Thea had heard of Sanctums carrying hundreds or even thousands of gods before, like the blood Divine currently attacking the Wall’s edges.

Of course, any decently powerful Divine was going to have plenty of gods living inside them— the branches of the tree of divinity were mostly a human convenience, to more easily sort and classify the paths to power.

Mostly, but not entirely. Ascendants, Avatars, and Living Gods were obviously different than the rest— Avatars and Living Gods for their unique relationships to divinity, Ascendants for much more destructive reasons.

“Dania,” Ordo said, giving Thea and Aven a curious look.

“Ordo,” Dania acknowledged politely. “I thought you’d be helping plan the expedition.”

Ordo sighed. “Heading there next; have some contraband to drop off. It’s why I was here in the first place last night.”

He gestured to a curious object lying on the desk- a hollow metal tube with a handle on one end.

“Another one?” Dania asked.

“Third I’ve confiscated this year.”

“What is it?” Aven asked.

Thea tensed as the attention of the two Divines turned back to them, along with the other two individuals, and she wanted to hush Aven, but kept silent.

Ordo just shrugged after a moment, though. “Suppose it doesn’t hurt to tell you, given how many of the Wall’s secrets you learned last night. This nasty little thing fires bits of metal at high speeds out the hole by generating explosions inside itself through various means. Usually chemical, occasionally via godgift.”

“So, what, it’s too dangerous to use?” Aven asked.

Dania snorted. “Hardly. It’s only effective against layfolk and noncombat Saints. No, the issue is that a quarter of the kitchen gods in the city can ignite the chemicals remotely with a spark. These things are as much a danger to the wielders and bystanders as targets.”

“That and using firearms too widely would attract attention your moon would hardly desire,” one of the unknown individuals said. Not the Saint, the other one, the pale woman. Not quite albino pale, but not far away. Thea had only ever heard of folks that light-skinned living near the East Pole, entirely away from Viseas’ baleful gaze.

Now that Thea looked closely at her, the woman didn’t seem to quite be a layperson after all. She… definitely wasn’t a Saint nor Divine, unless she was suppressing her godgifts quite adeptly, but there was something going on in her soul that Thea couldn’t quite make out.

“You’ve got alien magic!” Aven blurted out.

The woman just raised an eyebrow. “Unusually sensitive of you to notice. Yes, I do.”

Ordo sighed. “Let’s get this formality over with, scribe, and you can go back to your books.”

The pale woman nodded, looking away from Aven and back at the strange metal tube.

Ordo picked up the tube, and then Thea felt at least half a dozen gods act in concert from inside his soul. With that, the metal tube simply crumpled into a ball with the shriek of tearing metal. It happened fast enough that the metal began to glow with heat, but Ordo held it in his hand without a hint of discomfort for several seconds, then dropped it on the floor with a clang.

“Contraband destroyed,” Ordo said wryly.

“Contraband destruction confirmed,” the pale woman said, with a bored tone of voice. “We really need to get these procedures updated, it’s a waste of time for us to send a representative to every one of these.”

“Why haven’t you?” Ordo asked, the irritation clear in his voice.

“Bureaucracy is ever slow to turn direction,” the woman said tiredly.

“Some things don’t change across the multiverse, it seems,” Dania said.

The pale woman chuckled at that, then departed without another word.

“Bad enough dealing with the death priest last night,” Ordo muttered, “but to deal with those meddling scribes the next day? Rankles the soul. They claim to be mere witnesses, but so far as I’m concerned, they’re affronts to our sovereignty.”

“For now,” Dania said. “By the time the Wall reaches ecumenopolis status, though…”

“That will be long after we’re gone,” Ordo said, then nodded at them all and left.

“Are we done using my office as a social club?” the unknown Saint asked them.

Thea started— she’d almost forgotten about the man. He was burly, heavily scarred, and had an eyepatch— one that was either a relic, or had a relic behind it, Thea couldn’t tell. Looked to be in early middle age, not that appearances were reliable among the Wall Guard. He also seemed to be the sort whose cheeks grew scruffy again within minutes of shaving.

Thea forced herself not to whistle in appreciation.

“Sorry about that, Oscene,” Dania said. “Thea, Aven, meet Armorer Oscene. Oscene, meet Thea and Aven.”

“Pleasure,” Oscene said, looking anything but pleased. “This way, please.”

He gave the still-glowing metal on the stone floor a dirty look, then led them down the hall behind his desk.

As they walked down the surprisingly long hall, Thea could feel them passing over a lot of boons and blessing in the stone below them— theological defenses, or she’d eat the stupid tricorne hat she’d left in her room.

She didn’t pay too much attention to the defenses, though— most of it was fixed on Oscene, walking ahead of them while muttering to himself.

“Him? Really?” Aven asked her quietly.

Thea just glowered at her in response.

After another couple minutes walking, they came to an even heavier door than the first. To open it, Oscene lifted his eyepatch and pressed whatever was under it against a specific spot on the door. Some very odd noises later, the whole door began clicking, and then slowly rose up into the ceiling.

Oscene didn’t bother to turn back to face them as another short segment of corridor was revealed, with an identical door at the end. He just strode forward, gesturing at them to follow.

Once they were all inside, Oscene repeated the process— though before the second door opened, the first one closed. Given that it was blessed steel over a foot thick, Thea was very careful to be standing well away from it as it lowered.

After the door slammed shut and locked, Dania spoke up. “We should be fully safe from any spying godgifts now, it’s safe to tell you the whole truth about why I brought you here.”

Thea’s attention immediately turned to her, while Aven just groaned.

“Amena’s going to be insufferable about this,” Aven muttered.

“The whole truth?” Thea asked cautiously, not sure what Aven was talking about.

“You’re going to have a lot less choice about your rewards than I made out,” Dania said. “Still some choice, but most of your rewards are going toward forcing Thea to Sainthood.”

Thea stiffened. “Saint forcing is strictly against…”

Dania sighed. “It’s against Wall Guard policy, yes, but it’s the least enforced policy atop the Wall. You’re going to need to be a Saint if we’re going to pull this off.”

“Pull what off?” Thea asked in confusion.

Aven just sighed, as the door in front of them opened far enough to reveal what was inside. “They’re making us deliver the tablet to the West Pole.”

Thea didn’t need Dania’s confirmation to know Aven was right— because right in front of them, on a table surrounded by Saints, was Isimadu in his reliquary.

Oh, and two of the figures standing next to the table?

Were Thea and Aven.

Thea didn’t know whether to stare at Isimadu’s tablet, at the doppelgängers of her and Aven, at the heavily armed Saints around them, or at the vast warehouse of shelves behind all that.

So instead she just turned to Dania in shock.

The Pillar nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. We’re going to need to ask you to do even more in service for the Wall than you’ve already done.”

“Why us?” Thea demanded, hoping there was no hint of a whine in her voice.

“And what’s with the copies of us?” Aven added, sounding disturbed.

Dania looked tired at that. “Quite a few reasons, unfortunately. By now, news is already spreading that you’ve delivered the tablet here, and that we’re planning to deliver it to the West Pole. The instant it leaves this building, we’re going to have at least a dozen different factions trying to steal it. Our main expedition doesn’t know it, but they’re just going to be a decoy.”

“Half a dozen other decoy missions going out as well,” Oscene muttered. “You know how hard it was finding seven plausible decoy reliquaries on such short order?”

“That doesn’t explain why us, though,” Thea said.

“Or our copies,” Aven added, still sounding disturbed.

“It’s because you two are the only ones the tablet trusts,” a deep new voice said.

Thea turned, and for the first time really paid attention to the other armed Saints in the vault.

“Thea,” Pillar Dania said, “Meet Gregor Steelgift and his team.”

Thea knew exactly who Gregor Steelgift was, and suddenly found it rather difficult to focus on anything else.

Gregor Steelgift was one of, if not the, most famous leaders of the elite strike force teams on the Wall. He had become a Living God as a Saint, rather than as a Divine, as had happened only a few times in history. He had taken his Saints on dozens if not hundreds of missions in service to the Wall over decades. They’d assassinated multiple enemy Divines, including Ascendants. They’d staged numerous missions into the very heart of the Growth. They’d fought monsters from other worlds, infiltrated pirate citadels on floating isles, and resolved more hostage situations than Thea could count. He was one of the biggest reasons she’d wanted to join the strikers as a girl.

He was also rugged, stubble-cheeked, and muscular enough that she immediately forgot about Oscene.

She only paid cursory attention to the other members of his team.

“This grumpy little fellow has made it clear he’s willing to cause a lot of trouble for anyone but you,” Gregor said with a smile, gesturing at the tablet. “I offered him my services, but, alas…”

Thea could feel a faint sense of indignation from Isimadu at being called a ‘grumpy little fellow’.

“And by ‘cause trouble’,” Dania added, “Isimadu was threatening god-murder. He is, to say the least, deeply displeased with being forced to kill that knife-god.”

“Still wondering about these copies,” Aven said.

“Gregor and his team, along with your doppelgängers here— whose identities you needn’t worry about— are heading to striker headquarters,” Dania said. “So far as the public story goes, you two have accepted invitations to join the strike teams. They’re going to leave this vault in a couple of hours, and once they reach strike team headquarters, you’re going to fall off everyone’s radar. Without anyone looking for you, you’ll be able to head almost straight west from here.”

“We just need to get a good look at you, get the fine details right,” one of the doppelgängers said.

What followed was a truly uncomfortable, perplexing few minutes as the doppelgängers inspected their faces from inches away, made them perform weird contortions, and walk around the entryway to the vault at a variety of paces.

Much of Thea’s own discomfort came not from seeing a copy of her grow steadily more accurate, bits of godstuff materializing or dissolving into a mimicry of her own flesh; but from the fact that she was almost certain these were the Wall’s secret police. The Guard always insisted there was no such thing, but… the rumors never did stop.

There had also been a childish part of herself that had been worried they had been true doppelgängers, mimics copying humanity, but those were just a scary story for children— there were no confirmed reports of even animal or insect mimics, let alone human mimics. Still, that part of her was relieved at the sight of godstuff.

Aven seemed even more uncomfortable than she was, but thankfully, the bizarre ordeal ended quickly enough, and the doppelgängers stepped away.

“So,” Pillar Dania said. “We need to raise Thea to Sainthood in a hurry. It’s going to take a week, but we’ve got apartments down here you can stay in. They’re hardly the most comfortable, unfortunately.”

“You’re not even going to ask us whether we actually want to leave the city and travel a third of the way around the moon?” Thea asked.

Pillar Dania smiled and patted Thea gently on the shoulder. “Nope.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

No Ado About Much

Aven had heard of Saint forcing before, but never seen it— and watching it happen to Thea made her incredibly happy she’d risen to Sainthood the normal way. Not that Thea was excited either— she only went into it under vigorous protest.

The process was far from pleasant— it seemed horridly miserable, in fact. Thea was given dozens upon dozens of blessings from various reliquary gods locked up here in the armory, then forced to immediately use them. On top of that, she was pressured into using most of her own saved-up thirty or so blessings as well— something she was absolutely not pleased about.

Aven couldn’t say she was fond of Thea’s original plan to give those blessings the time to mature into boons on their own, of reaching Sainthood, and maybe eventually Divinity, the slow but efficient way. It was overly cautious, guaranteed only for someone guaranteed to live over a century, and worst of all boring. But she was even less of a fan of the way Dania and Oscene pushed Thea into it.

Dania and Oscene were right in all their arguments, of course— a Saint-level soul would make up for her losses sooner than later, and it would severely cut into their budget to let her keep those blessings. Thea logically knew they were correct, but after years of being unable to afford Sainthood, it was hard to break her habits of frugality.

And they very much were on a budget— they could write much of the expense off as their reward, and they could apparently hide a certain amount of extra blessing uses and relic dispensation in their accounts. If they went too far, though, their plans would absolutely be found out, and none of them trusted the Wall Guard bureaucracy not to leak.

So Thea used up her old blessings, one by one, as Aven watched with a frown.

Blessings to keep rice from sticking to a pot, blessings to remove oak-gall ink from silk, even a blessing for knowing precisely how much a ceramic pot weighed empty. The only blessings she kept were a contraceptive blessing that should last for a few more months and Cambrias’ anti-aging blessing— the Wall God didn’t give boons, and everyone was forced to upgrade his blessings themselves.

The more of her saved blessings Thea used, the more Aven raised her eyebrows. Most of them were next to useless for a combat Saint or a mimic exterminator.

Oscene was less than pleased about some of the odd errands he had to run to allow Thea to use up her blessings, as well as bringing them food and water— Dania certainly couldn’t spare the time to do so— but Aven really couldn’t find it in herself to care. The man was a bitter, sour old lemon.

Thea, at least, seemed to have gotten over her attraction for the armorer.

Thea’s unhappiness at wasting her blessings paled in comparison to the misery of forcing so many blessings at once, though. Dania and Oscene carefully monitored her to make sure she didn’t reach the point of soul-sickness, which could leave one bedridden for weeks, but at times they took her right up to its edge, and she spent the vast majority of the next week in misery. Aven did her best to comfort Thea, but they still didn’t know each other that well, and there wasn’t much that could be done to ease the borderline soul-sickness.

She could at least hold Thea’s hair while the taller woman vomited into a bucket, though.

During the scant handful of hours that Dania could spare, she talked over strategy and routes with Thea and Aven, advising them on various routes to the West Pole. Half their journey would be inside the borders of the Wall itself— the city spanned much of the continent, after all— but their passage across it would be far swifter than across the mountains at the border of the Wall.

Along with the usual dangers— flesh-eating mimics, monsters escaped from the labyrinths, bandit cults, and the like— the region was in even more unrest than usual, with the gnostic uprisings.

The Pillar was firm, for all her advice, that Thea and Aven shouldn’t tell her— nor anyone else— about their planned route.

She also took what time she could to share more stories of her daughter with Aven.

Aven spent most of that week exploring the armory, at least those rooms and vaults she was allowed into. The place was huge, and she frequently brought Thea back stories of ridiculous relics and reliquaries she’d stumbled across, or close calls when she’d almost woken up some of the armory’s defenses. It helped keep Thea’s mind off her misery a little bit, at least.

Both her explorations and her comforting of Thea helped Aven keep her mind off how cave-like the armory felt.

Their shared room was small, cramped, and uncomfortable, with just a pair of hard cots and a small table. It had never been intended as a long-term stay— it was a place to hide witnesses for a night or two, or to protect a politician from assassination. Aven had stayed in far worse places, though, so she wasn’t complaining.

Aven knew there were others who entered the armory— she heard their voices at a distance— but neither she nor Thea ever saw any of them. At the very least, the reliquary gods inside the armory needed regular prayer from prayer drudges, but she never ran across them.

Aven didn’t think the armory was rearranging itself or anything so drastic— rather, she thought it was carefully guiding Aven and the other visitors around each other. More, she struggled to remember precise details of some of the corridors and passages through the armory, especially those in higher security areas, as though she had been wandering through a dream. She could remember especially interesting objects she found, but less interesting stuff often just faded away quickly. The effect was much weaker when Oscene was around— though Aven wasn’t sure it was worth the price of his company.

No god Aven had ever heard of bore gifts that meddled with memory like that. Projecting fear or other emotions? Rare, but not unheard of. Hallucinogenic blessings? Fairly common, and Aven had been known to partake on more than a few occasions. But memory manipulation? She’d never even heard of such.

Oh, it was hypothetically feasible— no one had fully charted the borders of the space of the possible for gods— just very unlikely. No, Aven would be willing to wager a week’s prayers that the Guard had imported alien magic from another world to guard this vault.

It didn’t hurt that Amena was convinced of the same thing— whatever the effect was, it didn’t feel theological to the goddess.

Dania, Oscene, and Aven were all present for Thea’s anointment, when she hit Sainthood. They’d predicted it almost precisely correct— it only took one more small blessing than anticipated.

Thea activated a blessing that made the room smell like mint, and the expression on her face… well, Aven didn’t know how to describe it. But she remembered the feeling of hitting Sainthood herself.

Aven remembered inhaling from the Firmament freely for the first time, the raw magic flowing near-effortlessly, as though some blockage in her soul had vanished all at once. She remembered metabolizing it into soulstuff far more rapidly than before, and remembered how much richer and thicker that soulstuff had felt to her.

Most of all, though, Aven remembered the difference in her body.

Saints were stronger, faster, and more tireless than lay people for one reason and one reason alone— they could partially fuel their bodily functions with soulstuff, on top of the normal energy from food and air. Scholars still argued viciously about whether it was the body adapting to the soul, the soul adapting to the body, or both, but Aven had never much cared— and at the time, she’d cared not at all.

Reaching Sainthood had felt like joy.

And the expression on Thea’s face echoed Aven’s experience almost precisely.

The other woman leapt out of bed, then promptly crashed into Pillar Dania, who laughed and caught her. “Calm yourself, Thea. I know you feel invincible, but you’re going to need to take a little time to acclimate to Sainthood.”

Oscene snorted. “And I have the perfect acclimation activity. We can finally pick out your gear and get you the hells out of my armory.”

Aven rolled her eyes at the man, then patted Thea on the shoulder. “And once we get out of here, we’re going to celebrate properly.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Just Rewards

Thea was excited to pick out new gear— almost as much as she was about hitting Sainthood. She was eager to snag a few relics or even reliquaries, but to her disappointment, reliquaries were completely off the table. They’d used up the bulk of their reward budget on raising Thea to Sainthood.

“You should get the rest of the rewards,” Thea offered Aven at that. “It’s only fair.”

Aven shook her head. “We both need to be well-outfitted for this. And besides, Amena’s just getting more and more interested in this adventure, which is its own reward.”

“First you have the cause of all this oxshit to pick up,” Oscene muttered.

He led them through several narrow aisles, then grabbed an unmarked wooden crate. Thea trained her soul senses on it curiously but couldn’t feel anything.

Oscene popped open the box, revealing an ordinary-looking leather belt pouch lying on a bed of straw, which he took out and tossed to her.

Dania gasped, but Oscene just rolled his eyes. “Thing survived three and a half millennia, it’ll survive getting dropped.”

Thea opened the belt pouch, which was lined with finely colored silk on the inside, and all of a sudden, Isimadu’s clay tablet appeared to both her eyes and soul.

<Oh, lovely,> the ancient god said. <It’s you. More the pity, my nap was just getting good.>

“You’re the one who wanted me to carry you to the West Pole,” Thea pointed out in irritation.

<You’re going to fail like everyone in the past,> Isimadu said. <But at least your failure will be an honest one.>

“Whatever,” Thea said, and drew the bag shut.

“You best not lose that belt pouch,” Oscene said. “You know how expensive that is? I’m expecting that back, or you’ll be paying it off for years.”

Thea just glared at him.

“Rewards now?” Aven asked.

Dania patted Thea and Aven on the shoulders. “I don’t have time to help you through all your choices, but you’re in good hands,” Pillar Dania said. “Once you’re fully outfitted, Oscene will show you to a hidden exit. Ten thousand gods watch over you, girls.”

Then she was gone.

“Are we going to stand around chatting all day?” Oscene grumbled. “Or can we finally move this along?”

“First things first,” Oscene said. “Do you want to pick things out yourself, or do you want my advice?”

“Your advice,” Thea immediately said.

“Yep, fine by me,” Aven agreed.

“Of course you want to…” Oscene started, then stopped. “Wait, what?”

“We’re fine with you advising us,” Thea said. “You know more about the contents of the vault than us, and I imagine you’ve been outfitting folks for years now. It’s clearly not your personality keeping you in work here.”

Oscene glowered, but didn’t seem displeased.

“First off, outfits,” he said. “Most folks go straight for relic weapons, but good travel clothes are your first and foremost priority.”

He led them down several narrow aisles in the warehouse, through an oddly tall but narrow door, and then into a room that looked remarkably like a regular old clothing store, save for the fact that the contents were entirely relics, or at least woven of blessed cloth.

“Give me your dusters,” Oscene said.

Thea shrugged, glad to be rid of the thing, and quickly emptied its pockets before handing it over.

“Look at this mess,” Oscene muttered, pointing out scuffs, knife-holes, and tears in their dusters. “Normal leather isn’t going to cut it for you. Dusters were the right idea on your part, though. Less cumbersome and likely to tangle you up than cloaks.”

Thea’s heart sank. “Please don’t tell me…”

“Let’s pick you out some new dusters,” Oscene said.

Aven just smiled.

Oscene began pulling out duster after duster from the racks along the walls. Dusters with blessings to manifest godstuff bronze armor on top, dusters with blessings that allowed them to stiffen and act as wings for gliding, and even a golem duster that could fly and attack foes on its own.

Every time he pulled out a new duster, he touched his temple by his eyepatch, and there was a whirring noise before he would relay the properties of individual items. Whatever device was behind the eyepatch wasn’t just a key, it seemed, but a catalog as well.

“You’re not going to want any of these,” Oscene said. “They’re mediocre gimmicks, especially the golem duster. That one suffers the exact same demon-loving weaknesses as any other golem— it’s going to interpret your instructions very literally and unintuitively. Not that gimmicks are a bad thing, especially for weapons, but for this? No, you want reliability.”

He set aside the dusters he’d shown them so far and pulled out two more.

“The cows these came from in life were blessed to grow stronger and tougher leather, then were further reshaped with various tanner’s blessings to be even stronger and more flexible. Just about as strong as unblessed chain mail, and a lot more comfortable. On top of that, they’ve got boons to be self-cleaning and self-repairing, along with limited temperature control. You can feed them soulstuff to accelerate the healing process, though replacing material is much slower and demanding than reattaching it, since it’s pulling the raw materials from the air.”

“That’s… not the most exciting,” Thea said.

“You only say that because you haven’t spent any time outside the Wall,” Aven said.

“Fair enough,” Thea said, shrugging. “It just doesn’t seem quite as combat-worthy as some of the other options.”

Oscene flashed a grin at that, then held out the sleeve of one duster. “Feel this.”

Thea raised an eyebrow, but reached out a hand and grabbed the sleeve, only to find something hard beneath it.

“Jack chain sewed in between the layers of leather,” Oscene said. “Plates of lightweight blessed steel that protect the outside of the arm, with a cup for the shoulder and another for the elbow connecting the upper and lower arm plates. Got more jack chain running up and down the torso and legs as well. All self-repairing as well.”

“Only blocks blows coming from the sides, not the front or back,” Thea commented, inspecting the hidden metal plates by touch.

“That’s most blows,” Oscene said. “Proper plate armor’s not something you’re gonna want to wear for thousands of miles. This gives you decent protection that your foes aren’t gonna know about, all while being lightweight and without hurting your mobility. More leather behind the jack chains than outside it, too, so it won’t bruise you when it’s hit.”

Thea nodded, impressed. “Not too shabby.”

“Perfect for wandering adventurers,” Aven added.

Thea sighed. “Do we have to do the wandering adventurer thing again?”

Aven shrugged. “We’re going to be wandering adventurers, so… yes?”

Oscene coughed to get their attention, then spent several minutes showing them the numerous pockets both inside and outside, including some hidden carefully enough for smuggling work.

“Any objections?” Oscene asked. “If not, I have a few variations on this theme.”

They took a few moments to pick out dusters ideal for each of them— there were over a dozen with the same basic design. Different sizes, cuts, and colorations, but also variations on boon and blessing strength. Thea ended up going for one that was a little more durable, while Aven went for one that could repair itself quicker. Not a huge difference in either case, but Thea wasn’t quite as cavalier about getting injured as Aven.

“Why so many dusters of the same design?” Thea asked curiously.

Part of her wanted to ask how there were so many dusters of the same kind— reliably acquiring consistent godgifts for equipment simply wasn’t possible for most folks. Even lesser branches of the Wall Guard had to make do with whatever random assortment of relics they could scrounge up. Relics weren’t rare, but consistent relics were absurdly expensive.

But then, this was a major Wall Guard headquarters. The budget of this place could probably buy and sell entire cities outside the Wall. Why was more important than how.

Oscene shrugged. “Twenty, thirty years back there was a proposal for a group of outriders to operate beyond the wall— sorta like the strike forces, but more focused on scouting and wilderness operations. Never panned out, but they made quite a few different prototypes for their equipment. I helped out a bit on the project. Still disappointed it fell through.”

Then he paused. “No, wait, I wasn’t in charge of the armory yet. So… fifty years ago, then?”

A moment of chewing on his cheek later, he shrugged. “Something like that.”

When he went to reshelve the various coats and dusters, Aven leaned over to Thea. “You were crushing on, what, a seventy-year-old man?”

Thea shrugged. “At his rank? Wouldn’t surprise me if he was ninety. And I wouldn’t call it crushing, I just… had a moment of aesthetic appreciation.”

Aven just snorted.

Clothes were a fairly simple choice— they each got a few outfits made from blessed fabrics, more durable and easier to clean than normal clothes. It would be a bit mentally exhausting to wear the same few clothes day in and day out, but best to pack light.

There was inevitably a bit of confusion about what each of them meant by blessed items. Thea was eternally irritated by the fact that Wall-speech used a single word to encompass both items that carried single-use blessings and items whose material properties had been reshaped by blessings— most languages distinguished the two, but somehow, despite the sheer number of other languages that had been absorbed by Wall-speech during the city’s expansion, no such distinction had made it in.

They were all in agreement that they didn’t want the former type of blessed items— single use items were much more theonomically sound for armies with supply lines, but for individual travelers, it was just unnecessary weight.

Their most important choice of the day, of course, was new boots. Thea and Aven spent nearly an hour picking over the massive selection, to Oscene’s irritation. There were air-stepping boots, but Thea already had Seno’s flagstones. There were boots that could release shockwaves of force for jumping and kicking, but they didn’t fit either of them. There were boots for walking through fire, boots that could anchor themselves in place, and even a pair of boots that kept the blood from rushing to your head while upside down.

In the end, they skipped all the fancy relics boots. They just went with the same type of gear as the duster. Self-cleaning, self-repairing, and more durable. Not fancy, but reliable. With the budget at a Wall Guard headquarters, consistent relic effects were more than achievable. None of the boons worked precisely the same, but they largely had the same effects. Their boots weren’t identical, of course— Thea’s were thigh-high, and while they protected her well, were also made of unnaturally flexible blessed leather that didn’t restrict her motion at all. Aven’s knee-high boots, on the other hand, were simply built to withstand ridiculous amounts of force. She was far from the only unnaturally strong Saint out there, after all.

Thea had to take a moment after that to cope with the fact that she was a Saint now. They’d moved so quickly from her anointment to getting supplies that she absolutely hadn’t had time to process things yet.

Oscene offered them travel gear and survival equipment next, but Thea and Aven rejected it— they had, at the swiftest, weeks or months of travel to the city. They could purchase their own travel gear closer to the Wall’s edge.

After that came the moment that Thea had to admit she’d been waiting for.

Weapons selection.

“Your tuning fork,” Oscene told her, looking over its battered tines, “is a piece of trash.”

Thea swelled up with indignation, but Oscene just kept going.

“One of the fundamental rules of weapon design is that the same basic design should function as a weapon regardless of whether it is a reliquary, relic, blessed, or mundane. If a weapon requires a godgift to function at all, it’s not only a waste of prayer, it’s power that could have instead gone to enhancing the capabilities of a more normal weapon.”

He gestured at the combat fork. “And this? This absolutely violates that rule. It doesn’t even function as a tuning fork at its size without being made of blessed metal worked by Saint-smiths. It can’t be effectively wielded as a weapon by anyone but peak athletes and Saints. It relies heavily on complex internals that need regular maintenance— which you clearly haven’t been giving it. And a melee weapon shouldn’t have complex internal structures anyhow.”

Thea tried to speak again, but Oscene was still far from done.

“The whole thing is a gimmick weapon, whose effectiveness comes in great part from opponent unfamiliarity. Again, gimmicks aren’t a bad thing, but they need to enhance the base effectiveness of the weapon, not be necessary to make the weapon useful in the first place.

He scowled, hefting her weapon. “It’s heavier than a polearm, with none of the length. It’s slower than a sword, without the lethality. It’s a weapon best used by a highly mobile hit and run fighter, but any such fighter is going to get exhausted fast by using this thing. Gods around us, a regular old club is superior to this thing out of pure simplicity and ease of use. It’s a damn good thing these toys were banned from use in the Wall Guard. This is crap, you’re getting a spear or sword from me.”

Thea tried to protest, but Aven interrupted Oscene first. “You’re an idiot, old man.”

Oscene turned his glare from the combat fork to the antlered Saint. “What would you know about weapons, you punch-happy barbarian?”

Aven stepped right up into Oscene’s face. “You say this thing’s too heavy and unwieldy to be used by anyone but a peak athlete or a Saint. Thea’s both, and I’ve already seen her kick ass with it in a fight. You say this thing’s too slow, except Thea’s boons let her know exactly where her weapon needs to be— I’ve seen her knock multiple projectiles on different trajectories out of the air in a single heartbeat. You say this thing’s ridiculously difficult to use— well, she’s mastered it.”

Thea blinked in surprise, not expecting the backup— but she hopped in the instant Aven finished talking, stepping right up to Oscene’s face too. “All of your arguments are predicated on an assumption of incompetence. You want to see how good I am with this thing? I’m happy to show you.”

The two of them only got an instant of surprise out of the armorer— and then he smiled grimly at them. “Well, you can stand up for yourself, at least. Fine. You want to see the garbage, you can see the garbage. Be nice to have it cluttering up the place a little less.”

Oscene led them to a particularly cramped, out of the way weapon storage room, one that hadn’t been dusted or cleaned of cobwebs in decades.

Thea couldn’t make herself care about the cobwebs— the whole room was filled with combat forks.

“If we had any reliquary forks, I’d probably give you some, but there were never enough fork fighters to give rise to combat fork gods,” Oscene said. “You can take your pick of the relics, though.”

There were double-ended combat forks, combat forks that could automatically tune themselves mid-combat, and combat forks that could set themselves on fire. There was a ring that could manifest a combat fork made purely of godstuff, a combat fork with swords for tines, and a combat fork polearm.

Aven seemed particularly taken with one combat fork with a retractable chain connecting the tines with the handle, like some sort of demented flail— but Thea was pretty sure that thing was borderline unusable.

In the end, Thea had it narrowed down to three new combat forks. All relics, all the basic combat fork design.

One of them could emit a massive shockwave of sound at whatever frequency it was humming at. It drained the fork’s vibrations when activated, and used an immense amount of soulstuff from the wielder to do so, even for a Saint, but Thea could absolutely think of uses for the effect.

The second contained a truly ridiculous amount of extra features. Retractable spikes in the pommel and at the ends of the tines. A magnetic boon that could lock metal weapons against its tines for up to a second and a half. The capacity to have each tine vibrate at different frequencies, though the vibrations would fade faster. A bracelet that could pull the fork to the wielder’s hand from up to twenty feet away. A hidden compartment for storing small objects— and more.

The third, which Oscene called the demon’s fork, was by far the strangest of the three— though absurd and impossible might be more accurate than strange. At the base, the combat fork had two tines, but at the end, it had three. So far as Thea could tell, nowhere along its length was there a split, nor could her eyes pinpoint the transition. It was an optical illusion from a children’s book made real, and it hurt the brain to stare at for too long. It almost certainly used alien magic in its construction, though it didn’t feel like it had anything to do with actual demons.

All three had durability and self-repair boons— given the length of their mission, and with the odds of being caught away from craftsmen able to repair relics high, it would be foolish to take a weapon without them.

In the end, she had just about settled on the shockwave fork— the gimmick fork was just trying to do too much, while she just plain didn’t trust the demon fork— when she spotted something in one corner, behind a combat fork with spinning tines.

Thea carefully set down the shockwave fork, moved aside the spinning tine fork from earlier, and pulled out the fork she’d spotted.

It was made of bronze, with round tines instead of square. Its length was covered in looping, swirling engravings filled with green verdigris. Its round bronze pommel was bigger than two fists clenched together, and the whole thing was…

It was beautiful. A work of art.

“What about this one?” Thea asked Oscene.

Oscene frowned, then reached up to touch his eye.

It took a lot longer for the device behind his eyepatch to retrieve the information he needed this time. “That’s… a strange one,” Oscene said. “The bronze-smith who made it only built the one. Self-repair and durability boons, highly blessed bronze, and near-perfect vibration suppression in the handle. And… apparently it gives the wielder’s hearing perfect pitch?”

“This is it,” Thea said quietly, running her hands over the engraved bronze, feeling it hum faintly under her fingers. “This is the one.”

“Really?” Oscene asked skeptically. “Perfect pitch over increased combat capabilities, or…?”

Thea raised an eyebrow at him. “Think about what perfect pitch means to someone fighting with a combat fork for a second.”

Oscene paused, then slowly nodded.

“I’m going to go ahead and link it now, have longer to adapt to it,” Thea said.

“Whatever.”

Thea rolled her eyes, then reached out to the bronze combat fork with her soul. Linking oneself to a relic was… similar to accepting a godgift, but not quite the same. It took several minutes, and felt like nothing so much as snow settling in her soul as it connected to the relic’s boons.

Then, with a noise like shattering bells, the fork gave her perfect pitch, for as long as she remained linked to it. It… she didn’t know how to describe it, didn’t know how to explain the difference. It wasn’t like seeing a whole new color, more like being able to distinguish between different shades of the same color far easier.

She’d been far from tone-deaf before, but this was a whole new level.

She gently rang the bronze against the floor.

E-flat, slightly off-key. She made a couple adjustments to the combat fork’s dials, and then rang it again.

Precisely on key.

Thea smiled. Oh yes. She was absolutely keeping this one.

“Thea, look what I found!” Aven said, sounding like a kid in a candy shop. In her hands was a tuning fork dagger, the miniature of the sword fork. It wasn’t a relic, just made of blessed steel, but it looked well-made.

Thea took it from Aven, then rapped it against the floor to test the sound.

C-sharp, reasonably useful against quite a few species of mimics— mostly stone mimics of various sorts. Also looked really cool.

“You can just have it,” Oscene said. “I literally don’t care about any of these toys, I’d rather have them out of the armory.”

“Fair enough,” Thea said, taking the sheath for the dagger from Aven. “Oh, I’ve got something for you, by the way.”

Oscene raised an irritable eyebrow at her. Thea smiled and maintained eye contact with him as she slid her old, battered combat fork off her back. “You’re probably going to want to get this fixed,” she said. “The armory isn’t known for being wasteful, is it?”

Oscene just growled.

“Oh, I found something else for you!” Aven said, then held out another tricorne hat.

It was Thea’s turn to growl, then. “I do not need another one of those ridiculous hats.”

“It’s a good hat!” Aven said. “The leather is blessed to be more water resistant, and stays a good temperature. Perfect for travel!”

Thea glowered at her.

Then snatched the hat.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Venture Forth

“And stay out,” Oscene muttered, as he slammed the secret door behind them.

Aven chuckled at that, making a rude gesture at the featureless wall in the underways. The hidden exit emerged from the headquarters building over a thousand feet away— it had been a cramped, narrow walk, and Aven had smacked her antlers against the walls every few steps.

“How many secret passages are there in the Wall? Feels like a ridiculous number,” Aven asked, adjusting their pack. They weren’t carrying enough gear to need more than one pack for the trip, and since Thea had a big hunk of metal strapped to her back, Aven had cheerfully volunteered to carry it.

Thea sighed, adjusting her new tricorne irritably as she led Aven out of the narrow corridor and into the underways proper. “You have no idea. Every few years, Cambrias’ priesthood puts out proclamations about standardizing Wall segments, but it’s a running joke that it will never actually happen. Too many people with weird needs of their own, too many folks modifying wall segments, too many gods whose boons result in crazy neighborhoods like the Lightweb, too many rich folks bribing planning officials to break zoning laws…”

Traffic was fairly light at the moment, so Aven just walked beside Thea as the new Saint rambled about all the different ways Wall neighborhoods ended up diverging from their designs. She only listened with one ear, mostly just feeling relieved to be out of the cramped confines of the Armory. Already, she could feel some of her memories of the place fading, becoming dream-like— which she didn’t mind too much, given how much it reminded her of being underground.

“Speaking of crazy neighborhoods caused by ridiculous boons…” Thea said as she led Aven out of a stairwell and into midmorning light.

Aven had seen Highpath on the walk from the Godsmount to the district headquarters, but it still took her breath away.

The bulk of the Wall segments she’d seen so far stood maybe fifty feet tall. There were a few segments that stood eighty or a hundred feet off the ground, and one segment that had risen half again that as it crossed above another segment like a bridge, but Highpath dwarfed all of them. Its segments towered hundreds, even thousands of feet into the air. There were only a handful of the miles-long, ramp-like wall segments leading to the top, leaving the rest of the neighborhood to loom cliff-like above the city.

It looked like nothing so much as a small mountain range to Aven. Not quite as tall as the Godsmount, but far vaster and more orderly than that chaotic construction.

“It’ll take us most of a day's hike to reach the top,” Thea said, pointing to the nearest long, shallow wall segment sloping up to the top of Highpath. “There are lifts we could take, but those are expensive enough that people would take notice if a couple of wandering adventurers used them. There are also underway carriages that are cheaper, but I don’t know if you want to spend hours and hours in those.”

“What about those?” Aven asked, pointing to a set of ridiculously steep, switchbacking wall segments that led up to the top. She’d wager they’d halve the trip, at least.

Thea snorted. “The only people that take Zanbian’s Stair are people with stamina boons, Zanbian’s worshipers, and Saints. You’d be fine, but I’d…”

She trailed off, and Aven chuckled.

“You’d also be fine, because you’re a Saint now too?” Aven teased.

Thea sighed. “Look, I’ve been a Saint for a few hours, give me a break.”

“A few very productive hours,” Aven said, tapping her new belt buckle.

“I still can’t believe you picked that ridiculous thing as your reward,” Thea muttered, eying the relic, which bore a design of a fist, knuckles pointing forward.

“Also my new gloves!” Aven protested, waggling her hands in their new fingerless gloves. Which weren’t even a relic, just blessed leather, but she was still nearly as happy about them as the belt buckle.

“Those make sense,” Thea said. “They’re durable enough to survive you getting in a fist fight. But the buckle?”

“Is the best relic in the whole armory,” Aven said.

Thea shook her head, then turned back towards Highpath. “Agree to disagree. So Zanbian’s Stair, then?”

“Zanbian’s Stair,” Aven agreed.

Aven waited until they were on an empty street only a few Wall segments away from Zanbian’s Stair to turn to more serious matters.

“You realize we’re being set up, right? There’s absolutely no way they’d trust an actual god-killer to a couple of nobodies like us.”

Thea sighed. “The thought has crossed my mind, though I’m not convinced.”

<A delightful complication!> Amena said to them both.

Isimadu sighed in their heads, giving Aven a start. She hadn’t realized he could hear through that weird, soul-blocking silk lining.

<Such betrayal is common, in my experience,> he said. <This would be far from the first expedition to fail to bring me west.>

“They said you threatened violence if anyone else carried you. Is that true?” Thea asked.

<Yes, though not particularly fiercely,> Isimadu said. <Nor did I actually mean it. It would be mildly surprising if that had truly been enough to persuade them.>

“Know what I think?” Aven said. “I think that none of the Divines but Dania knows that we have Isimadu. I think the rest of them expect it’s with one of the decoy parties or other.”

“Maybe she just wants us to have as much of a chance as possible?” Thea objected. “She didn’t have to raise me to Saint, and she seems to really like you.”

Aven nodded. “Pretty sure she does really like me, and I certainly like her. But… even if I don’t know much about the Wall’s internal politics, I know that no one rises as high as her unless they’re either unstoppable Divine warriors or ruthless political animals. And she doesn’t seem particularly dangerous in combat for a Divine. She’s not going to let her feelings get in the way of her ambition. Not to mention that, since her daughter was one of my sisters, you think she would have cleared up all those old arrest warrants already.”

Thea scowled. “But my Sainthood?”

Aven shook her head. “Covering her own ass. She needs to make a good-faith effort to set us on our way, in case someone realizes that she gave us the real tablet. Her agents won’t hit us too soon— that would give the game away— but I’d bet weeks of prayer it’s going to happen. Dania is trying to get her hands on the tablet without any other Divines knowing. Oscene’s almost certainly involved too.”

“This seems needlessly convoluted,” Thea said, but her protest didn’t have much force behind it.

Isimadu cleared his non-existent throat. <I have compelling reason to believe the antlered idiot is correct. There is something hidden between this strange silk and the leather of my pouch.>

“Thank you,” Aven said, and then realized what he’d called her. “Hey, wait a…”

“Not now,” Thea said, removing Isimadu’s belt pouch.

Aven glowered at the clay tablet as Thea carefully cut the seam between the leather and the silk using her new tuning knife, without removing the reliquary.

Then, a moment later, she pulled out a simple silk ribbon— though of normal silk, not the soul-blocking silk.

“Definitely some weird blessing on there, but can’t tell what,” Aven said. “Give it here.”

It was a bit easier for her soul-senses to examine once she was holding the ribbon, though it was still a quiet, convoluted little blessing.

“Could maybe be a tracking blessing,” Aven said. “No way to tell for sure, but it vaguely resembles tracking blessings I’ve seen before.”

She moved to toss it over the side of the wall, let it drift to the ground below, but Thea interjected.

“Hold on a second, I’ve got a better idea.”

“Oh?”

Thea grinned. “We just need to stop by a courier agency.”

“Where did you end up sending it?” Aven asked as they departed the courier’s office at the base of Zanbian’s Stair.

“The Scythetower neighborhood,” Thea said, grimacing at her now much thinner purse. “Way northwest of here, makes for a plausible route for us.”

“Scythetower?” Aven asked as they started up the broad steps of Zanbian’s Stair.

Thea nodded. “Lots of thin towers shaped like slightly curved scythe blades atop the wall there.”

“What kind of weird godgift caused that one?”

“No weird godgift, just the architectural style of the city that got absorbed there. It used to be pretty windy, before the strip mining of the mountain ranges nearby changed the weather patterns, and the towers stood up to windstorms better. Never been, but it’s supposed to be lovely. The Wall Guard’s always trying to get them to tear down the towers to better fit the overall aesthetic of the Wall, but the locals keep digging their heels in.”

Aven frowned, not liking the idea of the Wall changing entire weather patterns, then shook her head.

“So how bad is our pursuit going to be this time?” Aven asked. “We going to have to go undercover again?”

Thea hesitated as she thought over the question, and Aven used that moment to check out the sparse crowds of couriers and locals on the Stair.

Finally, Thea shook her head. “If Dania’s really backstabbing us, she needs to keep it hidden from the rest of the Wall Guard leadership and Cambrias’ priesthood. Already a risk of interference from other district headquarters, too. No, they’re going to keep this quiet— our best ally right now is speed, not stealth.”

“Still don’t understand the relationship between the Wall Guard and Cambrias’ priesthood,” Aven said. “Or how the Wall’s government works, really. Read plenty of books on it, but they all seem to contradict each other.”

“There’s not really much difference between the Guard and the priesthood,” Thea said. “They’re pretty completely intertwined, and all of Cambrias’ priests are members of the Guard. As for the city government… nominally it’s a theocracy with Cambrias at the head, but he hasn’t been involved in the day to day in centuries, and it’s been nearly as long since he’s issued any public proclamations. In practice, governance is a mess of backroom negotiations between the Divines of the various district headquarters.”

“So… think Dania’s going to send what’s-his-name, Gregory, after us?” Aven asked.

Thea immediately shook her head. “Absolutely not. Gregor Steelgift is one of the most renowned warriors atop the Wall— he and his team go on the most dangerous and important missions and are practically legends. There’s no way Dania or Oscene could suborn them to hunt us.”

Aven gave her a flat look. “You’ve clearly got a bit of a crush on Needs-to-Shave-More Greg, and I’d bet you three hours’ prayers he’s going to come after us. Almost definitely why Dania introduced us to him, so he could get a look at his targets.”

“He’s not…”

<I too would be willing to take up that wager,> Amena told them both.

<I find myself once more in the unpleasant position of agreeing with the antlered idiot,> Isimadu said.

“Hey! Why do you keep calling me an idiot?”

<You did volunteer for this mission, didn’t you?> Isimadu said.

Aven paused, then tugged at one of her antlers awkwardly. “Hard to argue with that.”

A new voice butted in— or a whistle, really, from the strange little flagstone god inside Thea.

“Really, Seno? You too?” Thea asked, then sighed. “I’m not taking your bets, but if Gregor Steelgift is hunting us, we don’t have a chance.”

Aven started to say something snarky, then frowned. “Actually, I should probably make a confession. Muscles Greg isn’t the only powerful enemy hunting us.”

Thea stopped. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

<Are you sure we should tell her?> Amena asked.

Aven sighed, then tugged on both her antlers. “All of the daughters of Amena share a common enemy— Amena’s progenitor.”

Thea gave her a confused look. “How… no one gives birth to gods until they die. Gods are literally born from freed souls.”

Aven nodded. “The Eldest Sister did die, gave birth to Amena— and then she came back to life somehow. Her magic is from another world, remember? No one’s sure quite how she did it, but she hates that my sisters and I are running around looking like her— and she wants Amena back.”

“That’s…”

“Disgusting and perverse?” Aven asked. “Absolutely. Congratulations to her for cheating death and all, but to want her spawned god back? Makes my skin crawl. Also there’s the whole her wanting to kill me for looking like her thing.”

“Why did you wait until now to tell me all this?” Thea asked.

Aven shrugged. “It didn’t matter until we were making plans to leave the Wall together. She won’t enter the Wall.”

“And why’s that?” Thea demanded.

“She’s an Ascendant,” Aven said.

Thea just stared at her for a solid thirty seconds, and then groaned. “We’re being hunted by a team of elite combat Saints, and if we somehow escape them, we’re going to be hunted by an illegal Divine. I am not paid enough for this. Nowhere, nowhere near enough.”

“Might get hunted— there’s no way to be sure she’ll detect Amena. But if you want to split up when we reach the edge of the city, I understand,” Aven said. “Or earlier, even.”

Thea stopped and leaned against a nearby crenelation, unconcerned with the nearly two-hundred foot drop behind her, then started flicking the tuning forks on her bandolier. Their overlapping hums created a tuneless melody— or perhaps a melody-less tune, Aven wasn’t a musician.

Aven waited patiently for her to think— or at least as patiently as she could, patience wasn’t one of her strong suits. She spent some time ogling what she suspected was Zanbian’s temple— the building looked like a giant staircase stacked on top of the actual Stair— and wondering what sort of gifts the stair god gave.

Finally, Thea stopped playing with her tuning forks, their hum slowly dying away. “We should stick together for now. Our odds of making it to the edge of the Wall are better together. Though if Gregor Steelgift is really after us, better odds are still about nonexistent.”

Aven tried not to sigh in relief— the longer she could stay on this adventure, the longer Amena would stay with her. And she had to admit, she was really starting to enjoy this one as well.

“Well then,” Aven said. “We’ve got more climbing to do, then!”

Right on schedule, Thea sighed heavily, and Aven struggled not to grin.

She really needed to start counting Thea’s sighs, groans, and complaints that she wasn’t getting paid enough for this.

<Would you care to place some friendly wagers on the number of her complaints?> Amena asked her.

After a great struggle, Aven lost her battle against smiling.

“You know I would,” she told the goddess under her breath.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

View from On High

Seno’s counting was uncertain as they climbed Zanbian’s Stair, which matched Thea’s own mood.

For his part, Seno was struggling to decide whether the stones of the huge staircase counted as flagstones or not— a dilemma not aided by the sheer heterogeneity of its construction. Any inhabitant of the Wall was well-used to the diversity of stone used in its construction— so long as it was sturdy and reliable, the builders of the Wall were happy to use it. Seno had no problem with that, and had, so far as Thea could tell, a highly expansive definition of flagstone. Most gods were considerably pickier when it came to their portfolios.

The individual risers on Zanbian’s Stair, however, were a mess. All different heights, widths, constructions, materials, even angles at times. The stairs wove around buildings placed seemingly at random atop the steeply sloped wall segments of the Stair.

<how dare> Seno muttered at one patch of particularly small stones. <you’re not flagstones, you’re pavers. and you over there you’re cobbles>

Thea tried not to snicker at that. There was no fouler word in Seno’s tiny vocabulary than cobblestone.

Quickly enough, however, she fell back into her own brooding.

The revelation of Amena’s impossible foe was an unpleasant one, to be sure, but they had to exit the city before they even needed to worry about that. They had a third of the moon to cross before reaching the West Pole, and the Wall made up the biggest portion of that. Thea had trouble conceptualizing leaving the Wall— she’d never even been close to the city’s edge.

The bigger causes of her brooding were the machinations and schemes surrounding them. The uncertainty about who they could trust, if anyone; the high probability of Dania’s betrayal… she couldn’t sort any of it out in her head.

Eventually, she forced herself to stop fruitlessly obsessing, and instead, she dedicated her efforts to prayer, feeding Seno her new Saint soulstuff.

The little flagstone god could barely handle its strength, and Thea could feel her blessings from Seno shifting incrementally towards boons with each minute she prayed— something that she used to only feel across the course of hours.

Their progress wasn’t as far along as they might have been— Thea had been using them far more than usual over the last couple of weeks. While an indwelling possessor god could allow their host to use their blessings repeatedly, instead of just once, it did slow their growth into boons. On the other hand, their use also trained and exercised one’s soul, so it mostly balanced out.

A patch of particularly small flagstones distracted her for a minute, forcing her to walk tip-toes through them to avoid stepping on the cracks. When she was forced to quickly step on one of the cracks, Seno only gave a half-hearted yell rather than his usual shrieking, though.

Thea could still feel the workout the climb was giving her, and she was still getting a bit sore and tired, but… she could feel her soulstuff feeding her muscles and lungs, taking the edge off her exertions.

As they passed Zanbian’s ugly stair-temple, Thea realized she didn’t know what gifts he offered. She was tempted to ask one of the few passersby, but found herself vaguely embarrassed at the idea— she’d grown used to being the knowing guide for Aven.

Still, she was about at the limit of her knowledge for the region— she’d seldom been this far west, and never past Highpath. She’d have to get over her ego soon enough.

It was a relief to finally step off Zanbian’s Stair and onto Highpath— Seno’s grumbles and her body’s mild protests had been bad enough, but the sparse crowds on the Stair had been the weirdest part of the experience for her. In combination with the steep angle of the switchbacking wall segment, she’d felt dangerously exposed.

Beside her, she heard a gasp, and Thea suppressed a grin and turned to look.

Aven, on reaching the top, had walked out a few steps into Highpath, then turned to take in the view. She’d stopped by one of the dozens of grotesque statue heads that fountained water out towards the city below, though the waterfalls dissolved into mist hundreds of feet before they reached the ground.

Nearly fifteen hundred feet below their feet, the city sprawled endlessly below them to the west, its gargantuan web stretching from horizon to horizon and beyond, while Viseas glared down from the sky.

Crowds bustled like ants atop the wall segments down below, while closes alternated between desperately packed slums and lush farmland.

Vast domed churches, towering columns, massive pyramids, and brooding ziggurats dotted the raised ground of the Wall, either finding tricky means to conform to its confines or forcing the Wall-top to expand to make room for them.

Colossal statues loomed from the city by the dozens— not just the six-armed semaphore golems and their even larger eight-armed cousins on the trunk lines, but even more religious monuments, and a healthy share of hollowed out statue-towers.

Gods had no physical form, and did not resemble people, but people couldn’t help but give them that form anyhow. When it was known, they bestowed the statues with the forms of their progenitors in life, and when it wasn’t… well, few would comment too loudly if their god’s statues resembled a particularly generous donor.

Thea could see at least a half-dozen different styles of wall segment from here. Multi-level walls, with each street higher than its neighbor, connected by ramp and stair. Braided walls, with tall narrow closes between the braids holding reservoirs or granaries. Bridge-walls that passed entirely over other walls, and extra wide segments holding crawler tunnels.

For a moment, the sprawling web of Cambrias’ Wall reminded her of nothing so much as one of the lattices of a mimic, and Thea had a momentary fantasy of the city folding a great membrane over itself, of squishing all the wall-toppers and their buildings, and disguising the city as wild, unbuilt land, in wait for some impossible celestial prey flitting between worlds.

Then the moment was gone, and Thea saw only the city again.

No. Not just the city. There, on the horizon, was a patch that looked… different. Wrong.

The Growth.

Or at least its closest instantiation.

Thea tore her eyes away.

“Can’t tell if this is amazing or horrifying,” Aven said quietly. “Beautiful or disgusting.”

“Most people here don’t have to struggle with that question,” Thea said.

“Most people here haven’t seen anything but this, have they?” Aven replied. “Never seen the world free and unchained. Never seen a real mountain, or a river allowed to choose its own course. Never seen anything but endlessly devouring stone walls.”

Thea, who had never seen any of those things, stayed silent.

Eventually, Aven sighed, then turned away from the view.

“Right then,” she said. “We’ve got things to do.”

Thea nodded. “We should discuss where we’re heading— once we know where we want to exit the Wall, we can figure out our route to the exit. We can probably make it to the other side of Highpath by nightfall, it’s not the biggest neighborhood. We…”

“Nope,” Aven said. “We’re celebrating.”

“I beg your pardon?” Thea said.

“You just reached Sainthood this morning,” Aven said. “Going to track down a tavern of some sort and get well and thoroughly drunk.”

“Absolutely not,” Thea said. “We have a mission. We…”

“Utterly brick-faced,” Aven said, hanging her hands from her antlers. “Sloshed. Wasted. Buoys in the sea of drunkenness.”

“It’s a risk that we simply can’t…”

“Lost in the sauce. Burp-happy foolery. Deep in our cups.”

“I’m pretty sure you’re making half of those up,” Thea said. “And do you really think finding a bunch of different names for drunkenness is going to convince me?”

Aven paused, pulling her head one way and another by her antlers, then nodded. “Yes, absolutely. I could do this for hours.”

Thea groaned.

“You said it yourself, it’s extremely unlikely that Dania’s going to immediately betray us,” Aven offered.

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean I want to risk it,” Thea said.

“And who would think to look for us in a tavern?” Aven said. “It’s the perfect hiding place! I bet they’re expecting to look for us in safehouses like Puhkirian’s.”

“You’re really fixated on this,” Thea said.

Aven smiled broadly at her. “You only get anointed a Saint once! And it’s not like Dania skimped on coin for our expedition!”

Thea groaned again. “Fine. We can have a drink to celebrate. We’re not going overboard, though.”

“Sure, sure, that’s reasonable. Just one drink.” Aven said, with a smile that clearly said she intended no such restraint.

Thea sagged in defeat.

It was obnoxiously difficult for Thea and Aven to find a decently priced drink on Highpath.

There were thousands of neighborhoods spanning Cambrias’ Wall, and tens of thousands of reasons for their distinct characters. Political machinations before construction, the character of the cities and peoples enclosed by the Wall, the availability of various construction materials, and most of all, the quirks of local gods. Sometimes one particular reason took the lead, but usually it was a mix of several.

There was, however, a single driving reason for the existence of Highpath— a need.

Water.

The early civic planners for Cambrias’ Wall had been no fools, and had fully recognized the city would consume entire lakes of water each day— accordingly, they’d pushed the expansion of the Wall constantly towards rivers, lakes, springs and other water sources. They’d carefully mapped rainfall patterns and drought trends, planned huge reservoir closes, did their best to claim as many water purification relics and reliquaries for the city as they could.

They hadn’t accounted for the Ecumenopolis Declaration.

Leveling entire mountains had provided vast new swathes of territory for the Wall’s expansion, and the equally vast supplies of stone necessary for construction. Redirecting rivers to serve the Plan had allowed for far more efficient shipping and for agriculture in whole new regions of closes. Filling in swamps with landfill from the leveled mountains had provided even more regions to build atop.

And all of it, combined, had completely reshaped the climate over the Wall.

Rainshadows and rain belts swapped places, or vanished entirely. Seasonal temperature patterns— at least, what little in the way of seasons Ishveos had compared to most worlds— shifted wildly. Great regions of the city began suffering unplanned droughts and flooding, necessitating massive adaptation strategies and repairs to flood-damaged wall segments.

Cities needed water to live, but cities also had no greater enemy than water. It rotted, destroyed, and eroded buildings like nothing else. It undercut Wall segment foundations, leading to countless emergency repairs to prevent collapses— not all successful.

There had been immense suffering thanks to the shifts, especially among the groundlings, but the city had slowly begun standardizing its water supply, gaining control over the floods again. Weather gods had found ways to plan for possible climate shifts years ahead of time, and the city had built countless new reservoirs, internal aqueducts, and other adaptation schemes.

Highpath was one of the most ambitious of these.

They had chosen the location for two reasons— first, the extreme sturdiness of its bedrock, and second, the way that low-lying rain clouds tended to get caught up against the Godsmount.

Cambrias’ priesthood had gathered thousands of cloud gods, rain gods, wind gods, and mist gods. They’d sought out possessor gods, object gods, and even those place gods whose shrines were movable.

As that process went on, so did the construction of Highpath. Stone gods, gravity gods, mortar gods, seismic gods, tens of thousands of construction gods of every stripe joined the vast construction crews as they raised the walls ten times higher than they’d started, then most of twenty. Great subterranean efforts had extended the foundations of the wall down deep into the bedrock of the plains.

And once Highpath had reached its impossible height, had raised itself beyond possibility for any mundane construction of stone, those thousands of weather gods of various sorts were moved atop it— then set to harvesting moisture from the air and clouds.

Within a year of construction’s end, Highpath was supplying water for half the region around it. Of all the vast water projects Cambrias’ priesthood had carried out, Highpath numbered among the greatest— the grotesque statuary heads built along its edges were boasts to the rest of the city of the genius of its builders.

There had, of course, been one especially inevitable consequence to Highpath’s construction:

The rich moved in, because there’s nothing the wealthy like more than looking down on others.

Hence Thea and Aven’s aforementioned difficulty finding a decently priced drink.

Difficult, however, was not impossible.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The Worst Hangover Ever

“This,” Thea moaned on the bench next to Aven, “Is the worst hangover ever.”

“I did warn you,” Aven said. “Alternating alcohol with water is even more important for Saints than layfolk, because Saints can force their body to keep going for much longer. Saints who remember to stay hydrated almost never actually get hangovers.”

“You absolutely didn’t tell me that,” Thea muttered, clutching her head with both hands.

Aven grinned. “Oh, right. I withheld that information on purpose because it was funny.”

Amena snickered inside Aven’s head in agreement.

“Rethinking my decision to travel with you,” Thea muttered.

Aven rolled her eyes. “Offer Seno a prayer.”

“Can’t,” Thea muttered. “Head hurts too much.”

“Just do it.”

“Why?”

“Just pray already.”

Thea growled, but a moment later Aven could feel a faint motion inside Thea’s soul.

While that went on, the waiter finally brought their breakfasts, and Aven dug into hers with gusto.

It had been an excellent evening. They’d started at some fancy, overpriced place with fancy cocktails— all of which had adorable little flowers in them that made the colors of the drink change every time you took a sip. Rainbow petals, they called them.

Then, on a tip from one of the bar staff, they’d descended into the Highpath underway to a much cheaper and more relaxed tavern, the Blind Pig. The tavern, to Aven’s delight, had actual windows looking out at the city below, despite being in the underway, and a weird door on the wall behind the bar that clearly didn’t lead to anywhere. Thea and Aven proceeded to drink a truly prodigious amount of ale, to the awe of the layfolk patrons.

They’d even had rainbow petals there, too, for much more affordable prices, and they worked just fine on any sort of alcohol, ale included.

Thea, it turned out, was significantly less stuck-up while drunk, and she had retired to her tavern room in the company of a gratuitously muscular ox-cart driver. The man had been about as big and ugly as an actual ox, to Aven’s mind.

The rest of Aven’s own evening had been taken up by the tavern bard, a tall, slender fellow with some of the prettiest eyes she’d ever seen.

By the time Aven was halfway through her breakfast, Thea was starting to look halfway human again.

“Alright, what in the hells is this?” Thea said. “I can… still feel my hangover, but it feels far away?”

Aven grinned at her.

“This,” she said, after she chewed and swallowed a bite of eggs, “is the real reason I didn’t warn you about Saint hangovers. It’s one of the best ways to learn this trick.”

“You let me give myself a giant hangover so I could learn to deal with giant hangovers?” Thea said.

Aven shook her head. “This doesn’t work on just hangovers. No, when you started praying, you… well, I’m not sure quite how it works, but you alerted your soul you needed more support, or woke it up, or something. It’s technically one of the Meditations, like the gnostic warrior-monks use.”

“And so… it’s suppressing the headache and nausea?”

Aven shook her head again. “The only physical change Sainthood offers is the ability to partially fuel your body with your soul. Which… raises some really perplexing questions, doesn’t it? Like, is your soul manifesting air and calories out of soulstuff inside your body? Is it mimicking the energy output of metabolic processes? Is it just… somehow directly funneling magic to your tissues? No one’s sure! There’s hundreds of books arguing about how exactly that works, but basically, you’re functioning more off your soulstuff right now than you are your… body stuff.”

“Eloquent,” Thea muttered.

“Doesn’t stop the hangover,” Aven continued, “but lets you lean on your soul instead. Downside is that your godgifts are going to be proportionally less powerful while leaning on your soul like this. Upside? Your body will be able to dedicate more of its focus to clearing up the hangover. Part of why Saints heal so fast. Not insanely faster, but you can expect to heal half again or even twice as fast as normal for a Saint while doing this.”

“Was the hangover really necessary for this demonstration?” Thea asked.

Aven shrugged. “Better a hangover than stabbing you or making you stay awake for three days. Now that you know what it feels like, it should be much easier to lean on your soul at will— when you’re trying to stay awake for longer, or hold your breath longer, or what have you. Just remember the trade-off— drastically amplifies the body-fueling nature of Sainthood, at the expense of active godgift use. Passive godgifts aren’t much affected either way.”

Thea gave her a sharp look. “You don’t use active godgifts much in fights, so far as I’ve seen.”

“Yeah, I’m normally leaning on my soul like this during a fight. I don’t think it would work for you so much, with the way you manifest Seno’s flagstones, but it’s great for recovery.”

Thea grunted, but seemed to have mostly forgiven Aven the hangover.

“Oh, one more thing,” Aven said. “Accelerating the healing process for a hangover? You’re going to want to get to the restroom in a hurry.”

“You are a cruel, cruel woman,” Thea complained, but promptly got up and rushed off towards the toilets, already looking a bit green.

Aven’s breakfast was a long, leisurely affair as she waited for Thea to get into any condition to travel. Once they emerged from the underway tavern, though, it was just in time to have a cloud pulled in over Highpath, where the moisture farms hidden among the decadent manors and glitzy shops began harvesting it.

“We’ve almost got too many options of route,” Thea said as they wove through the mist and the finely dressed crowds of Highpath. “As long as we avoid the most dangerous parts of the Scovan Range, we can exit basically anywhere.”

“And those are?” Aven asked, idly watching a high-ranking Wall Guardsman ride a six-legged golem palanquin past them on the street.

“The gnostic uprisings are almost due west,” Thea said. “North of them is the Aceous Theocracy, and while Aceous is one of the smaller High Gods, he’s still a High God, and one who’s been preparing for war against the Wall for centuries. It’s hostile territory for wall-toppers at the best of time, and with the Wall just a quarter century or so out from the Theocracy’s borders…”

“You could just, you know, not forcibly absorb his nation into the Wall and strip mine his mountains into level plains for construction material?” Aven offered.

Thea just shrugged. “The Wall can’t stop growing any more than we can stop breathing,” she said.

Aven raised an eyebrow. “Some of the more powerful Divines out there can survive purely on soulstuff, just sit at the bottom of a lake for years at a time.”

Thea sighed. “Don’t be a smartass.”

“If I stop being a smartass, I’m pretty sure I’ll literally die,” Aven said cheerfully.

Thea rolled her eyes. “Anyhow, other than that… there’s the Bloom to avoid in the far north. It’s only a few dozen miles across, but better to stay over the horizon from it. We obviously can’t loop around the mountains entirely, since that takes us most of the way to the North Pole, and I’ve got no interest in visiting more than one pole this trip.”

“We could visit all four, make a proper quest of it!” Aven suggested.

Thea rolled her eyes. “The South Pole is just open water and icebergs drifting off the occasional island, and the North Pole isn’t that much more interesting.”

<That depends on how long you stay in the North, and how angry Viseas’ gaze is,> Amena interjected.

Thea had to force herself to not get distracted by that cryptic statement, and managed to continue listing their options.

“There’s Lymmia in the south, which is in the middle of a massive slave rebellion, since the chief slaver goddess accidentally fulfilled her Purpose and dissipated. There’s dozens of petty warlords, numerous bandit kingdoms, the Hellwall, and of course the Luadal Republic north of Lymmia.”

Aven gave her a curious look. “I’ve heard of the Luadal Republic; aren’t they supposed to be peaceful and stable?”

Thea nodded. “Oh, safest route across the mountains for nearly anyone but us, especially because the Last Dragon’s territory is adjacent to Luadal, and she strictly keeps the peace in her territory. But Luadal’s a deeply corrupt client state of the Wall, so Dania specifically warned us not to pass through it.”

“Isn’t she probably betraying us?” Aven asked.

“Probably,” Thea agreed, “but none of the decoy missions are going that way either. Passing through Luadal is just asking to have some other faction here on the Wall use the Republic’s bureaucracy to seize us if they find out.”

“That… seems like a lot of territory too dangerous to pass,” Aven said, bending down to pet a passing cat.

“Comes down to a quarter of the mountains or less,” Thea said. “The Scovan Range is absolutely enormous. Used to be the biggest mountain range on the moon.”

“Used to be?” Aven asked.

“We’ve quarried and leveled at least a fifth of the range already,” Thea replied.

Aven just made a pained noise at that thought and couldn’t help but wonder whether they were walking on the stone that had once been a great mountain range right now.

“Regardless, we’ve got a lot of remaining paths to cross the city. Really, apart from Scythetower, we only have to avoid the extremely dangerous closes and the Growth. It’d be easier if we could risk riding passenger crawlers, but they’re too heavily monitored.”

A new voice interrupted Thea. “You’re wrong on two counts, there.”

Aven whirled, raising her fists, and found herself facing the Saint from the armory. Gregor what’s-his-name, and his four subordinate Saints.

The five Saints looked entirely relaxed, but Aven didn’t drop her fists— the mists had grown thicker around them, and it was as if the seven of them stood alone, no buildings or crowds in sight.

Maybe it was just a thicker cloud rolling in, but Aven doubted it.

“Gregor,” Thea said. “Dania sent you to retrieve the tablet in secret, then?”

Aven didn’t spare a glance at the other woman— her eyes were fixed on their foes— but Thea’s voice sounded shaken.

“That’s the order she gave us,” Gregor said placidly. “We don’t intend to follow it, though. That tablet is too much of a threat to fall into the hands of any of the city’s Divines.”

“How are we supposed to believe that?” Aven demanded. “And what’s with the mist, if your intentions are good?”

“Because if we’d been intending to take it from you, I would have shot you both in the back before you knew we were here,” said one of Gregor’s Saints, a tall, angular woman even darker than Gregor or Thea. She fingered her bow as though fantasizing about the very possibility, and Aven could feel the god inside it stir.

Aven eyed the archer suspiciously, but another of the Saints, a nondescript swordsman of average height, sighed and interrupted. “Don’t be a jerk, Ypresa. And Aven, the extra-dense mist is a single-use blessing that people outside it unconsciously avoid, useful for private conversations, but you can dispel it by yelling or making enough noise. I promise, our intentions really are benevolent. I’m Arimov, by the way.”

“My intentions are neither good nor pure,” the third of Gregor’s followers said with a wink. The light-skinned woman— almost the color of cedar wood— was tall and fat, but the sort of fat that obviously hid powerful muscles. “I’m Lupisis, but you can call me…”

Gregor interrupted her. “Lupisis, now is not the time for crude jokes.”

Lupisis harrumphed, but the disappointment didn’t stay long on her cheerful face.

Gregor sighed, then gestured to the fourth and final of his followers. “And this is Erreta. They don’t talk much.”

The person in question was covered head to toe in grey cloth- heavy cloak, gloves, even face wrappings that only left the eyes and skin around them uncovered. They didn’t seem to even remotely be paying attention, and were instead reading a book Aven recognized— a collection of sailor’s knots.

“If you don’t intend to aid Dania in backstabbing us, why are you here?” Thea asked, her voice sounding a little less stressed than before.

Aven would have shaken her head at that, if she wasn’t watching the Saints so carefully. She absolutely wasn’t ready to trust this situation. Had there been more of the Saints in the Armory? What about the two creepy shapeshifters that had been copying Thea and Aven?

“We’re here to help you, obviously,” Arimov said.

Gregor nodded at that. “The elite strike forces don’t always live up to their ideal, I’m the first to admit it, but we have no interest in being a tool for petty power plays. We serve the greater good, not a single Divine’s ambitions. Your mission is of paramount importance.”

Ypresa snorted. “Plus, Dania can’t do shit to us if we disobey her, because she can’t discipline us without explaining why, and she doesn’t want anyone else to know she’s after the tablet. She’s not the first Divine to try and use us to their own profit, and far from the best.”

There was a long pause, and then Thea spoke again. “I think we can trust them, Aven.”

“You sure about that?” Aven said, not taking her eyes off the five Saints.

“I’m sure,” Thea said. “If they wanted the tablet, they would have just taken it. Gregor Steelgift and his team are legends.”

Lupisis brightened and started to speak, but Ypresa almost automatically reached out to cover the short woman’s mouth.

Though it was still fairly easy to make out the phrase “legends in bed” regardless.

Aven took a deep breath, then lowered her fists. “So what two things were you saying Thea was wrong about?”

“You’ll accept our aid, then?” Gregor said.

“Maybe,” Aven said.

She looked over at Thea, who shot her a glare, but Aven didn’t want to trust some strange Saints who just seemingly fell out of the sky to aid them.

…Though admittedly, she’d basically fallen out of the sky to aid Thea when they first met, so maybe she shouldn’t be so quick to judge.

“What two things?” Aven repeated.

Gregor nodded. “First, Thea’s claim that the crawlers are too closely watched. Passenger crawlers, yes, but we can get you on a cargo crawler undetected. That will take us most of the way across the city in around a day.”

“And second?” Aven asked.

“The claim that you need to avoid the most dangerous areas of the city,” Gregor said.

“Please tell me you’re not about to say what I think you’re going to say,” Thea groaned.

“If you really want to avoid detection as you travel, the best route you can take,” Gregor said “is straight through the main body of the Growth. And we can guide you safely through it.”

“Not paid enough for this,” Thea muttered.

“Gods around us,” Aven said, honestly shocked. She knew of the Growth, of course— all those with a grudge against the Wall learned of the Growth eventually— but she’d always read it was lethal and impassible.

<I like this plan,> Amena said privately to Aven. <I really like this plan.>

It wasn’t surprising in the slightest that a goddess of adventure would want to traverse the Growth. It was, on the other hand, slightly surprising that a matching grin spread across Aven’s face.

Only slightly surprising, though.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Power for the Least Deserving

Gregor and his Saints showing up to join their mission would have been a shock to Thea at the best of times— and between her hangover and their confirmation of Dania’s betrayal, these weren’t the best of times.

She was still trying to collect herself as the elite strike team led them all to the edge of Highpath, and down one of the gradual ramp roads down.

“Here’s the real question,” Gregor was saying. “Why did the tablet show up here, and why now? How did it end up in the middle of a gang war between the Hookfeet and the Unclean Knives in the very middle of the city without leaving a sign?”

Thea pondered that idly as the group split to avoid an argument between a radially symmetric tentacled demon and a man with four arms. She was vaguely tempted to ask the man what god had reshaped his body to give him extra arms— probably made buying clothing a huge hassle, but gods if they didn’t look useful. She knew of plenty of gods who could give extra limbs, but these looked especially high quality.

As the group merged back together, Thea realized the obvious source to answer Gregor’s questions.

“Isimadu, who had you before the Hookfeet?” she asked.

The tablet god responded slowly. <I don’t know. The last time I was awake was nearly a century ago, I think, in a vault in Far Selantur. I woke up perhaps a week before you found me, already in the hands of the Hookfeet. When I refused to do their bidding, they immediately began force-feeding me prayer to coerce my blessing.>

When Thea relayed that information to Gregor, he nodded. “Far Selantur’s bank gods don’t easily give up their treasures. And yet, someone stole him and transported his reliquary thousands of miles without getting caught.”

“What are you trying to imply?” Aven asked. “I’m honestly lost here.”

“Did you see a weird scribe when you entered the Armory?” Arimov asked. “Pale lady, skin almost as light as parchment?”

“Had alien magic?” Aven said.

“Divine Ordo seemed to resent her as a challenge to the Wall’s sovereignty,” Thea said, struggling not to be weird about talking to Arimov Anish, the Living Shadow.

“Yep, that’s her,” Arimov said. “She’s a representative from one of a half-dozen multiversal powers that maintain embassies in the city— and though it’s far from the most powerful of them, they meddle and interfere with city business regularly.”

“All of them do,” Lupisis said. Then she paused and reconsidered. “Well, no, not the Singer cults or most of the multiversal merchants, but the rest do.”

“The Singer cults are from other worlds?” Thea asked curiously. She didn’t know that much about them, other than they believed something vaguely similar to the gnostic warrior monks causing so much chaos in the Scovan Range right now. That, and they were always singing to the ocean.

“No, they’re just idiots worshiping the true Singers. Singer cults apparently pop up on coastlines all over the multiverse, wherever the true Singers appear,” Ypresa said dismissively. “Not that the Singers care if they’re worshiped.”

Thea wanted to ask exactly what a ‘true Singer’ was, but Gregor moved the conversation along before she could.

“Distractions aside,” Gregor said, “Cambrias’ priesthood despises the meddling of the multiversal powers. Not least because the bigger and more powerful the city grows, the more they meddle.”

“It was the Ecumenopolis Declaration that did it,” Erreta said softly. “They hardly cared about us before it.”

Everyone waited a moment to see if the cloaked figure would say anything else. Thea… wasn’t sure who Erreta was, to be honest. She’d heard of the others on Gregor’s team— there were around a dozen different Saints who fought alongside him in the various stories, and several of them were only referred to by title, not by name, and Erreta might be any of them.

Erreta stared back at them all for a few moments, until their attention simply drifted away, and their gaze shifted to a wagon full of caged parrots driving by.

“Mostly right,” Gregor finally said. “There was plenty of multiversal trade with us before, both overt and covert, and the Wall’s been the biggest city in the Known Multiverse for centuries, but the various embassies were only formally established after the Ecumenopolis Declaration.”

“Why would a stupid piece of propaganda like that attract so much attention?” Aven asked.

Thea winced, anticipating an unpleasant reaction, but the strike team either ignored the comment, shrugged, or in Lupisis’ case, giggled.

“It is stupid, in many ways, but it’s worth taking seriously,” Gregor said. “Cambrias’ gift is the most relentless theonomic engine of growth to ever exist— it’s the cheapest and most reliable apotropaic against death on the moon, save for Lamitu’s immortality boon, and she’s only handed that one out a couple dozen times in recorded history. I have no idea how many methods of age extension exist out in the multiverse, but Cambrias’ blessing is clearly competitive with them.”

“So… the multiversal powers think the Ecumenopolis Plan is going to succeed?” Thea asked. It was a bit of a surprise to her— most well-educated folks tended to be a bit cynical about the document. Only children and fundamentalist zealots of Cambrias— or, more honestly, fundamentalist zealots of the Wall— tended to take it seriously. “They want to, what, make sure they’re on good terms with the Wall once it grows that powerful? Or they want to help shape its path?”

“Or stop it?” Aven added.

Gregor shrugged. “All of the above, but it’s not Cambrias’ Wall as an Ecumenopolis they’re worried about. It’s what happens after it finishes devouring the moon they’re worrying about. Or if it proves unable to expand over the oceans. Whenever it stops growing, basically.”

Aven stopped dead in her tracks, Thea and the others turned to her. “The city needs to feed,” she whispered.

“Exactly,” Arimov said.

“What?” Thea asked.

“It’s not a difficult concept, dumbass,” Ypresa said. “The city needs a constant inflow of resources to function. Goods and godgifts are constantly being shipped to the Wall from thousands of miles in every direction.”

“But that’s just for the city’s expansion, right?” Thea asked, trying to ignore the archer’s insult.

Lupisis answered her. “That’s the official line, dearie, but it’s not even remotely true. In a good year, the farms down in the closes provide around eighty percent of our food and fifteen percent of our lumber, and maybe five percent of our metal. Negligible levels of stone. And that’s not even getting into luxuries and other goods.”

Gregor nodded. “There are plenty of programs being funded to research ways to provide more of our own resources, to find gods that help us reach self-sufficiency, but they’re honestly underfunded and not taken too seriously— it’s just that much cheaper to import anything we need.”

“And so when the Wall encloses the whole world…” Thea said.

“One of three things happens,” Gregor said. “First, it manages to finally become self-sustaining, which is… possible, but unlikely, for a whole list of reasons. Second, it collapses under its own weight. And third…”

“The Wall starts spreading out across the multiverse,” Thea finished. “Can… can that even work? Could Cambrias’ reach spread through the labyrinths to other worlds?”

“To other worlds, yes,” Gregor said. “Through the labyrinths is another question, but replacing a labyrinth with a permanent worldgate is hypothetically possible, with the right magics. And there’s already arguments between multiversal factions who want Cambrias to spread his gift and those who don’t want their worlds devoured by the Wall. Wouldn’t take much to ignite them into feuds, even outright war.”

“So you think… one of those factions stole Isimadu from Far Selantur’s Vaults and just dumped his reliquary here in the city?” Thea said. “Hoping that someone would use his gift to kill Cambrias? That seems a little… inefficient.”

Gregor shrugged. “It’s not like Cambrias has a shortage of enemies who’d prefer an Ishveos without the Wall. And this way, the Wall’s otherworld enemies can avoid culpability, avoid provoking a multiversal war.”

Thea exchanged worried glances with Aven. This was… way, way over their heads.

It was a mark of how alarming the revelations were that Thea didn’t even think to complain about her pay grade.

Thea had plenty of time to brood on her conversation with Gregor as they descended— they avoided unnecessary conversation as the crowds grew thicker down towards the city proper, and split apart into three smaller groups. Thea ended up with Gregor and the largely silent Erreta, so conversation was sparse.

When the group reconvened in the underway just past the Highpath foothills, Thea spent a moment reconsidering their plan— not just because they were heading towards the Growth, but because there wasn’t a mimic exterminator atop the Wall who was comfortable with crawlers.

For a simple reason— they were a form of bluelife.

It only took a couple minutes for Arimov to bribe the guards at the crawler cargo station, and then the lot of them were into the crawler station, just barely in time for the crawler’s arrival. If they hadn’t made it in time, they would have had to wait another day or two for it to return.

People who didn’t know better often described crawlers as gargantuan millipedes, four times the width of a wagon and growing hundreds, even thousands of feet long. This cargo crawler was, Thea knew, around four hundred feet long— not nearly the largest they grew. It had about reached the maximum width a crawler achieved, though.

Its rending jaws were sealed with a blessed steel muzzle that could resist the constant lashing and flailing of its dozens of mandibles. Passenger crawlers had their maws entirely encased, partially to prevent accidents and partially to not scare children.

The crawler was a dull brown, with the characteristic blue of bluemidges only visible at the joints and along the vertebrae thorns running down the creature’s back. That, of course, was the second biggest difference between bluelife and true insects— bluelife had both exoskeletons and endoskeletons.

The biggest difference, of course, was that insects didn’t eventually grow into giant ravenous monsters if there weren’t enough mimics around to cull their populations. Bluemidges didn’t start growing that large until they reached a certain population density across a large geographical area— thankfully for the inhabitants of Ishveos.

Which was where the mimic exterminators came in. New crawlers were bred in a massive facility, an entire close filled in with a heavily reinforced warehouse. Mimic hunters had to be escorted in by heavily armed teams of monster hunters each day to remove or kill any new mimics that had crawled in to prey on the teeming bluemidges— while those very bluemidges grew ever-larger, feeding off the magic of the Firmament itself.

Bluemidges didn’t grow digestive systems until they’d reached a size slightly greater than a house-fly, but once they did, the combination of magic from the Firmament and solid food let them grow faster than any known organism, even the Growth. From there, they diverged into quite literally thousands of different forms, the overwhelming majority of which were vicious monsters that attacked everything else on sight, often even other bluelife.

Only one in… who knew how many, hundreds of thousands, millions of bluemidges turned into crawlers, which were surprisingly docile under most circumstances. They were one of a tiny handful of bluelife forms that could be domesticated or useful— and none of the others came even remotely close to the utility of crawlers.

Boarding the cargo crawler was a surprisingly streamlined process— the station guards quickly rushed them to one of the huge shipping containers strapped to the side of the crawler, hanging off the spinal thorns. It turned out to be a disguised passenger coach— not difficult to conceal, since they were roughly the same design anyhow. Just windowless boxes with one side curved to fit alongside the crawler. The only major difference was connecting doors between regular passenger coaches that shipping containers or this coach lacked.

There was, thankfully, still a toilet chamber constructed at the back of the coach.

“A major smuggling ring has an ongoing contract with the guards on this crawler,” Arimov said, once the whole group was locked into the compartment. “The guards don’t have any reason not to believe we’re members— not when we know the passwords and pay upfront.”

“Why’s it still around, if you already know about it?” Aven asked.

Thea answered for the elite striker. “Because they find it useful for covert missions, and I’m betting that the smuggling ring mostly supplies rich folks.”

Ypresa snorted. “Please, rich folks only wish they could afford the products smuggled in these cars. The smugglers only supply filthy rich folks. Half their clientèle are Divines.”

The coach was lit by light-blessed paint— a substance only a handful of alchemists could produce, requiring highly unusual combinations of godgifts. It was ridiculously expensive, and only found in the richest homes— which told Thea that along with goods, the smugglers probably transported wealthy passengers seeking to move covertly.

Gregor cleared his throat— quietly, but in a way that demanded attention. “We’ve got a long trip ahead of us. We can converse more, but first… Thea, I’ve got something for you.”

The Steel Saint reached into his pocket, then tossed something casually to Thea as the crawler jerked into motion.

Despite almost falling out of her seat, she caught the object easily— even if her trajectory boon hadn’t tracked it automatically, the thumb-sized object practically shone in the Firmament.

“Your file said something about a cognitive enhancement boon, but that wasn’t faster reflexes that let you catch that, was it?” Gregor asked. “Or, at least, not just improved reflexes.”

“My file?” Thea asked. “My file should have the full details on my pre-employment boon.”

Gregor looked amused for a second. “Not your employment file, your assessment from the strike team trials a decade or so back. Apparently more than a few folks have been trying to get their hands on your employment file from the mimic exterminators since the meeting at the headquarters, but the exterminators keep stonewalling, and rumor has it that a couple folks have tried to steal copies of your file, only to find that they’re actually carrying off paper skeuomorphs. Angry, bitey paper skeuomorphs.”

Thea felt an abrupt surge of appreciation for her division. Most of the city might not appreciate them, but they still stuck together.

“It’s a trajectory tracking boon,” Thea told Gregor.

Ypresa leaned forward abruptly, then. “How far can you track your target? What god gave you the boon?”

“Ypresa here has one for her archery,” Lupisis told Thea, looking away from her conversation with Aven. “She’s maxed out its range, and has been trying to find more.”

“However far I can see,” Thea told Ypresa. “And I don’t know the god’s name, nor where it resides now.”

All technically true, but Thea didn’t tell Ypresa that she knew roughly the neighborhood the god should be in, the fact that the boon could track targets with any of her senses, and most of all— the fact that it could track huge numbers of targets at once, whereas it sounded Ypresa’s boon could only track one target at a time.

She didn’t hide the information out of any tactical reason or suspicion, though— just out of petty revenge for Ypresa’s unpleasant personality.

Ypresa slumped. “No extra senses? I’ll pass.”

Thea shrugged noncommittally, then opened her hand to look at the object Gregor had thrown her.

And promptly almost dropped it.

“This is an icon!” she hissed.

Gregor nodded. “A Pantheon icon, in fact. One of the primary Pantheons working with the elite strike teams. Currently good for two boons, with seven options within. That said, only six are viable choices for you— the Pantheon boon itself is allowed only to members of the strike force, allowing us to better coordinate in battle. The boons should let you catch up with your friend there and the rest of us.”

Thea stared down at the icon in her hands, at the little relic that would let her receive two boons remotely, at no cost to herself.

“I don’t deserve this,” she said.

Gregor snorted. “It’s not a matter of deserve, it’s a matter of need. If we’re going to pull this mission off, we can’t be babysitting you. You might be a Saint now, but you’re not where you need to be.”

Lupisis interrupted again. “Speaking of, we should celebrate your anointment soon, get some drinks.”

Aven chuckled. “Already took her to celebrate and gave her the hangover treatment.”

Lupisis sulked dramatically. “No fair, I love teaching new Saints the Hangover Meditation.”

“You just love drinking,” Ypresa muttered.

“She’s not wrong,” Arimov agreed.

“I mean, we could still get drinks,” Aven said. “We don’t actually need an excuse?”

“I like the way she thinks,” Lupisis said.

Thea ignored the lot of them, focusing on Gregor. “It’s not… I just… some people spend decades working to pay for boons, and I’ve just been handed Sainthood and now these for nothing? It doesn’t feel fair.”

Gregor sighed. “No. It’s not fair. There’s the nasty little truth of Ishveos— power is easier bought than earned. Hard work’s reward is just more hard work. We lie to the public and the groundlings, tell them that they can climb the Wall through their own efforts, but most Saints and Divines are, and always will be, the children of Saints and Divines, hardly working for it. The vast majority of Saints and Divines, outside Living Gods and Avatars, simply buy their way to power.”

“You’re not the child of a Saint or a Divine,” Thea said— the propaganda pieces about Gregor Steelgift were very explicit about that.

“No,” Gregor said. “No, I’m not. Grew up as poor as you can be on Cambrias’ Wall without being kicked down into the closes and becoming a groundling. In fact, none of the Saints in this coach were the children of Saints or Divines.”

“Except me!” Lupisis interrupted again cheerfully. “But I don’t count, ‘cause my dad never recognized me as his kid, and tried to have my mom exiled to the closes when he found out she was pregnant. Definitely never supported me!”

Thea scowled. “When I took the trials, it was all rich kids who passed ahead of me, even though they did worse than me.”

Gregor nodded. “It’s been years since the tests have been actually impartial. Even when most of us passed our trials, the majority of the slots went to the politically connected. But for the best of the best, the elite of the elite? You don’t find many of those beneficiaries of nepotism. No matter how much prayer you sink into empowering someone, it doesn’t make up for skill and will. As much as I hate it, though… the value of my team and I lies less in our capabilities, and more in our value for propaganda. In fooling the average wall-topper into thinking that they, too, have a chance to be great, if they’re hardworking and skilled.”

“But still…” Thea said, gazing at the icon, the little statue of some unknown god, with citrine gems for eyes. “I haven’t earned this.”

Gregor reached out with both hands, closing her fingers around the little relic once more. “It’s not about earning it, it’s not about worthiness, and it’s surely not about fairness. Life isn’t fair. Magic isn’t fair. Gods around us, almost nothing on this moon is fair. But this isn’t about fair. Like I said, it’s about need. And if you intend to do the right thing, you’re going to need more power.”

Thea was immensely glad that she didn’t show blushes easily as Gregor’s strong, scarred hands wrapped around hers, and she let out a slow breath.

None of what Gregor had told her was news to her, she’d known it all before, but hearing it out loud from a civic hero?

“Alright,” she said. “I don’t like it, but…”

Gregor nodded and let go of her hand. “Remember— you may pick two boons, but not the Pantheon boon. I highly recommend the full-body combat booster— enhances your physical performance in almost every regard when you activate it. Fits with almost any Saint path. There’s a reason it’s the second most common boon taken by the elite strike teams— all of us here except Erreta have it. The general body enhancement boon is a solid choice as well.”

Thea blinked. “You don’t all take all of these?”

Gregor shook his head. “Definitely not. For one thing, it would be un-theonomic, even for us, to supply every member of the elite strike force with all seven of these combat boons. Second, and more importantly, not all of them are useful to all of us, nor fit our individual paths. And third, taking all of these would push us too close to Divine to individually vary our paths as much as we need. Your average Saint can only fit in a couple dozen boons maximum before hitting Divinity, usually considerably less.”

“You could have been a Divine decades ago, couldn’t you?” Thea asked.

Gregor shrugged. “It’s been offered to me. I’m not yet ready for my second anointing, though. Partly because I want the perfect set of boons before then, and partly because I’m not yet ready to retire. You can’t stay on the strike teams past Saint.”

When Thea gave him a puzzled look, he shrugged. “The overwhelming majority of Divines can’t properly conceal their souls, and I’m confident I’ll be no different. Can’t be a striker if you can’t conceal your soul. Plus, it makes more sense to plan combat doctrine around individual Divines than to try and fit them into standard combat doctrine.”

Thea nodded, then changed the subject. “You’re the first Living God at Saint I’ve met. Any tips if I want to follow your path?”

Gregor shrugged. “There’s not a Living God out there, myself included, who knows exactly how we awoke our soul’s godgifts before death. I can only offer you the generic platitudes— dedicate yourself to some purpose, then sever any boons from your soul that don’t fit your personal path. Not that I’d recommend the latter at the moment— right now, you’ve got far more space in your soul than you do boons.”

Thea nodded, then closed her eyes.

She couldn’t help but glance at her soul and scowl internally— she still only had three full boons. Her trajectory calculation boon from the nameless god of child’s ball games, her boosted reflexes from Amena, and Kimmeroj’s Perfect Toenails.

Seno’s proprioceptive flagstone sense blessing was incredibly close to congealing into a boon in her soul— she could probably get it there with a few hours of prayer to Seno, now that she was a Saint. His flagstone manifestation blessing was a lot farther from congealing, unfortunately.

Seno cooed nervously at her— he didn’t seem to enjoy the rocking of the passenger coach, nor the rhythmic clacking of the crawler’s countless legs, and Thea offered him a quick soothing prayer, then turned back to her boons.

There was absolutely no coherent theme or guiding path to her boons and blessings, so far as she could tell. No orchestrating principle, and certainly no overarching purpose. Not with so few as she held.

Thea might have a mission, but she was as lost as she ever was.

She sighed, then realized she was nervously distracting herself from the icon. She still didn’t feel like she deserved it, but… needs must.

With a deep breath, she reached her soul out to the icon and dove in.

Thea didn’t know the names of any of the gods of the striker Pantheon, but she could feel their attention on her as she connected with their icon.

She couldn’t tell anything about them, though— even their number was hard to determine. She was fairly sure there were four gods in the Pantheon, but she couldn’t tell which of them offered which boons, nor even how many they each had.

She could, however, tell exactly what each boon did, save for the Pantheon boon, whose details were blurred. The striker gods were clearly concealing its details as much as their own.

Carefully keeping her attention away from the Pantheon and the boon that had risen from mixing their powers together, she focused in on the other six options.

First was the combat enhancer Gregor had described. It felt just as powerful and versatile as he’d described, but… it was also clear that it was best for short bursts of combat, not sustained battle. In fairness, the vast majority of fights were over quick— but Thea’s combat fork fighting style and Seno’s flagstones already took more energy than lots of fighting methods, so straining herself even further didn’t seem the best idea.

Next was the general body enhancer he’d mentioned as well. This one did something similar to the combat enhancer, but it was a much weaker passive effect that was always functioning. That one appealed a little more to Thea than the first, though its impacts would be much less significant. Still, it would take her physical fitness well beyond any layman and most non-combat Saints.

The third and last of the general body enhancers immediately appealed to her. It was the most comprehensive anti-atrophy boon she’d ever heard of— taking it would alter her body so that her current physical state would become her default. If she quit exercising, she would never get any less fit than she currently was. It even reduced the impact of long-term injuries, and allowed the body to come closer to healing them, though it didn’t accelerate the healing. It wouldn’t prevent aging— but it would drastically reduce its impacts.

Next was a sensory processing boon, to help filter sensory details. It wouldn’t block out the unwanted details, but it would allow her to understand spoken words in noisy situations better, or to more easily spot camouflaged foes. It would be useful to anyone dealing with chaotic situations, and would be a true godsend for a mimic exterminator. In combination with her boosted reflexes and trajectory boon, she’d have an impressive set of cognitive boons.

The last two were a little more niche. One was ordinary night vision, and was by far the smallest and lightest boon of the six. It didn’t give her any special forms of vision, just allowed her to see using much less light when she needed. Not to be dismissed, though— night vision was always useful.

And the last…

All the other boons were highly general, useful for most any combat Saint. This one was far more focused and limited— it was a wall-climbing boon, allowing its holder to crawl, walk, or even run along walls, sticking to them as though they were the ground, by altering personal gravity. There were plenty of limitations— the wielder couldn’t go upside down, it couldn’t be used to slow falls or to fly, and it wouldn’t make walls any stronger, so they needed to be careful where they stepped, but…

Thea had rarely wanted any boon so immediately as she wanted the wall-climbing boon.

She started to reach out to the boon with her soul, then stopped.

Maybe she didn’t have a purpose or a path yet, had no idea what sort of ability set she wanted to build for herself, but she did have a couple of constraints she could use to choose— namely, her fighting style and her mission.

She had thousands of miles to go still to get Isimadu to the West Pole, and she had to work with her current fighting style.

And as much as she craved the wall-climbing boon, it didn’t especially work for either. It was energy-intensive, and she already had plenty of vertical mobility with Seno’s flagstones. It broke her heart to reject it, but the wall-climbing boon just wasn’t a great choice for her. Likewise, she could rule out the active combat enhancer.

Which left the anti-atrophy boon, the general body enhancer, night vision, and the sensory processing boon.

The first she ruled out was the sensory processing boon. Yes, it was brilliant, but… she was already far better than most people at picking meaningful patterns out of chaos. Half her training as a mimic exterminator had been about, well, mimicking that boon with skill. It could take her even farther, but that wouldn’t be a significant qualitative difference in her ability right now.

Which left her with three options, none of which she could easily rule out. The night vision boon offered her the least in terms of combat ability, but she’d be spending months on the road, and she’d be shocked if she never encountered danger at night. The passive body enhancer, on the other hand, offered her the most combat ability.

The anti-atrophy boon… she slowly nodded. In a normal week, she often spent twenty or more hours just training. She could do a lot of her training on the job, but keeping in as good of shape as she normally did would be next to impossible on the road.

The anti-atrophy boon was absolutely in. Being able to maintain her current level of fitness by default would be incredibly useful on the road— and give her much more free time in general.

Though she’d have to be more conscious about her prayers, her workouts were where she did much of her praying, especially to Seno.

At that thought, she turned her attention to Seno, wordlessly inquiring as to his opinion while gesturing to the last two boons.

<boring no shapes> was his only response.

Thea frowned at that. The little flagstone god seemed stressed and worried— maybe he didn’t like moving so fast over non-flagstone surfaces?

She poked at him mentally, but Seno just curled up sulkily.

<You should get the night vision,> another voice interrupted.

Thea almost opened her eyes in surprise— she hadn’t expected Isimadu to chime in. She managed to keep them shut, though, and instead poked mentally at the ancient god in curiosity.

<Night vision offers you an entirely new option, makes for a qualitative difference in your capabilities,> Isimadu said. <It’s going to open far more options to you than a minor quantitative boost in your strength. Many of your… many of our opponents are considerably more powerful than you are, and a minor strength boost offers fewer options for dealing with them— especially for evading them— than night vision.>

Thea took a moment to digest that, then sent a sense of agreement to Isimadu.

<And… be careful with these Saints, Thea,> Isimadu said. <They ooze fanaticism, absolute dedication to their purpose. With zealots, there is always the danger that they turn on you if they suspect you no longer seek the same aims. Right now, your aims overlap— but I do not trust them to remain that way.>

Thea did her best to signal reassurance to Isimadu. Of course the strikers were zealous— Gregor and his team were famously loyal to the city, and had dedicated their lives to protecting it.

The tablet god withdrew silently as Thea reached out to the Pantheon gods, signaling which two boons she wanted. They assented silently, and reached out to her.

As boons sank into her soul, she opened her eyes and handed the icon back to Gregor. “I went ahead and picked the anti-atrophy and night vision boons.”

“Of course you took the lazy boon,” Ypresa muttered. “No one useful takes the lazy boon.”

“I took the lazy boon,” Lupisis said, sounding hurt.

Thea ignored them both as they started squabbling.

“Unusual choices, but solid ones,” Gregor said. “But… you took them both at once? Two body modification boons?”

“Yes?” Thea said. “Why?”

Then she paused, and realization passed over her.

“Oh, gods, this isn’t going to be fun.”

Gregor sighed. “I should have said something. Clear the floor, everyone, Thea needs it.”

As everyone moved to clear the aisle in the coach and gave her sympathetic looks— or in Ypresa’s case, a scornful look— Thea carefully laid herself out on the floor.

Just in time for the pain to hit.

Not half so bad as the pain from Amena’s boon, but that was a small consolation.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The Growth

“Should you be using your friend as a footrest?” Arimov asked Aven, quietly so as not to wake the others.

“She wouldn’t mind,” Aven lied, adjusting her feet propped up on Thea’s sleeping form.

It had been a rough few hours for Thea as the boons altered her body, and once it had finished, Thea had almost immediately just passed out on the floor, where she’d been ever since. Aven was fairly sure half a day or so had passed— there was really no way to tell in the enclosed coach, and even if they’d been able to peer out, the crawler tunnel was pitch black. They’d stopped a couple times, and each time they did the group remained carefully silent.

The others had been sleeping for a while as well— even Aven had taken a nap.

Apart from those stops, there was just the gentle rocking of the coach and the ceaseless clicking of hundreds of giant legs on stone. It was nowhere near as loud as Aven would have expected— it sounded more like a rainstorm without thunder than anything.

“Why aren’t these things the main way folks get around the Wall?” Aven asked.

Arimov shrugged with one shoulder, so as not to wake up Lupisis, passed out on his other. “There’s a few reasons. Building their tunnels is really expensive, first off— comes close to doubling the cost of a wall segment. Gets even pricier when you’re adding it onto an existing segment. That’s the smaller issue, though— crawlers are insanely territorial. They come within range to smell one another, they’re going to fight to the death, every time— and wreck a lot of buildings, kill a lot of innocent bystanders in the process. So you’ve got to build each of them their own separate tunnel that doesn’t intersect or come within a mile of other tunnels. Makes route planning insanely difficult. We’ve got a decent number of them in the city, but they’ll never be the primary mode of transit. Most of the ones we domesticate end up outside the city, hauling supplies and trade goods over long distances.”

“Always fight to the death? How haven’t they gone extinct, then?” Aven asked.

“No bluemidge adults breed, so far as I know,” Arimov said. “It’s just the actual midges.”

Aven had more questions about bluemidges— it was a topic she didn’t know nearly enough about, which she regretted, since they were going into the Growth— but just then, Ypresa woke suddenly.

“We’re almost there,” the archer said.

The strikers were all awake quickly, though it took a bit longer to wake Thea.

Just as Thea was climbing off the floor to one of the benches, the crawler began to slow, the noise of its legs crescendoing and ceasing as it came to a halt.

Not even a few seconds later, someone popped open the door of the coach.

“You’ve got less than a minute to clear out of here,” the guard said. “Bit of a mix-up in the schedules. Let’s move.”

It took half that for the seven Saints to clear out of the crawler coach.

Aven glanced back once at the immense beast, with its steel muzzle and dozens of shipping containers hanging off its sides.

If it was looking back at her, if there was any thought in its dozen compound eyes, she couldn’t tell.

Once they’d slipped out of the crawler station and into the underway, Aven could immediately feel the difference from the rest of the city.

The underways here felt on-edge, like a military camp. Half the traffic here was Wall Guards— and not low rank enforcers, but full combat troops.

The feeling in the air had Aven a little nervous as well, which she distracted herself from by feeding prayers to Amena, as much as she could handle.

The Saints passed a half-dozen checkpoints over the next hour without any hassle whatsoever. The checkpoint guards were solely and entirely checking the carts and wagons that were passing, and only in one direction.

“They’re checking for contraband construction materials,” Arimov explained when Aven asked about the checkpoints. “Not that half of them even know they’re shipping construction materials— the Growth arranges hundreds of covert shipments a day. We do our best to intercept the requisition orders, but we can’t catch them all.”

<How does a monster like the Growth send out requisition orders?> Amena asked Aven.

“You don’t know?” Aven whispered under her breath.

<I have never come close to the Growth before. I am highly excited for our visit.>

Aven grinned at that.

After the eighth or ninth checkpoint, Gregor motioned for them to head to the surface.

The underways had only felt like a military camp, but the surface of this wall segment was a military camp, at least partially. Perhaps a third of the buildings were filled with military officers, supply depots, and barracks— all showing the signs of being hastily adapted to the purpose in the last few weeks.

Another third of the buildings were abandoned or still inhabited by their original owners— but it was clear that this neighborhood had been in decline for some time. The Growth had been advancing their way for decades, after all.

The final third had either been demolished or were in the process of being demolished, their materials being shipped far away from the Growth— if it didn’t intercept them.

Gregor stopped by one of the few remaining cafes on the street. “Lupisis and I will go check on conditions at the front. We won’t make our crossing until eclipse, if conditions are good and the fighting isn’t too fierce. The rest of you, wait here.”

Aven waited exactly long enough at the cafe to order food, then promptly left to visit the bookstore three shops down.

Aven barely made it back to the cafe in time to eat before Gregor and Lupisis returned— not because they were swift about their fact-finding mission, but because she’d taken so long at the bookstore.

Her nomadic lifestyle had heavily shaped her reading habits over the years. Aven heavily prioritized dense, slow books over quick reads, and she never held onto books once she was done with them. Usually, when she visited a bookstore, pawn shop with books, or wherever, she was trading in the small number of books in her bag as well.

The books she’d been carrying into the city were probably sitting in some Wall Guard evidence locker right now, though, so for the first time in years, she didn’t have to worry about trading in books— which, considering the shop’s owner was trying to get rid of their stock in order to move away, was for the best.

In the end, she snagged five books. A slim, dense volume exploring the various gnostic heresies, since they were heading west. A leather-bound history of the Last Dragon on the Moon. A dry academic text on anointment theory for Thea. A collection of weird, amusing, and hyper-specific boons and blessings.

And, most exciting of all, the Journal of Landis Ourna, who, with his partner Galvachren, had done the first true naturalist’s survey of the floating islands, their ecology, even their anatomy, a century or so back.

She’d read his seminal work, Voyages of the Wandering Isles, years ago now, and had been hunting for his journal from those years ever since then. It’s not like it was a rare book, by any means, but it had relentlessly, continually eluded her— she had been starting to think she was cursed with some alien magic to never find it.

She paid for her books with ten minutes of drudge prayer to the owner’s indwelling god, one who offered their host the ability to purge paper of mildew and various paper-eating pests— though oddly, not actual bookworms.

And while she paid, she added some… annotations to Thea’s new book.

By the time she got back to the cafe, the food she’d ordered was already cold. She hardly cared, though, taking bites as she dove into the Journal of Landis Ourna. There wasn’t much chatter from the others— Thea was still sluggish from her new boons, Arimov and Ypresa were looking over a map together, and Erreta was…

She had no idea what Erreta was doing. Holding their hands together and manifesting godstuff between them, judging by the multi-colored sprays of the stuff leaking between and through their hands. All while staring straight at Viseas in the western sky and muttering quietly to themself.

She’d just finished the first chapter of the Journal of Landis Ourna when Gregor and Lupisis returned.

“So, we’ve got good news and bad news.”

“Anyone got a coin handy?” Aven asked.

“What?” Gregor said, confused.

Erreta, without looking away from the gas giant in the west, manifested a godstuff coin between their fingers and dropped it in Aven’s hands.

Aven gave the wooden coin a bemused glance— there were geese on both sides of it. “Swimming goose, good news, angry goose, bad news.”

She flicked it up in the air, a bit harder than intended, and the collected Saints all watched it fly twenty feet into the air.

Ypresa was the one to snatch it as it fell back down. “Angry goose,” she said, for once not sounding snide or irritated.

Aven was careful not to raise an eyebrow— based off that reaction, she’d wager quite a bit that Ypresa had a weakness for betting and gambling. In fairness, a soldier or fighter of any sort who didn’t was a bit of a rarity.

“Bad news then,” Gregor said, still a bit nonplussed.

“Angry geese are always bad news,” Lupisis joked.

“You know they’re not actually that dangerous, right?” Arimov said. “Just angry and aggressive. Even a layman can handle a goose in a fight.”

“Who’s going to fight a goose?” Thea asked. “They’re just defending their nests from perceived threats, it’d be a real jerk move to fight a goose.”

Aven carefully didn’t say anything to that.

“Yeah, well, geese are jerks,” Ypresa said. “Jerks deserve jerk moves.”

Lupisis patted Ypresa on the shoulder. “Lucky for you we don’t live by that rule, dear.”

Gregor interrupted before Ypresa could argue. “As I was saying, the bad news is that the fighting is particularly fierce on this front. We’ve got three Divines, including an ecclesiarch, and the Westward Sword all within a couple miles of us, and the Guard’s still hard-pressed.”

“We should try and borrow the Westward Sword,” Arimov said. “I’ve always wanted a turn with it, and we’re heading straight west our whole trip, so…”

Gregor sighed. “You know the Westward Sword never leaves the city, Arimov. And even if it did, requisitioning it would draw too much attention.”

“Westward Sword?” Aven inquired.

“Magic sword, hits harder than most combat Divines and can slice through nearly any mundane material or project cutting shockwaves when swung westward,” Erreta said. “Completely ordinary sword, albeit nigh indestructible, when swung in any other direction. Usually assigned to a speed- or durability-oriented combat Saint, letting them fight Divine-level threats from the west. Origin is classified, don’t know what god it’s a relic of, or if it’s enchanted with alien magic.”

Aven blinked— that was the most words she’d ever heard from the cloaked and shrouded figure. No one other than herself and Thea seemed startled, though, and Gregor moved on.

“The good news is that we’ll still be crossing to the Growth from here at eclipse.”

There was a long pause, then Aven spoke. “How, exactly, is that good news?”

That afternoon found the seven of them atop the head of an abandoned semaphore golem, far above the wall segment it perched on. The golem stood motionless, its internal hydraulics, gears, and counterweights silent. Where once it had sent messages east and west, communicating words and letters with the positions of its six arms, it now sat silent, its crude golem mind given no commands to follow, no arm positions to mimic from other golems. It was as motionless and inanimate as the faces carved on either side of its head.

After all, the semaphore golems to its west had been devoured by the Growth. It had become a conversational dead end in the most literal sense.

As the sun slowly sank towards Viseas, Aven got her first proper look at the Growth.

There was a peculiar tendency among authors who wrote of the Growth to avoid describing it in any great detail, to elide clear description in favor of sweeping, evocative brush-strokes of verbiage. To speak of heaping hummocks of masonry and muscle, sinuous strands of cable and cartilage. To describe the mad logic of almost-streets, of buildings as blisters or sores.

Those authors, Aven found, somewhat oversold the organic components of the Growth, which were often buried within more normal construction materials.

But they were right to not try and describe the Growth more precisely, because there was no preciseness to this thing. It mimicked the city, but not in the clever, precise way a skeuomorph copied human artifacts. No, it copied it in a blind, illogical way.

The wall segments of the growth stopped and started seemingly at random, intersecting at mad, improbable angles. They didn’t merge so much as attempt to devour one another, masonry like river rapids frozen in stone. Streets wandered off walltops and onto the sides of wall segments, buildings jutting parallel to the ground in surreal pointlessness. Wall segments leapt entirely off the ground like colossal bridges, coming down aimlessly in a close and dead-ending against a two-hundred foot tall wall segment with no access to its streets— its underways and service pipes exposed a hundred and fifty feet over the ground, filled with decaying mimic flesh with arteries an ox could have walked down.

The longer you looked, the more your mind vacillated between seeing and unseeing patterns, the more you were pushed into paroxysms of pareidolia.

And the longer you looked, the more you could see the meat underlaying it all, the impossible biology leaking out of the architecture— and that flesh looked wrong, revolted the eye in a way intimately familiar to chirugeons.

Even the closes between the Growth’s wall segments were wrong, contaminated with toxic pollutants. Those few that weren’t entirely barren struggled to push up even hints of green, and Aven wouldn’t trust anyone who tried to tell her the scattered ponds within were water.

The whole monstrous entity, stretching mile after mile past the horizon was, in the end, quite simple.

The Growth was cancer.

A carcinous construction, a civic neoplasm, an architectural tumor. A distortion of the city itself, supplanting and devouring the very fabric of Cambrias’ Wall.

Including its people.

And the Wall Guard had no one to blame but themselves.

They had created the Growth, centuries ago now, even before the Ecumenopolis Declaration. They had woven together millions of boons and blessings, had selectively bred and altered mimics to become part of its fabric, even layered in a dozen forms of alien magic from other worlds of the multiverse.

The goal had been simple— to automate the construction of the wall and its upkeep. To make it into a living thing that grew unaided, that devoured resources from the world around it in order to expand. A self-healing organism that required no repair crews, that guided its own growth.

The Wall Guard had wanted to break the political power of the construction workers and architects they were perpetually beholden to, to redirect the flow of wealth away from the chosen elite of Cambrias. They wanted to end the endless permutations in wall segment design, bring true uniformity to the city’s expansion.

It could never have done anything but gone horribly wrong. The sages, pantologists, architects, and flesh reshapers involved had believed they had the answers to all problems, that they could finally force the city to conform to their vision.

There were two critical flaws that doomed them. The first, of course, was that their vision was never so uniform as they believed it was, no matter how strongly those at the top dictated it.

And, more importantly, they never truly understood the nuances and knowledge of the careers they sought to invalidate and replace. They thought of construction as a mere movement and arrangement of materials, and they thought of transport of stone and wood as the hardest parts of the job. Didn’t understand the specific problems the workers had learned to deal with, and didn’t understand all the skills and solutions that couldn’t be found in any written guide, but only through experience.

They didn’t understand how residents used and changed their buildings over time, how the city itself grew and changed with use.

The leaders of the Endless Growth project fell into the trap of powerful fools everywhere— thought that their skills, their talents, their authority granted them the capability to understand other fields without doing the actual work or learning. They treated other domains of knowledge as mummery, as mere shadows of their own knowledge.

They had missed the obvious, lying in the name of their very project.

Endless growth, growth for its own sake, is the defining characteristic of cancers, nothing else. All other growth has limits, all other growth allows restriction.

The irony had not been lost on enemies of the Wall, on those who despised the Ecumenopolis Plan. A thousand different thinkers had declared the Growth a metatumor, a cancer upon a cancer, a blessing that would one day cure the world of Cambrias.

It had taken a decade for the Wall Guard to admit the Growth had slipped its leash, gone out of control.

Most everyone else had realized it well before then, of course. The groundlings had complained of toxic fluids leaking into their closes, the Wall-toppers of shifting rooms and missing pets.

It was a year after the Wall began eating its human inhabitants that the Guard admitted the Growth had gone rogue— and that wasn’t even what triggered their response. No, it was when the Growth had started hijacking supply deliveries, cannibalizing the wall segments adjacent to it, that they responded.

The Growth, like all cancers, had settled into a local minima of effort, had come to the evolutionary realization that it was easier to cannibalize its host than to find its own food.

The Guard had moved quickly to kill the beast, evacuating its inhabitants, even the groundlings, then crushing it with an unprecedented force of Divines, Saints, and lay troops. They even brought in magic-wielding mercenaries from across the multiverse, thaumaturges who, though nowhere near so hard to kill as Divines, could level far more offensive force.

They’d annihilated the Growth entirely, razed it to the ground.

And it had metastasized.

The Growth had migrated partially into the Firmament, had become something akin to a god, while its physical aspects had dispersed like spores.

In the end, nineteen secondary bodies had formed, scattered across a third of the city, and while the Wall Guard was trying to crush them, the main body regrew itself with a vengeance.

And then it just kept… growing. Kept finding new ways to suborn building material from the rest of the city, infecting the Wall’s bureaucracy and physical infrastructure. Forging shipment orders, manipulating the navigation skills of cart drivers, dozens of new tricks every year.

It didn’t grow evenly in every direction— no, its tendrils, big enough to be best measured by cartographers, stretched directly towards its scattered secondary bodies, seeking to reunite with them. Which was, admittedly, one major difference from purely organic cancers, but the analogy held true for the most part.

Aven didn’t know how many of the secondary bodies had been reabsorbed, didn’t know all the specific growth patterns, but she knew that its focus allowed the Wall Guard to fight delaying actions on specific fronts.

And she also knew they were losing. That the Growth kept growing, and that the only reason it didn’t grow faster than the Wall was due to the speed the city itself was expanding.

Though that was a bit hard to believe, considering the scale of the battle below them.

The forces of the Wall fought a two-front war— on the city side, they tore apart the scattered poliphages, the Growth’s city eaters. The city eaters were clumsy, malformed creatures of masonry and timber who formed spontaneously like boils on buildings and wall segments near the Growth, then sought to crawl back to their parent to feed themselves to it. They were not coordinated, nor strong nor fast, but they were nothing if not durable, and they could gather up more material to heal themselves if given time.

Steel gargoyles and golems of brass and steam battered apart the poliphages relentlessly as they trickled in. The golems were no more coordinated than the poliphages, but for this mindless sort of warfare, they could be trusted just enough to use. They were, no matter their greater size, far cheaper than the gargoyles darting between them— the thinking boons animating the gargoyles cost prodigious prayer-hours.

Between the golems and gargoyles darted work-crews, collecting poliphage debris to be shipped away from the front, joining the other work crews that passed. According to Arimov, there were few more dangerous jobs in the city than the managed retreat crews, but there was never a shortage of applicants— those who served a full term of three years would be automatically inducted into jobs with the Wall Guard, even if they were groundlings.

Arimov’s own groundling parents had survived terms with the retreat crews, though not without plenty of scars.

On the Growth front, the fighting was far fiercer. The Wall Guards fought down in the closes there, as the retreat crews disassembled the wall segments stone by stone behind them.

Their foes were not the crude lumbering forms of the poliphages, though.

No, their foes were faster, crueler, hungrier, more vicious.

And bright blue.

One of the unintended consequences of growing a city partially out of mimic-flesh? The Growth became territorial towards actual mimics, driving them away from itself. While it had some appetite for bluemidges, it wasn’t enough to suppress their populations. It didn’t matter so much for the secondary bodies, the secondary tumors of the growth— most of them fit into a single quarantine close, and weren’t nearly large enough to turn into bluemidge growth zones.

The Growth’s main body, though, teemed with bluelife. The monsters grew larger and larger, fighting and consuming one another, until their natural territoriality and urge to spread forced them flooding out along the Growth, raiding out towards the city. The Growth was able to herd them, and funneled the vast majority towards its active expansion areas.

Bluelife leaked across its borders everywhere, of course, and the edges of the Growth’s close were patrolled constantly everywhere, but some bluelife still slipped through the cordon. There was a reason the neighborhoods surrounding the Growth’s main body were some of the poorest atop Cambrias’ wall, even beyond their probable doom to the Growth.

Radially symmetric crab monsters spun like tops, lashing out with scythe claws. Heavily armored beetles bigger than wagons crashed like battering rams against godstuff barricades. Butterflies with wings wider than a street, dangling toxic jellyfish tentacles from their thoraxes, fluttered towards the Wall. Lobster-creatures the size of dogs, with scorpion tails instead of fan-tails, swarmed over a lay-soldier unlucky enough to get pulled forward out of the battle line. Some unholy crossbreed between a sea urchin and an inchworm the size of a barn crawled its way towards the battle line.

All of them blindingly, painfully blue.

Against them stood the full martial might of the Wall Guard. For every soldier slain by the azure foe, hundreds if not thousands of bluelife forms were torn apart by blade and blessing. The assembled might of Cambrias could keep this up literally all day.

And they had to, because the Growth’s poliphages and bluelife would never stop.

“Gotta admit to some curiosity about how we’re getting across this battlefield from up here,” Aven remarked.

“Easy,” Arimov said. “We’re flying.”

“You’re joking, right?” Thea asked, looking up from the battlefield.

Aven shared her amazement. Flight was said to be an easy matter on some worlds, but for whatever reason, flight was among the rarest gifts given by any god of Ishveos, and even then usually only worked in the territory of specific place gods.

And if that weren’t enough, godgifts suitable for fighting flying foes were extraordinarily common. There were dozens, if not hundreds, of boons striking down flying bluelife right in front of them. Arrow-enhancing boons, web-manifesting boons, even some boon that was invisibly yanking flying arthropod after flying arthropod out of the sky.

“We’ve got fifteen minutes until eclipse. Erreta, get to work,” Gregor said.

As the sun sank towards Viseas, Aven finally had her curiosity about Erreta satisfied.

They were no swordsman like Arimov or Gregor, no archer like Ypresa, no brawler like Lupisis or Aven herself.

Erreta was a miracle smith.

Godstuff began to pour out of them, winding and twisting in a half-dozen different colors, slowly fashioning itself into some inscrutable shape that took up most of the top of the semaphore golem’s head.

First was a frame of bamboo and timber, lashed and pegged together. Then came canvas and leather, steel pulleys, and sturdy hemp rope.

Finally came feathers. Feathers by the hundred, thousands. Goose feathers, if Aven had to guess, from flight feathers to down.

And, just as the sun touched the edge of Viseas, the seven Saints were left crowding around…

Actually, Aven had no idea.

“Gods around us, what is this contraption?” she demanded.

“It’s an ornithopter,” Gregor said, offering his canteen to an exhausted-looking Erreta. “Borderline forbidden technology.”

<Ornithopter!> Amena yelled excitedly in the back of Aven’s head.

“It’s definitely forbidden,” Ypresa said, “it’s just that no one cares too much about it, because it’s crap technology that doesn’t work unless you have very specific combinations of boons.”

<Ornithopter!> Amena yelled again.

“Meaning me,” Lupisis said brightly.

“Meaning you,” Arimov agreed.

<Ornithopter!> Amena repeated.

“Alright, everyone aboard,” Gregor said, climbing onto the wood and bamboo framework.

“Got another question,” Aven said, raising her hand. “How are we supposed to not get shot down?”

“That would be my job,” Arimov said, gesturing Aven towards a set of open hand- and footholds.

<Ornithopter!> Amena yelled once more.

“There aren’t any… safety harnesses or anything?” Thea asked.

“You of all people don’t need a safety harness,” Aven pointed out, to the curious looks of the strike Saints.

“I suppose not,” Thea said dubiously, and climbed on board.

<Ornithopter ornithopter ornithopter!> yelled Amena, loud enough that Thea and the strikers all heard her.

“Ornithopter indeed,” Aven said, following Thea up.

The rest of the Saints hopped on, careful not to unbalance the lightweight contraption.

Ypresa, Lupisis, and Gregor took the three spots that were more than just hand- and footholds. Ypresa and Gregor both stood in waist-high baskets hanging to either side of the ornithopter’s spine. Ypresa strung her bow in a swift motion, while Gregor manifested a bow out of godstuff— a bow made entirely of steel, at that.

Lupisis, meanwhile, sat in the curious leather seat right between the ornithopter’s massive wings, the one with weird pedals and pulleys.

“I’m the engine!” the burly woman said cheerfully.

“We’re close enough to full eclipse,” Gregor said, glancing up at the sun. “Arimov.”

“On it,” the average-looking man said.

And then he swiftly stopped looking average when his pupils started to bleed darkness.

The void raced jaggedly, unevenly across his body, not even filling the whites of his eyes fully before tracing in jagged scrawls across his face. It clambered over his skin, his clothes— and then onto the ornithopter.

In seconds, Arimov was a featureless shadow, a silhouette without contours. Aven’s eyes couldn’t track his movements anymore, couldn’t even tell how far away he was standing. And, as the sun slipped fully behind Viseas, the black beyond blackness slipped over the ornithopter, then over Aven herself.

She’d expected it to be cold, but it felt a little warm, if anything. There wasn’t any other sensation, beyond a faint tingling, nor had there been any glowing motes as it manifested— Arimov’s shadow was one of the more unusual types of godstuff Aven had ever seen.

And then the ornithopter and all its passengers were shrouded in blackness, an incomprehensible featureless mass that Aven couldn’t make head nor tails of.

“Thea, Aven, be ready to fight when we land,” Gregor’s voice said, from somewhere inside the incomprehensible jumble of shadow. “Erreta, Lupisis, and Arimov are going to be exhausted, so the rest of us need to cover them until they catch their breath. Lupisis, launch.”

“Hold on tight, everyone!” Lupisis called.

As the stars emerged in the eclipse-darkened sky, there was a creaking of shadowed wood, and then the ornithopter flapped its wings and threw itself into the sky off the head of the dead semaphore golem.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Azure Eclipse

Thea was mildly surprised to find she wasn’t afraid of flying.

It made sense, once she had a moment to think about it— there weren’t many wall-toppers with a fear of heights out there, since they were all pretty much forcibly exposed to drop-offs from a very young age. And with Seno’s flagstone boon, she had little to fear from falling, so long as she rationed her soulstuff use.

Even though she wasn’t afraid of flying, she realized that she very much was afraid of certain other things, however. Things like ravenous flying bluelife, or the prospect of being shot out of the sky by a stray combat blessing.

It seemed unlikely anyone would notice the shadow-coated ornithopter as it flapped its way over the battlefield, so long as it didn’t fly directly in between the gas giant and the battlefield, nor hear its wingbeats over the cacophony of battle below them, but Thea’s powerlessness to affect either magnified her concerns.

Gregor and Ypresa, at least, were on overwatch— though she couldn’t tell where they began and the ornithopter ended, the two of them were riddling any flying bluelife that came too near with manifested arrows.

They passed over the battlefield and the leading edge of the Growth swiftly, and the eye-twisting curves of the fake city rolled underneath them faster than Thea had ever traveled before.

Sooner than she would have liked, the ornithopter began to descend. They’d passed the heaviest concentration of bluelife already, but there were still plenty of the chitinous monsters roaming the broken almost-streets below them, swarming towards the active expansion front.

“Brace yourselves, this thing lands hard!” Arimov shouted next to Thea.

Thea eyed the rapidly approaching ground, then scowled.

No, thank you.

A hundred feet off the ground or so, Thea simply hopped off the back of the ornithopter, manifesting flagstones to catch herself. She crafted them in the form of a staircase, the individual flagstones staggered far apart for her to bleed off her still-considerable momentum before she hit the ground.

By the time she was halfway to the ground, she was descending at a light jog, and the ornithopter had already landed— or crashed, really. Aven and the striker Saints were already picking themselves up among the dissolving godstuff debris, the shadow coating them already gone.

Thea also couldn’t help but notice that her Saint soul wasn’t feeling strained at all by manifesting so many flagstones so quickly.

Erreta was staring weirdly at Thea as she jogged down her temporary staircase, and the instant she got low enough, latched onto one of Seno’s flagstones eagerly, muttering to themself.

Thea almost tripped so as to not step on Erreta’s fingers, and ended up manifesting a whole different flagstone to step on instead.

“Manifest more flagstones, I need to test them,” Erreta demanded as the one they’d been fondling dissolved into yellow motes.

“No time, Erreta,” Gregor said as he manifested full-plate armor completely around his body. “We’ve already got incoming, we need to move.”

Thea couldn’t help but stare as she finally saw Gregor’s fabled armor.

Normal armor had to deal with the demands of forging, had to be able to be put on and taken off again— Gregor’s, manifested in whole form, didn’t. It eliminated most of the structural weaknesses resulting from coming in so many parts, and though its joints and eyeholes were still a bit vulnerable, it was a vast improvement over even the best full-plate.

On top of that, his armor was ridiculously huge. Gregor’s Living God gift, the power he’d awoken when his soul had, let him alter the physical properties of the godstuff steel he manifested with his other boons, making it lighter and stronger than any natural or even blessed steel. The propaganda pieces about him claimed his armor could withstand direct strikes from siege engines or combat divines, and looking at it, Thea suspected said propaganda wasn’t exaggerating by much, if at all.

Thea didn’t have time to gawk, because the first bluelife attackers hit them then. As a suspiciously ordinary-looking scorpion closed with her— ordinary-looking, that is, except for being blue and bigger than an ox— she caught glimpses of the others battling bluelife as well.

Ypresa cut jellyfish-scarab after jellyfish-scarab out of the sky with her godstuff arrows, never missing once. Thea might not like the woman very much, but she had to admit she’d never seen archery to compare to hers.

Aven had charged one beetle her own size head-first, impaling the disgusting thing on her antlers, then lifted it into the air above her head while she began cracking the shell of another beetle with her fists.

Erreta, Arimov, and Lupisis, all still exhausted, stood back-to-back, fending off a handful of dog-sized land wasps that had slipped past the others.

And Gregor…

Gregor carved a path of destruction.

A steel-hafted spear manifested in his hand, set against the ground to forcibly halt the charge of a lone ant-thing with jaws that could slice a man in half. At the same time, throwing axe after throwing axe dropped into his other hand, then were thrown precisely into the leg joints of a two-story spider, each dissolving after cutting through the limb it struck.

As the ant came to a halt and the spider collapsed to the ground atop a pile of severed legs, Gregor manifested a steel buckler with one hand to block a jet of boiling liquid from a sapphire bombardier beetle, while he manifested a punch dagger in the other to plunge into the wounded ant to kill it.

Then he threw the buckler at the bombardier beetle, revealing that it had razor-sharped edges as the round shield beheaded the nasty creature.

With most of a dozen steel weapons already dissolving around him, Gregor manifested a massive spiked morningstar in one hand, and in the other, he formed an urumi, the many-bladed sword whip that was as much a danger to its wielder as its foes.

Gregor wielded both with perfect control, crushing the thorax of a dog-sized ant with the morning-star while hacking apart a praying mantis bigger than he was with the urumi.

Masters of a single weapon like Ypresa were common among the strikers— but Gregor was a master of dozens of weapons.

All this while Thea struggled with the single scorpion, desperately blocking blows from its tail and claws with her bronze combat fork.

Each time she blocked, though, she made another adjustment to the dials— with the perfect pitch the weapon provided her, the adjustments went swiftly.

And then her next block left the scorpion’s right claw shaking, and the creature staggered in confusion.

Thea went on the offensive, then, landing strike after strike against the scorpion, its disorientation only growing as the hum of her tuning fork vibrated right through its insides.

And then its claws fell too out of line, and Thea’s tuning fork smashed through its exoskeleton, all the force on a single tine.

As the scorpion died, its tail plunged towards her one last time, but she manifested several of Seno’s flagstones in sequence in its way. The strike only cracked the first flagstone, though, not even punching through fully to the second.

As the scorpion collapsed to the ground, she looked around to see that all the attacking blueforms had been slain, and that Aven was struggling to pull the dead beetle off her head.

Thea rolled her eyes and went to go help her.

“My hair is full of bug guts, I need a bath,” Aven said as they managed to wrestle the thing off her head.

“You didn’t have to headbutt it,” Thea pointed out.

“But I like headbutting monsters,” Aven pouted.

Thea shrugged. “Fair enough.”

Hard to argue with that logic.

“Let’s move, folks,” Gregor called, letting his current double-ended halberd dissolve. “We’ve got at least three more miles before we’re out of the worst of the expansion zone.”

“We couldn’t have flown over somewhere the Growth wasn’t expanding?” Thea said.

“You think we enjoy this, whiner?” Ypresa asked. “The Growth’s close is too wide for us to cross with the ornithopter anywhere but expansion zones, and we’d be fools to try to cross its close on the ground, unless you like wading through toxic mud.”

“Enough, Ypresa,” Gregor said. “Let’s get moving, folks.”

The next three miles were a nightmare.

Blueforms never stopped coming at them, the whole run. Most of the time, it was isolated forms that one of them would slow down just long enough to kill, but every few minutes, they were hit by another swarm like the first, bringing them to a halt.

Thea’s new night vision made a world of difference for her. She easily jumped over rubble and chitinous corpses and navigated over confused terrain where the streets and buildings had changed places while bluelife swarmed up through doors and windows below them.

Every so often, the bluelife attacks were interrupted by encounters with poliphages heading deeper into the Growth— the crude demi-golems largely ignored them, unless they got in their way, but a couple of times they were forced to dismantle or evade one.

She found, to her astonishment, that she wasn’t struggling to keep up— she was, in fact, doing better than some of the strikers stamina-wise, especially Erreta and Lupisis. It was still exhausting— her daily training and running didn’t usually involve monster attacks— but she was keeping up.

The pressure eased a bit when Erreta, Arimov, and Lupisis’ souls fully recovered.

Lupisis was the most ostentatiously terrifying of the three— she was quite likely the physically strongest Saint Thea had ever seen. She hurled stone blocks like they were children’s toys, ripped massive bugs in half like paper, and crashed through walls in her way while barely slowing. She frequently paused to taunt and mock the bugs— whether it was particularly effective was another question entirely, since they were already dead set on devouring them all, but she clearly took great joy from it.

Arimov… Thea tried not to watch Arimov fight too closely. He was even more terrifying than the stories told about him. He’d coated himself with shadow once more, and it was impossible to tell how he was moving, without any contour or detail— her new night vision didn’t help at all. His silhouette might seem like it was swinging one ink-black sword, only to have the other cut off a wasp’s stingers. The bluelife was as confused as Thea, never knowing where to block and where to strike. And every now and then, Arimov would activate his relic swords, turning them into segmented whip-blades resembling single-stranded urumi. It was even more impossible to predict their location and movement. He at least dropped the shadows between battles, to Thea’s relief.

Erreta was the least direct of the three, seldom engaging in physical combat, but they completely reshaped the battlefield. Wood and rope bridges manifested over inconvenient gaps. Nets of hemp rope with lead weights woven in dropped down on a swarm of biting flies the size of housecats. A massive limestone monolith appeared just in time to block the charge of a bear-sized ladybug. Erreta couldn’t simply manifest ropes to tie up foes— anyone could tear through godstuff in the initial stages of manifestation, if they were fast enough— but Erreta’s creativity with their boons to get around their limitations was astonishing.

The pressure eased further when the eclipse ended, and the sun slipped into the gap between Viseas and the horizon. The others grew more confident in their movements in the better light— if Thea had to guess, Ypresa and Arimov were the only strikers who shared the night vision boon. Arimov stopped using his boon after that— it was clearly exhausting to use, and with the others able to fully see again, they didn’t need the edge any more.

They finally broke free of the brutal race an hour back into daylight, as they slipped out of the relatively narrow tendril of the expansion zone and into the main body of the Growth itself. Thea manifested a flagstone staircase for them all to climb to the top of a tenement that seemed entirely solid, with no hollow spaces inside— its doors and shutters all opened onto more stone.

It was a bit weird to Thea that they were still only in late afternoon, with at least a couple more hours until sunset— this was, far and away, the farthest west she’d ever been.

Erreta and Gregor made the rearguard, and were the last to join them on the roof. Gregor dismissed his steel armor, which dissolved into purple motes of godstuff, and opened his mouth to speak, but Erreta beat him to it.

“I need your flagstones,” they said, pointing at Thea.

Gregor sighed. “Need or want, Erreta?”

“Need,” Erreta insisted. “Only one in a hundred and thirty-seven manifestation boons have inertial anchoring effects, they’re twice as rare as kinesis boons.”

Gregor rubbed the back of his neck as he thought, and Thea tried not to stare at what the motion did to his shoulder muscles. She forced herself to look away, looking over the warped, distorted city around them.

Just from where she stood, she could see dozens of blueforms swarming towards the expansion tendril— one or two definitely saw her, but seemed intent on getting out of the main body of the Growth. She also spotted a poliphage disassembling itself and feeding the stone and timber of its body into what was probably a mouth.

“Do we have to do this now?” Ypresa complained.

“It is Erreta’s turn,” Lupisis said. “You went last, anyhow, with that wind-smoothing boon for your arrows.”

Ypresa just groaned.

“You haven’t done your usual full tests, Erreta,” Gregor said. “And we don’t even know if Thea’s boon comes from her indwelling god.”

Erreta muttered something irritable.

“It comes from Seno, the God of Counting Flagstones, yes,” Thea said.

Gregor sighed. “Ypresa, Arimov, Lupisis, Aven, make sure our perimeter is secure. We’re probably not going to get attacked unless we stay here a couple of hours, but better safe than sorry.”

“Why are you bossing me around? I’m not on your team,” Aven complained, but joined the others in watching the edges of the roof.

“Alright,” Gregor said to Thea, as she looked back at him. “Could you manifest one of your flagstones for Erreta to perform some tests?”

Thea manifested a large flagstone in mid-air, wherupon Erreta promptly manifested rods of lead and steel with their own boons, and began rapping at the stone. “Already know I want it,” they complained.

After a minute or so of rapping on the flagstone, they paused, then turned back to Thea.

“Keep the first, manifest three more.”

Thea raised an eyebrow, but complied.

Erreta spent several minutes racing between them, then whirled to face Gregor. “Not identical. One slate, one fossiliferous limestone, one non-fossiliferous limestone, one just a mess of feldspar. Different shapes, edge angles, thicknesses, and multiple other incongruities.”

Gregor raised his eyebrows at that. “Now that is unusual.”

“Sorry, why’s that unusual?” Thea asked.

“Most godstuff boons manifest extremely similar objects,” Gregor said. “Makes things easier on the god. Your… Seno, is it? Seems to be a perfectionist.”

Thea felt Seno stir in her soul at that comment, and then he reached out and spoke to both in an unusual display of extroversion.

<good flagstones important Seno no make bad flagstones>

“No acid reaction,” Erreta said, dripping some clear fluid— apparently acid— on one of the limestone flagstones.

“Is that…” Thea started.

<too expensive> Seno said.

Gregor nodded. “The closer godstuff resembles real matter, the more expensive it is to manifest. There’s no hypothetical reason any god couldn’t manifest permanent matter with all of normal matter’s chemical and physical properties, beyond the simple fact that it takes mind-boggling levels of prayer. It’s been done, by High Gods with godstuff boons, but just creating a thimbleful of matter was an exhausting task for them. If Cambrias had a godstuff boon, he could maybe make a few hundred pounds of true matter a year, and that’s forestalling all other growth and blessings on his part. It’s part of why the gnostics claim that there’s a god above all those of Ishveos— because they believe that over-god manifested all the matter of Ishveos. Of course, other gnostics believe there’s an over-over-god that created all the universe, while others believe in various other levels of…”

He trailed off and shook his head. “Sorry to ramble. It’s hard not to pick up godstuff theory around Erreta, and I’ve always been fascinated by gnostic heresies— I’ve had to fight them often enough.”

Thea had actually been fascinated by both topics— the gnostics, especially, were something she’d never learned much about— but before she could respond, Erreta interrupted.

“Tests passed!” they exclaimed, waving around a dissolving godstuff obsidian knife, for some strange reason. “Need.”

Gregor sighed. “Alright, Thea, if you and Seno are willing, our unit would like to formally offer to trade for a copy of Seno’s flagstone boon.”

Thea did her best not to smile at that. “What do you have to offer?”

As it turned out, Gregor’s strike team had a lot to trade.

First, they offered another boon from the icon they’d let Thea use before— certainly a tempting offer.

They also offered boons from their various indwelling gods, as well as Gregor’s own boon from being a Living God. His boon, sadly, was useless to Thea, since she couldn’t manifest steel godstuff, but some of the others were tempting.

Their collected prayer as a group of Saints was also impressive, and they offered more than enough to earn her Seno’s flagstone manifestation boon herself, or to pay for another of Amena’s boons.

She decided against having Seno’s manifestation boon paid for— she was already close to earning his flagstone sensing boon, and as a Saint herself, she was confident enough in her ability to earn his flagstone boon in time. She was less confident in how long she’d have access to the other boons on offer, though.

The sheer diversity of other boons offered by the Saints was astonishing— they had nine indwelling gods and relic gods among them, four alone from Lupisis, who confessed to wanting to become a Sanctum someday. The fact that they were clearly hiding many more boon options from her as well made it more impressive— and she didn’t begrudge them the concealment. She, after all, was keeping things about her own boons from them, including the existence of Seno’s flagstone proprioception boon— easy enough to do, as it basically nestled inside the flagstone manifesting boon when looked at through the Firmament.

In the end, the choice came down to four boons— the general body enhancer from the striker pantheon icon, getting Amena to strengthen her tendons, one of Erreta’s many godstuff boons, and a connective tissue enhancer from one of Lupisis’ indwelling gods, Dolgian.

She decided to go with the last one for a few reasons. It was similar to Amena’s tendon enhancer— both prevented damage from the body’s own exertions— but operated very differently. First off was the simple fact that Dolgian’s boon simply covered more of Thea’s body— not just the tendons, but also the ligaments and cushioning tissue like the fat pads on the heel. Amena could enhance these things as well, of course, but it would take additional boons from her. Or… an enhancement of her existing boon? Amena’s alien magic was odd. It seemed she could weakly enhance all parts of the body, or concentrate her efforts on one part at a time. This, in addition to her reshaping boon, which may or may not be the same as her enhancement boon.

The boon from Dolgian, in addition to its more comprehensive nature, was an adaptive boon, one that modified connective tissue in response to stress— the harder Thea pushed it, the more the boon would enhance the physical properties of her connective tissues.

And though Thea wouldn’t admit it, one big reason she took Dolgian’s boon?

It wouldn’t knock her out for hours. She’d had more than enough of that for a while.

It would take a few days of heavy prayer for the striker Saints to pay for the flagstone boon, even with all five of them working together— Seno’s boon wasn’t particularly cheap. Thea, on the other hand, was getting her boon immediately.

They had already saved up enough prayer with Dolgian for the god to have several boons on hold for them to trade— In fact, they had boons saved up for all their indwelling gods, and for the reliquary god in Ypresa’s bow. The striker Saints wanted to always be ready to trade for useful boons when they were needed.

Must be nice, to be that rich.

Thea staggered when she got Dolgian’s boon, and felt weak for several minutes, but it was over quickly, since the boon wasn’t actually altering her body just yet.

They gave her an hour or so to adjust to the boon— and for the Saints to take turns starting on prayers to Seno— and by the time they got moving, the sun was sinking towards the western horizon.

Thea and Seno manifested a stairway of hovering flagstones down to the ground once more, and as the other Saints filed down ahead of her, she took the chance to gaze out over the Growth again.

In the rich tones of sunset, she could unfocus her eyes a bit, could pretend that they were walking into anything other than a voracious architectural tumor. Could pretend that they were still somewhere safe, somewhere that still made sense.

Thea wished she was the type who could keep her eyes unfocused. Wished she was the type who could just not look at the evils of the world.

And then it was her turn on the stairs. She blinked, the Growth came into focus once more, and she began her descent.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Safe Zone

Lupisis was stronger than she was, and Aven didn’t like it.

Hiking through the darkness, lit only by the glow of the stars and the reflected glow of Viseas, was a deeply stressful experience. Thea, Arimov, and Ypresa seemed to be the only ones comfortable in the gloom— and all three of them had the striker Pantheon night vision boon.

They didn’t even get to use lights, like the little glowing relic of Thea’s, because it was too much of a risk for attracting bluelife.

Aven didn’t enjoy being reliant on others to watch for threats, so she spent her time brooding over Lupisis’ strength to keep her mind off things.

Oh, it wasn’t that she’d never met Saints stronger than her before— she had, every now and then— but there were usually some extreme limitations on them. It was incredibly rare for anyone to possess such comprehensive physical enhancement boons as Amena offered— and without comprehensive physical enhancements, enhanced strength tended to be incredibly destructive on the body. Fools who acquired strength boons before connective tissue and bone enhancers often ripped apart their own bodies. Likewise, if you didn’t enhance your lungs and your blood, you’d exhaust yourself rapidly.

Aven had all of that, and more. Her enhanced healing was especially useful, allowing her to push past even her ridiculously high limits when she needed.

Those Saints who were stronger than Aven tended to be highly specialized, with blessing reshaped bodies and boons all set up for singular purposes. Long distance sprinting, or porting heavy loads up a mountain, or archery.

At that thought, she glanced over at Ypresa. A master archer like her should have disproportionate musculature, one shoulder far larger and stronger than the other from drawing a bow repeatedly— but there was nothing of the sort. Cosmetic reshaping, perhaps? Or did her reliquary bow do the work for her?

Aven shook her head and turned back to contemplating Lupisis.

Quite honestly, the only stronger people Aven had ever encountered were Divines.

Either Lupisis had the most astonishingly perfect set of boons for strength ever assembled, or there was some sort of trick to her strength.

Aven kept her scowl off her face. Thea’s hero worship might be fooling her into trusting the strikers, but…

Aven remembered Noriach.

She remembered the sheer brutality of the strike teams there, the way they cut through crowds like a farmer through fields of grain. She hadn’t seen any of these Saints there, but with wall-topper lifespans, it wasn’t out of the question at all.

Damn near everyone else they’d worked with had betrayed them, save for the demon Puhkirian, and Aven wasn’t going to be so trusting with these Saints.

On the bright side, at least she’d finally convinced Lupisis that she wasn’t attracted to women, and the incessant flirting had stopped.

Well, not stopped— it had been redirected to Arimov, who seemed used to it.

Gregor interrupted her thoughts by coming to a halt at an intersection of a street and a…

Aven didn’t know what to call the empty space intersecting the street. A canyon, she supposed, cutting through the Growth’s malformed buildings in a jagged curve, cutting the buildings apart in great cross sections, and descending twenty feet down below street level.

A steady trail of poliphages lumbered along the base of the canyon, with the occasional blueform clambering over them in the opposite direction.

Erreta immediately began manifesting a bridge out of godstuff across the canyon, as Gregor turned to face them.

“If our maps are still accurate, we should have a safe zone up ahead,” Gregor said. “Should only take us twenty minutes to get there, and we should be able to plan our route from there. The locals won’t charge us much for supplies, either.”

“I’m sorry, locals?” Aven asked. “There are people living on the Growth?”

Gregor sighed. “A few hundred of them in small, scattered communities, yes.”

“People’s a strong word,” Ypresa muttered, as she set out across Erreta’s temporary bridge. “Call them what they are— architects.”

“Architects?” Aven asked, even more confused.

“Architects,” agreed Arimov, rolling his eyes. “Ypresa hates them.”

“Ypresa has little goodwill for most people,” Erreta said.

“I got that impression,” Aven agreed— though it didn’t really answer her question.

Arriving at the safe zone didn’t clear up Aven’s confusion.

It… well, the safe zone just looked like a plaza filled with tents, tables, and random furniture; with a bunch of young folks in their early twenties— and in the process of getting drunk.

There were no walls, guards, or defenses.

Well, except for the poliphages standing around the empty plaza, as if on guard.

Gregor came to a halt just outside the motley camp.

“Hello the camp!” he called, and several nearby members of the crowd looked up.

“Merchants or architects?” someone called.

“Neither, adventurers!” Gregor called back.

There were a few groans of disappointment, but a couple of them wandered over, stood facing each other between two poliphages, and extended their arms to either side.

“The poliphages won’t attack so long as you only cross between architects,” Gregor said.

“Architects?” Aven asked again, still confused.

She exchanged perplexed looks with Thea as they followed the strikers between the two tipsy architects.

The massive poliphages to either side shifted their headless, eyeless bodies, as though watching them pass, but made no other moves.

“The Growth loves architects!” one of the two greeters said. “It wants us to fix it!”

“Oh, not this again,” said the other, gesturing in irritation. “It’s clearly not a matter of intent, it’s just… whoops!”

The instant the architect’s arms were no longer extended, the poliphage behind him began to move aggressively towards Aven and Thea, but it stopped when the architect extended his arms again.

“Anyhow, like I was saying, it’s not a matter of intent from the Growth, it’s obviously just a hidden safeguard the wall’s designers built into it.”

“Except we have their plans, and they don’t mention anything about that!” the first architect replied.

“They’d hardly be hidden if they were in the plans!” the second rebutted.

Aven shook her head as she crossed fully into the encampment. Arimov, seeing that, finally took pity on her and explained.

“For whatever bizarre reason, the Growth and its constructs don’t attack or… harvest… architects, so long as they’re layfolk or Saints. Divine architects attract more aggression than anyone. The Growth will even defend architects from bluelife, so long as they don’t wander into any extra-large swarms. The Wall Guard hires student architects to explore, map, and monitor the inside of the Growth— there’s a couple dozen camps like this scattered across its surface.”

“Best job you can get as a fresh graduate!” an already-drunk girl said, as her friend helped her stagger to an outhouse.

“Only jobs we can get as fresh graduates,” her friend muttered. “Every other architecture department wants half a century of experience these days.”

Aven just shook her head at that— she’d never get used to wall-toppers speaking so casually about great lengths of time like that.

Though it also implied that the Wall Guard was the main employer of architects, which… made sense, she supposed.

“How does it know who is and isn’t an architect?” Aven asked.

Several of the nearby architects groaned.

“Please don’t ask that question,” one of them said. “That one leads to even more arguments than asking why the Growth accepts architects. And what an architect even is.”

“Except we actually have useful data on this question!” a second architect said, this one with constantly shifting tattoos of building plans scrolling across her skin. “We know that it’s not a matter of certification— the Growth devours anyone with honorary degrees or who cheated their way through school.”

“This raises more questions,” Aven said. “Like how you know that.”

A third architect opened his mouth to answer, but Aven held up a hand to forestall him, then scrambled over to where Thea was following Gregor around like a lost duckling.

“Thea, can I have one of those bottled instant cleaning blessings of yours?” Aven asked. “If we’re partying here tonight, I don’t want to stink like bug guts.”

“We’re not partying here tonight,” Gregor said. “This is just a safe rest spot for the night.”

“We’re absolutely partying here tonight,” Lupisis said, to Gregor’s exasperation.

Thea was looking conflicted, so Aven held up her hand. “One minute.”

After some rummaging, she pulled out the book on anointment theory she’d picked up for Thea at the bookshop. “Should answer plenty of your new questions about Sainthood.”

Thea sighed, then rummaged around her belt until she found one of the little glass vials. “I only have three of Caasam’s blessings after this, fair warning.”

Aven took the vial, popped it open, then sighed in relief as she felt the tingle of the cleaning blessing inside sweep over her.

“Owe you one,” Aven said.

“Pretty sure I’m still in your debt,” Thea replied glumly. “Especially considering the boon you and Amena gave me.”

Aven waved her off. “Not really keeping count, honestly.”

Thea sighed again.

“Actually, come to think of it, could I ask for another favor?” Aven asked. “Now that you have night vision, you don’t need that little glowing relic, do you?”

Thea blinked. “Rosiri’s relic? No, I suppose not. You want it?”

“Seems handy. Bet you could start a fire with it, too, if you put enough soulstuff into it,” Aven said.

“It takes a lot to get it that hot, but you can,” Thea agreed, fishing the ceramic rod out of her belt pouches and handing it over. Aven could feel the other woman disperse her soul’s connection to the relic, though the sensation was faint even to her.

“We could… call it even now?” Aven said.

Thea gave her a skeptical look, and it was Aven’s turn to sigh.

“Look, you really don’t owe me a debt, so far as I’m concerned. We’re a team,” Aven said.

Thea grinned awkwardly at that. “Yeah, I guess.”

Aven rolled her eyes. “Stop overthinking everything, it’s a party.”

Aven spent the next few hours wandering around, chatting with the architects.

They were, almost to a one, passionate, brilliant, and idealistic. The oldest of them couldn’t have been much older than Thea and Aven.

And each and every one of them had dreams for how to build the Wall better.

There were architects advocating for wall segments that were just barren frameworks to be filled with individual modules dedicated to specific purposes, from sanitation to housing. Others advocated for ultra-light wall segments, pushing Cambrias’ definition of wall further and further. One woman advocated for buildings on wheels, which would be constructed at a central point, then pushed out and away from the central depot through trenches atop the wall, to save on construction labor costs. Her friend took it a step further and argued for buildings that moved constantly, a city of protean neighborhoods and constantly changing communities.

That wasn’t even the most insane idea she heard that night. She heard at least three plans for entire moving wall segments, and things just got crazier from there.

Half of the ideas were prohibitively expensive, half were prohibitively difficult, and all were borderline insane, so far as Aven could tell. There was a persistent obsession with modularity, pods, and deliberately impermanent buildings. The architects were also, one and all, united by a bizarre conviction that architecture could define the way people lived, could single-handedly change society for the better.

Which was ridiculous, to her point of view. She’d seen what happens when architecture and people butted heads— the people won. She’d passed through so many slums over the years that had been designed to evoke specific behaviors from their inhabitants, only for their inhabitants to refuse to comply, and to forcibly remodel buildings, blocks, even entire neighborhoods to fit their needs.

When she tried to bring that up to the architects, they weren’t… dismissive of her concerns, but quickly ended up in a long conversation about how to make sure people actually followed the blueprints of buildings, kept from altering them away from the architect’s vision.

Which really rather missed the point, Aven thought.

Still, they were a friendly bunch, and she had to admit, many of their blueprints had a certain… something to them. An audacity, a vision, that many buildings lacked.

One of the architects, amusingly, also had antlers— though in their case, it was a truly ridiculous hat they wore as an affectation. Still, he and Aven had a lot of fun joking about antler issues.

There was a genuinely relaxed feel to the party. There was no shortage of food or drink, nor any real nervousness about the terrors of the Growth. Aven couldn’t help but notice that the quality of the food’s ingredients was much better than might be expected of a remote camp like this— dinner was beef slow-cooked in coconut for a day, of all things. The preparation wasn’t spectacular— the cooks were architects first and foremost— but it still struck Aven as somehow emblematic of the Wall.

It was definitely under-spiced, though, and Aven made considerable use of the camp’s spice collection.

They even had those rainbow petals that changed the colors of drinks with each sip, which Aven added to her wine happily.

The architects readily accepted the presence of the Saints— though Ypresa made herself no particular friends with her uptight attitude. They welcomed any relief from the tedium of their day to day, it seemed. Hard to believe that wandering about mutant architecture— or perhaps anti-techture- to take measurements and study its growth, all while guarded from ravenous monsters by other, inorganic monsters, could grow dull for anyone.

Tree octopuses rode their rat steeds freely through the party, queuing up in the food lines with the architects, who seemed completely unbothered by the pests. When Aven asked about them, she was informed that the Growth was a rough place to be a rodent or a cephalopod, so no reason not to let them stay so long as they behaved.

There was, of course, one topic that dominated conversations. More than mad architectural plans, more than drunken flirtations, even more than theorizing about the nature of the Growth itself.

That, of course, was coming up with schemes to take control of the Growth, to fix it.

Aven didn’t know enough about the Growth to know whether half of them made any sense. A few she knew were improbable or even impossible for other reasons— theology, theonomics, even politics. There were plenty of plans to fetch magics from other worlds to deal with the problem, since the Growth had been partially built by alien magic, but those plans tended to be short on detail, or even any specifics about what alien magics should be used.

The idea that the Growth should just be killed seemed to be a despised one here. Fixing it, harnessing it, adapting to it— these were beloved ideas. She even heard one architect claim that if everyone was educated in architecture, the Growth would be a wonderful place to live.

His argument was, of course, shot down by other architects who still wanted to have jobs as architects. And the fact that the Growth would still try to eat children and students, but the cramped job market was clearly the more persuasive deterrent.

Aven was standing with Gregor and Thea during that conversation, and Gregor, as serious as ever despite the mug of wine in his hand, snorted disdainfully after that group of architects moved on to get food from one of the fires.

“Think the Growth should be killed instead of harnessed, Greg?” Aven asked him.

“I know it should,” Gregor said, though he winced a little when she called him Greg. “Everyone knows it should, and everyone knows how to kill it. No one is willing to do it, though.”

“Wait, really?” Thea asked. “I thought the Growth was unkillable.”

Gregor shook his head. “It’s unkillable in the same way a god is unkillable. Can’t end it through violence, but you can starve it.”

“How do you starve the Growth?” Aven asked.

Gregor raised two fingers. “Takes a couple things. First, you’ve got to clear back the Wall far enough away from the Growth. For the main body… probably thirty to fifty miles.”

Thea’s eyes widened. “You’re talking about moving millions of people!”

“Millions sounds about right,” Gregor said. “That takes care of the Growth’s ability to gather food directly from the Wall. It lost its ability to harvest natural resources when it went rogue; it subsists entirely off the Wall.”

“And second?” Aven asked, curiously.

“You’ve got to pause the expansion of the rest of the city,” Gregor said. “So long as the city keeps expanding, it’s too easy for the Growth to redirect supplies and construction material shipments to the borders of its close. We don’t know how it does it, exactly— some weird mix of mental influence, social manipulation, and bureaucratic meddling— but we do know that the faster the city expands, the faster the Growth does. Pause both of those for a few decades, you starve the Growth to death.”

“You also crash the economy and theonomy of the city worse than Turoapt,” Thea protested.

Gregor raised an eyebrow, then turned away from the firelight to gaze out at the twisted wasteland of mutant architecture.

“That you would,” he said. “That you would.”

Aven couldn’t find it in herself to join Thea and Gregor’s somber mood— she didn’t see much of a downside. The Wall got screwed either way.

Part of her had a strong preference, she had to admit, for the Wall never getting their act together, never killing the Growth, until it killed Cambrias’ Wall.

But who knew how far the Wall would have spread by then? And who knew how badly the Growth would poison the moon as it spread?

Aven scowled, but after a moment, the scowl faded off her face as she eyed her own empty wine tankard.

Tonight wasn’t a night for apocalyptic contemplations.

Tonight was a night for free drinks.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

The Ribcage Road

Thea was very careful to moderate her drinking at the architect’s camp— perhaps too much, honestly. She was, at best, tipsy when she went to sleep, and didn’t have the slightest hint of a hangover in the morning.

The architects didn’t set any guards, nor seem even remotely stressed about the bluelife and other dangers of the Growth. Even Seno seemed more relaxed, having decided that the stones under their feet were <close enough> to real flagstones to count.

Thea vaguely wondered whether the architects could make a safe camp anywhere, or just at certain spots, but she didn’t particularly share Aven’s fascination with the weirdness of the architect camp.

She honestly didn’t think too much of them— a bunch of spoiled rich kids, the sort who talked a big game about social change, but never did anything to actually threaten their guaranteed prosperous futures. They even had lots of mildly-banned books lying around, the sort that let them think of themselves as daring rebels, but wouldn’t earn them more than a slap on the wrist from the city censors. The strikers didn’t even glance twice at the banned books.

Though Thea did notice a copy of The City of Bridges lying around, which was definitely not mildly banned. Possession of that slender little book was an automatic one-year jail sentence— and selling or distributing copies of it was a life sentence in the prison closes. There were more harshly banned books, but most of those were things like poisoner’s handbooks, death cultist holy books, or guides for Ascenders.

Thea was the first of the group awake, save Erreta, long before any of the architects. One failed attempt to make conversation with Erreta later— involving lots of cryptic statements about material properties and frictionless mathematics— and Thea chose to grab some leftover roast ham from last night and read from the book on anointment theory Aven had gotten her.

Aven had left several notes in the book for her, including a handy guide as to which sections to read first, ones that bounced between theory and practical advice on Sainthood.

It was about an hour and a half until the others started waking up, during which time Thea read about the Meditations— of which there were, apparently, either nine, fourteen, fifty-two, or a hundred and six, depending on which tradition you followed. Each of the Meditations drew on the nature of Sainthood to achieve strange bodily feats, like raising the body temperature to survive the cold or locking your muscles rigidly in place with greater strength than normal.

The authors of the book— some anonymous collection of priests— seemed equally fascinated by all the Meditations, including some that were clearly and entirely useless, like one that allowed its practitioner to better control farts. Only a handful of the Meditations were anything Thea was particularly interested in, and most of those were far too much work.

Aven had annotated this section heavily with her own thoughts on the various Meditations— mostly dismissive.

The authors, sadly, went into little detail about the gnostic Meditations that supposedly made their warrior-monks so deadly. Not that Thea expected different— if the gnostic battle Meditations were more widely known, they would have long since lost their guerrilla war against the Wall’s mercenaries.

By and large, any given Meditation was a downgrade from an actual godgift, but they were interesting nonetheless.

Along with the Meditations, Thea read about the actual mechanics of Sainthood— a truly fierce arena of scholarly debate. There seemed to be roughly three schools of thought. The first was that Sainthood really did provide energy in a literal form to Saints— it had been the dominant one through most of history, but was losing ground against the other two as studies of chemistry, biology, and theology advanced, though it wasn’t out of the race yet, especially since the discovery of trace lightning coursing through the nervous system.

The second and third schools of thought both claimed that Saint souls were manifesting godstuff within the human body to enhance it— small quantities of air, bits of food, temporary blood or blood clots to counteract bleeding, that sort of thing. One school of thought believed that it was the body guiding this process, and that Saint souls merely responded to physical needs. The other school of thought believed that the soul itself was the guiding blueprint, leaning heavily on the existence of folks like Aven born with body-soul mismatches as evidence.

Thea didn’t know enough to pick a side, but it was in that section that one of Aven’s annotations took a very different tone than the rest.

Careful trusting the strikers, Thea. They’re definitely trying to get on our good sides— yours especially. I don’t think they’re trying to steal the tablet directly, but they’re definitely up to something.

Thea did her best to keep reading after that note, but her mind kept drifting back to it.

Aven was just being paranoid, surely.

Surely.

Thea had been up for nearly two and a half hours, reading and playing with her tuning forks to distract her from Aven’s note, before the whole group was ready to move. Most of the architects were still asleep in their tents when the seven of them congregated around a map table in one of the bigger tents— though one architect Saint with color-changing hair lazily joined them, flopping down in a comfy arm-chair off to one side of the room.

Thea could tell a high-quality cosmetic boon when she saw one— she’d wager that his family had serious money, to pay for his prismatic hair.

She’d seen a lot of expensive cosmetic boons here in the camp— and couldn’t help but notice that though almost all the architects were younger than she was, a depressing number of them were already Saints, though obviously not combat ones.

No better route to power than having a rich family.

“So what route are we taking, boss?” Arimov asked Gregor.

“You know which one,” Gregor said, not looking up from the maps.

Thea settled in next to him, looking over the maps of the Growth with equal intensity.

“Oh, come on,” Lupisis protested. “We could easily chain together a route between architect camps, go at least nine-tenths of the way without having to camp out in the Growth.”

“That would take at least a couple weeks,” Gregor said. “We’re going to take the Ribcage Road through the Incoherency.”

Ypresa, Arimov, and Lupisis all groaned. Even Erreta seemed miffed.

“The what?” Thea asked.

“The worst part of the Growth,” Ypresa muttered.

“Not the most dangerous,” Arimov added. “Outside of the expansion zones on the border, that would be the Lymph Sewers, the Neural Tenements, or maybe the Shopping Hive.”

“Nope, the Ventvines are the most dangerous,” the architect with the color-changing hair said.

Thea frowned as she finally located the Ribcage Road on the map, but didn’t say anything.

“My vote for most dangerous is the Inversion, but the Incoherency is the worst to travel through,” Lupisis agreed. “It’s the part of the Growth that doesn’t even try to mimic the city, it’s just a huge jumble of nonsense, an unmappable waste that constantly shifts over weeks and months. You can cross most of it on the Ribcage Road, but there’s long stretches where the Waste oozes over the Road, or the Road just vanishes for miles. It’s a hassle and a half to clamber over, even ignoring bluelife threats and the immune defenders.”

“Immune defenders?” Aven asked. “I’ve read a lot about the Growth, but never heard of those.”

Thea thought she’d maybe heard of them once or twice, but couldn’t remember anything about them.

“They’re distant cousins to poliphages,” Gregor said. “Dangerous, but thankfully pretty uncommon. Now, unless anyone else has any other reasonable routes that take us to where we’re going?”

“The Hungering Market?” Arimov offered. “Only a little slower than the Ribcage Road.”

Gregor considered that for a minute, then shook his head. “Too high a risk of a market day, this time of year. We’ll stick to the Ribcage Road.”

There were sighs and groans, but the group quickly gathered together their gear.

Thea considered taking that chance to speak to Aven about her note, but she had no idea whether any of the strikers had enhanced hearing— honestly, she’d be a bit shocked if a master archer like Ypresa didn’t have a huge suite of sensory boons.

Once they’d gathered a couple of hungover architects to let them out of the circle of poliphages, they set off without further ado.

It was only a half-day hike to the border of the Ribcage Road— one interspersed with bluelife attacks, and one brief assault by a confused poliphage that wandered off partway through the fight. With a team of seven Saints, they fought off the attackers easily enough. Thea found herself taking point against many of the most heavily armored foes— her combat fork was surprisingly useful for stunning them.

During most of that time, one or two of the striker Saints always walked alongside her, praying to Seno to pay for Erreta’s flagstone boon.

She noticed a couple of oddities on the way there. The first was in the shape of the Growth itself— its imitation wall segments were getting taller and thicker, the intersections and splits more common, and the barren closes in between were steadily shrinking.

The second thing she noticed was a strange whine at the edge of her hearing, one that seemed to grow while she wielded her combat fork. Or… maybe two different tones? When she finally brought it up to Gregor, while he was taking a turn praying to Seno, he just nodded.

“You’ve got some sort of hearing enhancement boon?” he asked her, letting the visor of his helmet dissolve into motes of godstuff.

“Something like that,” Thea said, thinking of the perfect pitch her bronze combat fork gave her.

“You’re hearing the Growth,” Gregor told her. “It uses high-pitched and low-pitched tones out of the range of human hearing as one of the methods to control bluelife. The especially low-pitched tones can provoke feelings of unease or even fear in people— so if you start feeling creeped out for no reason, check what you’re hearing.”

“I imagine I’ll always have a reason to feel creeped out here,” Thea said, looking at the malformed buildings rising at strange angles from the ground around them, with mimic-flesh instead of mortar between their stones.

“Can’t argue there,” Gregor said, his visor reforming.

“Thanks, Gregor,” she said, clapping his armored shoulder in thanks.

“Anytime, Thea,” he said. Her name in his deep voice sent a small thrill through her, even with the unease due to Aven’s suspicions.

As she turned her attention back to the Growth around them, she couldn’t help but pore over all the aid from the strikers— on the free boons, on the way they were trading for a boon for Erreta with such generous terms for both Seno and Thea. Did they really even want that boon? Would Erreta just sever the flagstone boon later in favor of something else more useful?

Were the strikers just buttering her up for something?

Part of her immediately jumped to the thought that they might be recruiting her, that she might be finally getting her chance to join the strikers— but Thea immediately set that idea aside as childish dreaming. Even if she was keeping up with the strikers in combat, striker training wasn’t just combat training— it was, first and foremost, intended to help Saints with wildly diverse abilities work together smoothly as a team. There were all sorts of team maneuvers, code words, hand signs, and group tactics to learn— not to mention any number of other skills they kept secret.

Besides, they wouldn’t need to offer her so many boons to recruit her, Thea was pretty sure they could have convinced her to pay them for the privilege of joining.

They passed within viewing distance of the Inversion at one point. It was a particularly low wall segment that held the most normal-looking architecture she’d seen yet— perfectly formed houses and shops— but instead of rising up from the wall, the buildings sank down into it. Exterior walls of homes became the interior walls of pits, roof tiles became the pit floors. It was as though some giant had pushed the buildings down into the wall without breaking them.

“You do not want to know what lives in the Inversion,” Lupisis said. “There’s more than one reason it’s named that. And anyone who gets pulled into one of the doors or windows in those pits… well, maybe a Divine could survive it, but no one else.”

None of the others wanted to explain either, and even Gregor showed signs of nervousness being so close to the Inversion, so they moved on quickly.

Another hour later, after they crossed a wall segment whose streets slowly expanded and contracted as though breathing, they rounded a corner and Thea caught her first view of the Incoherency and the Ribcage Road.

The Ribcage Road was much less organic than she’d expected— rather than actual bone jutting out over the flagstones, it was shaded by hundreds of flying buttresses, like you’d see on any one of thousands of cathedrals atop Cambrias’ Wall, curving up and over the road on either side. Some met evenly in the middle, others connected to nothing, and a handful jutted out into the air at bizarre angles.

Still, she saw why it was so named— it looked like nothing so much as the ribcage of some impossibly long snake, one far longer than any crawler.

The Incoherency, though… the Incoherency didn’t look like anything.

It really was well-named— pillars jutted at forty-five degree angles through windows with glass frames; staircases choked and strangled each other as they breached stationary ocean waves formed out of brickwork and stucco; walls angled wildly before exploding into literal spider-webs of pipes.

If the Incoherency had just been a true jumble of rubble, it would have been easier to make sense of, it would have possessed that specific type of order common to disaster and chaos. This, though… this possessed too much meaning to be rubble, but not enough pattern to actually make sense of. It teased the brain, strained it, offered understandings that it never delivered.

“You think that’s bad, wait until you see the labyrinth,” Ypresa said.

“There’s a labyrinth in the Growth?” Thea asked.

“Three of them,” Gregor said. “Two of them are small, though, and nowhere near our route. The big one… yeah, it’s a nasty. You’ll see it soon enough, though, let’s get moving.”

The Ribcage Road started outside the Incoherency, thankfully, so they wouldn’t have to climb across the mad surfaces just yet. As they entered the shadow of the towering flying buttresses, two things happened. First, Cambrias’ blessing deactivated— apparently, while the blessing tolerated the Growth, the Ribcage Road and the Incoherency no longer counted as being atop the Wall. And second, Seno began counting the flagstones of the street in two voices simultaneously.

The first voice was delighted at having real, sensible flagstones to count for once. They were wide, well-set, and most of them had actual mortar instead of mimic flesh between them.

The second voice, though…

The second voice was tense and miserable, as Seno tried his best to ignore the Incoherency to either side of the Ribcage Road.

Thea began praying to the little god to comfort him, but in truth, she didn’t feel much calmer herself.


CHAPTER FORTY

Unmappable Waste

The pace of bluelife attacks picked up while they were on the Ribcage Road, but Aven found herself less and less concerned by them. Partially because the blueforms were no longer attacking in swarms, but rather individually or in smaller groups, and partially because for once, they actually had stable footing in the form of the Ribcage Road. It grew easy enough that instead of fighting with her fists, Aven just ripped a thick lead pipe out of the Incoherency next to the road to hit bugs with. An inferior, weaker weapon than her fists, but it kept more bug guts off her.

Aven spent a lot of the time examining the Ribcage Road, wondering what malformed impulse by the Growth had given rise to something so sensible, if weird. Had it perhaps been a church that just… kept expanding its floor and buttresses past its walls and ceiling? Hard to tell. There might be clues at the end, and there was supposed to be something different at the midpoint.

She didn’t spend much time wondering about the Incoherency. It was fairly obvious what it was— the logical penultimate state of cancer, growth for growth’s sake without any other concerns guiding it. Reckless, relentless life, freed from the shackles of mortality.

The ultimate state of cancer, of course, was collapse and death— the end of any unsustainable growth. Without mortality to cull growth, there could be no other end.

Even more of Aven’s time was spent watching the strikers, watching them fight and considering their abilities. Whether or not the strikers were on the level, Aven was learning a lot from seeing how they used their boons in combat.

Erreta was probably the striker she had the least to learn directly from— Aven had absolutely no interest in becoming a miracle smith like them. Still, she’d never seen another miracle smith create such elaborate constructions before, with such a wide range of materials, so watching them was deeply entertaining.

Ypresa… well, Aven had seen plenty of master archers before. Ypresa was one of the better ones, and could manifest crazy numbers of godstuff arrows, but Aven doubted she would do well if a close-combat specialist reached her.

Gregor was no doubt terrifying, a mix of weapon master and miracle smith, but he offered fairly limited lessons to Aven.

No, it was Lupisis and Arimov who interested her most. Lupisis for obvious reasons— Aven still hadn’t figured out how the woman was so ridiculously strong— but Arimov clearly had an exceptionally well-balanced set of enhancement boons. He hadn’t used his weird shadow boon again, but he was a lethal swordsman regardless, whether his twin blades were acting as normal swords or had extended into their segmented blade-whip forms.

He was, she suspected, nearly on par with her when it came to physical enhancement, if more focused on grace and speed than durability and strength. Certainly he was ahead of any of the other strikers save Lupisis.

After a fight with tentacled pillbugs, Arimov caught her looking. “You’re wondering why I’m not using my shadow?”

“In part,” Aven admitted.

“I don’t need it right now,” he said. “Its godstuff has a ton of weird, exotic physical properties to behave as it does, and it’s a huge strain on my soul to maintain it for too long. It’s best saved for bigger fights.”

“Makes sense,” Aven said. “But…”

“But you’re wondering why I use it at all, instead of just getting more general, less gimmicky boons,” Arimov finished for her.

Aven shrugged. “Was going to be more polite about saying so, but yeah.”

“I didn’t want to have a gimmick at first,” Arimov said. “There’s a good reason the strike teams push us so hard towards specialization or gimmicks, though.”

“Which is?”

“Gimmick and specialist fighters win more,” Arimov said. “If you’re a generalist, it all comes down to raw power and skill. Gimmicks like mine are a wild card, though, because no one has the time to train to fight every gimmick. Sure, someone could train dozens of hours to fight against my shadow form, learn to predict my strikes without the usual visual cues folks depend on… but to train against Erreta’s manifestations, or Gregor switching weapons every few seconds as well? When would they have time to practice their basic training?”

“Fair point, but still can’t say I entirely agree,” Aven said.

“Few of your sisters do,” Arimov said.

She shot him a sharp glance as they passed through a particularly thick cluster of flying buttresses.

“Of course we looked up Amena’s file,” Arimov told her. “Not many alien gods have stuck around as long as her, and not many gods at all offer such comprehensive… boons. Or boon. We’re not really sure which.”

“Neither is she. It’s almost like… a boon that can be focused in onto specific body systems, or out onto the body in general,” Aven told him, mildly exasperated at having to explain that to someone for what must have been the thousandth time, when she really just wanted him to get to the point.

“Weird, but not really important right now,” Arimov said. “What matters is that most of your sisters reach Sainthood, and a few even rise to Divinity, but few of them take many boons besides Amena’s.”

“And…?” Aven said.

“And it doesn’t help against your… eldest sister. She’s always going to be stronger, faster, and more skilled than any of you. She’s had centuries to train, she’s nigh unkillable, and she doesn’t suffer from the hubris and addiction of other Ascendants. Amena’s boons merely mimic her alien magic.”

“I’m not her mimic,” Aven growled.

Arimov held up his hands placatingly. “Poor choice of words, my apologies. You understand my point, though.”

“I do,” Aven admitted. “I’ve genuinely just never encountered any gimmick that appeals to me. Or any specialization besides being hard to kill.”

Arimov shrugged. “You think of anything, we could probably get you access to a boon to accomplish it. You’re still early in your journey through Sainthood.”

Aven clapped Arimov on the back a couple times. “I’ll give it some thought. You have some good points.”

The next few minutes were fairly quiet, interrupted only by a small convoy of tree octopuses riding rats down the road in the other direction. Aven and the others all politely moved to one side to let the creatures pass, getting cheerful waves from the cephalopods as they did so.

“Oh, gods curse it,” Ypresa complained ahead of them. “This patch wasn’t here last time.”

Aven rounded the curve in the Ribcage Road, then spotted what Ypresa spoke of.

The Incoherency had oozed over the road, mounding up over the buttresses and heaping up until the road was completely impassible, save for a small gap the vermin train must have slipped through.

Gregor muttered something, even his usually unflappable demeanor showing a crack of irritation. He took a moment to lean out over both sides of the road, peered up at the buttresses, and sighed.

“Buttresses aren’t close together here to go above easily, unless we want to strain Thea and Erreta, so we’re going right.”

The others followed him around the mounded masonry, plumbing, and furniture, one by one hopping down off the neat flagstones and onto the jumble.

When it was Aven’s turn, she found it to be much more solid than expected— it was no trash-heap, but a largely solid construction.

That didn’t make it much easier to climb over. Finding places to safely step, with no protruding nails or slicks of oozing… stuff, was nothing if not tedious.

They only had to go a couple hundred feet to rejoin the road, but it took at least twenty minutes for them all to pick their way across. Thankfully, blueforms only attacked once during that process, and Ypresa sniped the bright blue dirigible slugs before they could float close to them.

By the time they climbed back on the road, Aven understood exactly why the strikers hated the Incoherency so much. She’d rather cross sand dunes or marsh mud any day than the irrational anti-techture.

“We can still turn back and fight horrific monsters instead,” Lupisis offered.

“I’m game for monsters,” Aven said immediately.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but me too,” Thea added.

Gregor sighed. “Let’s go, folks.”

Over the next few hours, they had to clamber over three more interruptions in the Road. One of them was another patch that had grown over the road, the other two were actual gaps in the Road. Each traversal was more miserable than the last, with the gaps growing longer and rougher the deeper into the Incoherency they hiked.

There was a particularly long briar of tangled pipes they were able to skip— the flying buttresses were close and level enough to just walk across over the half-mile of overgrown road. Erreta constructed them a ladder up, while Thea bridged those few gaps too far for the group to jump easily.

They were a hundred or so feet into another full gap when monsters hit them.

“Immune defenders incoming! Thea, Erreta, get us a path back to the road now,” Gregor shouted.

The two raced to comply— Thea manifesting flagstones just above the ground, Erreta stretching a simple plank bridge atop them, rather than trying to balance it on the chaotic ground.

While they did that, Aven peered about, looking for the threat.

It took a few seconds to spot them, because they resembled nothing more than ripples moving through the Incoherency towards them. They weren’t discrete entities, more just patterns and shifts within the terrain itself, warping and reshaping the ground in their wake.

Aven only had a second to look before it was her turn on the bridge.

The last of them just barely got back onto the road when the ripples reached them. They slowed almost to a halt, then began to tear themselves free from the ground, building their bodies out of whatever was handy.

The first was a hideous tangle of pipes and faucets, slowly pulling itself into the semblance of some great ape. The second, a crude ox of masonry and shattered glass, with a metal girder for a spine. The third was an amorphous mass of cement fragments, lumping its way forward with a grinding noise.

“Bludgeoning is the only effective strategy,” Gregor said, manifesting a sledgehammer in his hands. “We’re going to have to take them apart piece by piece. Arimov, Ypresa, stand back.”

It took them almost fifteen minutes to batter the slow-moving inorganic entities apart, themselves being slowly pushed back down the road the whole time. Thea and Lupisis teamed up together against the pipe-ape— whenever the mimic exterminator hit it enough with her combat fork set to the right frequency, it set the whole thing’s body to singing like a monstrous pipe flute, confusing and stunning it enough for Lupisis to bend and twist its pipes with her mad strength.

Aven played a careful game of tag with the ox, meanwhile, letting it charge towards her before dodging and battering it with punches, its pelt of glass shards dissolving fruitlessly against her fists.

Gregor relentlessly battered away at the dry cement ooze with his sledgehammer, dodging from its ponderous slaps, while Erreta manifested lead block after lead block in mid-air to drop down on the beast.

When the last of the Growth’s immune defenders finally crumbled into debris, the five of them who had been fighting all collapsed down on the ground to rest, while Arimov and Ypresa stood guard.

“This place is terrible,” Aven said, once she’d finally caught her breath.

“You said it,” Thea said, adjusting the dials on her combat fork.

“Told you so,” Ypresa said.

<I think it’s fun,> Amena told Aven.

“Of course you do,” Aven replied under her breath. “You said the same thing about the temple of that god of biting flies, too.”

<Good times,> Amena said happily.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

The Truth of the Matter

Thea caught her first glimpses of the large labyrinth while crossing the longest Incoherent patch yet, one that stretched over a mile, with only occasional buttresses rising from the buried Ribcage Road below it.

As she tottered across dense thickets of pipe, edged over slippery ledges of sinks, she could make no sense of the glimpses of the labyrinth she caught— she could tell it was different than the Growth, far different than the Incoherency, but no more. Her eyes couldn’t seem to linger on it for long.

She contemplated manifesting a flagstone to stand atop, to get more stable footing for a better look, then thought better of it.

No, they were almost to a place to rest, and she had a feeling she would need her soul well-rested as well.

Thea was once again deeply grateful to her new night vision boon— the reflected light of Viseas was enough for the others to travel by, certainly, but they slipped and bruised themselves far more than she, Arimov, or Ypresa did.

She did her best to keep her eyes on what passed for ground as she scaled the frozen household waves— it helped to suppress the feeling of simultaneous agoraphobia and claustrophobia.

Thea had spent her whole life living atop the Wall, was used to the contrast of living in cramped streets and buildings while being surrounded by the vast gulfs between wall segments, of always having a nearby outlook to peer down into the closes. Her mind was ill-adapted to being on this… well, it was wrong to call it flat in any sense, but the Incoherency didn’t vary in altitude much more than half again her own height, and when she crested its rhythmless frozen waves, she could see nothing but its surface for miles, stretching to the horizon. There were no closes, no semaphore golems or great temples rising up, nothing but the Ribcage Road and the half-glimpsed labyrinth to break the monotony.

She could almost swear she could see the surface move, but never when she looked at it directly, and it was supposed to grow at a pace too slow to see without great patience, at speeds comparable to a houseplant.

Not that there were any plants here to compare it to. The Incoherency was even more hostile to flora than the rest of the Growth.

Finally, finally they reached their rest point— a great metal disc raised twenty feet above the surface atop flying buttresses, the precise midpoint of the Ribcage Road, though not the Incoherency.

The climb up was easy enough, astride a queerly angled buttress they could simply walk on.

Everyone collapsed wordlessly atop the huge lead circle to rest, all exhausted by their brutal trek. Even Aven was exhausted, despite her immense endurance.

There was some sort of seal imprinted into the lead disc, but Thea didn’t bother giving it more than a cursory glance— Gregor had already told her of it, describing it as more simulation by the Growth, with text that contained a few letters, but no sense.

No, Thea’s attention was for the labyrinth— yet she found she could no more make it out than she had been able to before.

It was clearly a city in shape— a traditional city, nothing like the Wall— but she could only see it as a whole. When she tried to focus on any particular, her eyes rapidly lost track of whether a rectangle was a window or door, whether her eyes were following a street or roof, whether she was staring at a wall or the ground. She felt she should be able to recognize everything, felt that the labyrinth city should make sense to her eyes, but it was as though her memories simply couldn’t connect with what lay before her eyes.

It did not resemble the other labyrinths she’d read of, which were simple mazes of traps and monsters, or drifting clouds with perilously shifting paths inside, or strange holes in the sea.

It did not resemble anything she had ever seen, ever heard of. It was, in a single word, madness. True madness, insanity writ large, a hallucination reified into stone, wood, and metal. Or perhaps stone, wood, and metal conceptualized into hallucination.

And as madness, it was infinitely cleaner and preferable to the Growth. It was mere distortion, not a hideous warping. It was merely content to be its incomprehensible self, not intent on growing and devouring.

Thea found an odd sort of contentment in the way the Growth strained for the labyrinth, reached for it, but was unable to grasp it more than loosely at the edges.

She sighed, then flopped back onto the disc, staring up at the stars. This far into the Growth, the sky was only polluted at the horizon by the Wall’s innumerable lights. Between that and her night vision, she could see ten times more stars than she ever had before.

She gladly would have taken hours more to watch them, but when she felt herself growing rested enough, she climbed back to her feet, began warming up once more by walking around the edges of the disc.

“Oh, come on,” Ypresa complained. “You’re the weakest one here, you should be resting for ages still. You’re gonna make Gregor start us moving again.”

“I’m with you,” Gregor said, sounding more tired than Thea had heard him before. “Thea, learn to rest, huh?”

“Just don’t want my muscles to get stiff,” Thea said idly, continuing her circuit, stepping over a half-asleep Lupisis.

As she walked, she briefly made eye contact with Aven, but made no sign as she felt Seno reach out privately to her to pass on a message.

Most of her attention was on the ground around them, though.

A few heartbeats later, Amena reached out to Thea privately with Aven’s own message.

Finally, on Thea’s third circuit, she stopped next to Aven, unstoppered her canteen, and took a small drink— but not enough to slosh in her stomach.

Then she turned to face the disc, pulled the bronze combat fork from her back, and rolled her neck.

“Shall we get this over with, then?” Thea asked the strike team.

“Thea, what are you talking about?” Arimov asked gently. “We’re on the same team here.”

Thea shook her head. “I really wanted to believe that. Getting to work beside you was like a childhood dream come true. But even putting Aven’s suspicions aside, even putting aside the fact that it was too good to be true— things don’t add up.”

“Thea, I don’t know what’s come over you,” Lupisis started, but Thea interrupted her.

“You shouldn’t have let me study the maps at the architect’s camp,” Thea said. “Heading this way makes absolutely no sense— it just takes us deeper and deeper into the Growth, and dead-ends near its heart. Which doesn’t seem to make much sense. If you really wanted to aid us, you’d have taken us an entirely different route. If you wanted to take Isimadu’s tablet, you could have done so with ease, any time after we left the Armory.”

“With great ease,” Ypresa said sarcastically.

“You know what I think?” Aven said. “I think they want us to kill the Growth. I think they want us to force Isimadu to use the godslayer boon on its heart.”

Erreta tilted their head. “A fascinating idea, but likely wouldn’t work. The Growth only partially lives in the Firmament, not wholly so like a god.”

Thea ignored them and just stared at Gregor.

He met her gaze evenly for a long time, then sighed without breaking eye contact. “You’re right. We are trying to use you and Isimadu. But you’re wrong about a couple things. First, we’re not heading to the heart of the Growth— we’re heading to the labyrinth.”

Thea frowned in confusion. “You want to take us to another world?”

Gregor shook his head, then turned to look towards the mad labyrinth. “No, just to venture into its outskirts. The labyrinths have an unusual property, you see— they’re immune to any sort of seer’s boon, or alien scrying magic. But then, it’s likely overkill, because the Incoherency itself possesses similar properties. This deep into it, this close to the labyrinth… I would imagine we’re safe from listening gods.”

“What do you need to say that requires that sort of privacy?” Aven demanded.

Thea didn’t say anything, already sure of what Gregor was about to say.

“We don’t want to kill the Growth. Gods around us, that’s the last thing we want to do.”

He slowly turned back to face them, his face slashed with a smile sharper than any steel.

“We want to kill Cambrias.”

Thea’s heart crashed like thunder in her chest as Gregor continued.

“It’s not the sort of plan we can speak out loud atop the Wall. It’s been centuries since Cambrias has needed to stir himself, centuries since he’s paid attention to his worshipers, centuries since that bloated spider has had to do anything but be fed more prayers than any other god in the moon’s history. But he doesn’t have to— if literally any of his servant gods or worshipers heard us, we’d have entire armies hunting us.”

“Why do you need to speak to us?” Thea demanded. “We’re… nobodies.”

“Speak for yourself,” Aven muttered.

Gregor’s smile grew less razored, more genuine. “You’re hardly nobodies. Do you know how few Guardsmen would have taken the risks you did to accomplish your mission? Or how many escaped prisoners would have leapt to a guard’s aid? Who wouldn’t have succumbed to temptation and sold the tablet for enough money to buy a whole wall segment?”

“Precious few,” Arimov said.

“More, do you know how many of those would share our reasons to hate the Wall, to hate Cambrias?” Gregor asked. “Who missed out on their dreams due to the Guard’s corruption, who were forced to fight civilians in the Turoapt Riots?”

“Lot of guards were forced to do that,” Thea protested.

“Most of them didn’t draw the maps you did,” Gregor said knowingly, and Thea just gaped at him.

“And Aven,” he said, turning towards the antlered woman. “I have to admit that we couldn’t find much about your past, but… I recognize your accent. Not many forest folk have much reason to love the Wall these days.”

“I was in Noriach,” Aven said, and Gregor winced.

“I wasn’t there, but I heard the stories,” he said. “So yes, you have plenty of reason to hate the Wall.”

She just nodded.

“And you both recognize the evils of the Wall,” Gregor continued. “You recognize how much poverty and oppression it’s inflicted upon the groundlings and the people in its resource extraction zones. Surely you’ve seen some of the sheer destruction the Wall has inflicted upon nature, can guess how much more it will devastate the moon as it expands.”

Gregor sighed. “I spent decades denying the evidence before my eyes, decades fighting to protect the greatest theonomic engine of exploitation to ever exist. You know what broke me, convinced me of the truth? The same thing as you, Thea.”

“The Turoapt Riots,” she whispered.

“The Turoapt Riots,” Gregor agreed. “Do you know how many civilians the strikers slaughtered? And when it was over, do you know how many assassinations they had us perform? Oh, not of the fools responsible for the crisis, either. We weren’t punishing the greedy who triggered the crisis— we were hunting down its critics. Hunting down those who were trying to hold the perpetrators accountable.”

“We are bathed in blood,” Erreta said, their voice thick with emotion.

“We’re not the only ones, either,” Gregor continued. “This isn’t a fool’s crusade— there are hundreds of strikers involved, just waiting for our opportunity to bring down the city. To save the moon, the multiverse, from the Wall.”

“Well, strictly speaking, our main plan was to carry out a surreptitious campaign of sabotage to allow the Growth to, well, outgrow the Wall, and to devour it from within,” Arimov said. “This is just us seizing a rare opportunity.”

“We don’t just want the tablet,” Lupisis said. “We want you.”

“Sure, you’re weak right now,” Ypresa said. “But all power takes is wealth, and we have plenty of that. I don’t particularly like either of you, but I’ve got to admit, you’ve both got what it takes to run with us.”

“We don’t like you either,” Aven replied to Ypresa.

“Help us do the right thing,” Gregor said, reaching out his hand.

Thea sighed and let her combat fork’s tines hit the lead disc with a dull thunk. She changed her grip on its handle to use it as a walking stick, then slowly advanced towards Gregor, thumping the tines against the seal with each step to emphasize her words.

“You’re not wrong about Cambrias or the Wall. You’re not wrong about the costs to nature, or… any of it, really.”

She came to a stop in the dead center of the seal, and struck the tines against it harder than ever, then leaned forward on the combat fork, staring Gregor dead in the eyes.

“But I’m sure you heard the reports about the Unclean Knives,” Thea said. “I’m sure you’ve heard what happened to Faneras’ worshippers who had blessings partway to becoming boons.”

“Illness, neurological damage, or death,” Erreta offered in a helpful tone of voice.

“Exactly,” Thea said. “And how many millions of people does that describe atop the Wall? Myself included.”

“They made their choice when they became Wall Guards,” Arimov said. “They chose to engage in this system of brutality.”

“And you can just sever Cambrias’ blessing before we kill him,” Lupisis added. “You’ll be fine.”

“You are asking me to help murder millions of human beings,” Thea asked. “And it’s not just that, either. You kill Cambrias, you’re going to throw the whole city into chaos, probably kick off multiple civil wars and famines. And I guarantee you, the groundlings are going to be the ones hit hardest by all of it. And that doesn’t even touch on the Growth itself! If Cambrias’ priesthood collapses, what do you think the odds are of the containment perimeter for the Growth staying intact? It’s gonna devour the whole gods-blessed Wall before it dies, and poison a third of the continent! Not to mention the toxins that will leak into the ocean!”

“All to save hundreds of millions on the moon, billions more across the multiverse,” Gregor said. “To save nature itself. Some ends justify the means. Some prices are worth paying.”

“Except you’re not the ones shouldering the cost,” Aven objected.

Thea was prepared to keep arguing, but an unexpected voice interrupted the conversation, inserting itself into all of their minds.

Isimadu.

<They are lying. They don’t wish to recruit you for your personal characteristics. They wish to recruit you because using my godslaying gift against a High God like Cambrias won’t just kill the target— but me and the wielder as well. They intend to sacrifice you for their cause.>

Thea wished she was more shocked than she was— and that Isimadu had waited a little while longer to reveal that. Maybe she should have alerted Isimadu to the plan.

Ypresa laughed, then raised her bow. “Told you there was no point in trying, boss. Guess it’s time to do this the easy way.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be as easy as you expect,” Aven said.

Lupisis sighed. “Dear, any one of us is more than a match for both of you— and it’s five to two.”

“Actually,” Thea said, “it’s only four to two.”

At her words, Seno reached out, and granted Erreta a flagstone-manifesting boon, already bought and paid for.

And he absolutely didn’t make it gentle.

Erreta crumbled to the ground twitching as the new boon sank into their soul, and the strikers responded instantly, not even hesitating at a perceived threat.

Thea and Aven launched themselves forward to meet them.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Tricks and Traps

When the fighting started, Aven followed the plan to the letter. She would handle Lupisis and Arimov, and Thea would handle Gregor and Ypresa.

Aven launched herself straight towards Lupisis, who was probably the single biggest threat besides Gregor himself. She threw herself forward with force enough to blast through a stone wall, fist aimed right at Lupisis’ face.

While she did so, she began exhaling soulstuff into a relic.

Lupisis launched herself forward to meet Aven, and simply caught the smaller woman by the wrist.

“Please, Aven,” Lupisis said dismissively, “you’re nowhere near strong enough to go toe to toe with me. I…”

Aven swung her other fist forward, only for Lupisis to catch that wrist too. It wasn’t as effortless as the first catch, but Aven found herself completely locked in place.

Behind Lupisis, she could see Arimov checking on Erreta as his shadow manifested over his body, and off to one side she could hear the sounds of battle as Thea engaged Gregor and Ypresa.

“Now that wasn’t very smart,” Lupisis said. “I…”

Aven opened both her fists and blew, with all the force her divinely enhanced lungs could offer.

And the mounds of red powder in both her hands, the spices she’d purloined from the architect camp, flew right into Lupisis’ eyes.

“Pocket spice!” Aven cackled as the big woman yelled in pain.

As Lupisis let go and reached for her face, Aven dropped down, grabbed Lupisis by her ankle, lifted the big woman off the ground, and then spun.

Lupisis went completely horizontal to the ground as Aven whirled her once, twice, and then let her go. The Saint went flying through the air, still screaming and clutching her eyes, right at Arimov.

The swordsman dodged easily— though Aven couldn’t tell exactly how, with his shadow coat— and then Lupisis went flying far out into the Incoherency, agonized cries following in her wake.

And judging by the increased screaming as Lupisis’ flight ended, it wasn’t a pleasant landing.

Still, she’d be back, but not in time to matter.

Aven laughed. “Three to two, now! Hey, Arimov— you were right about the gimmicks!”

Arimov didn’t respond— he just charged her, his swords extending like whips.

——————

The instant the fighting started, Thea charged— not towards Gregor, but towards Ypresa.

Before she’d taken three steps, an equal number of arrows were already heading towards her, arcing straight towards her head, heart, and knee.

Thea intercepted all three with ease. Two with briefly manifested flagstones, formed at an angle so that they’d redirect the force of the arrows rather than stopping them, which put much less strain on her soul. The third she intercepted with a slight twitch of her combat fork.

Ypresa might be a lethal archer, might be able to snipe other foes from absurd distances, might be a far more powerful Saint than Thea— but Thea’s powers could almost have been tailored to cancel out Ypresa’s.

A trajectory-processing boon to predict the paths of all Ypresa’s arrows, one clearly more powerful than Ypresa’s own trajectory processor.

A reflex-boosting boon from Amena, taking Thea’s already peak reflexes up to the edge of superhuman.

Add those in with Seno’s flagstone blessing?

Ypresa didn’t have a chance in any hell to hit Thea. She could have done a lot of damage to Aven— though she’d probably have to pincushion the antlered Saint with dozens of arrows to bring her down— but not Thea, not without the element of surprise.

Gregor tried to intervene, tried to intercept her as his steel armor manifested, but Seno acted swiftly, manifesting his own flagstones in Gregor’s path— in front of his feet to trip him, in front of his face tilted vertically to block his view, even just in front of his chest to physically block him.

Thea blocked godstuff arrow after godstuff arrow during the brief seconds of her charge, deflecting them with precise twitches of her combat fork and manifested flagstones. Maybe some of Ypresa’s relic arrows could have punched through, but Thea didn’t give her time to grab any.

Then she was on Ypresa.

She stabbed forward with her combat fork, the tines going to either side of Ypresa’s reliquary bow, then twisted the fork and swung it to the side.

She tore the bow right out of Ypresa’s hands, hurling it off the disc to the warped landscape below. Thea could hear the angry musical voice of the reliquary’s god, though she couldn’t hear any words.

Then she swung again, down towards Ypresa’s leg. As she did so, Thea manifested a vertical flagstone against the inside of the archer’s leg.

The heavy bronze combat fork slammed into Ypresa’s calf with all the considerable strength Thea could muster, and with an audible crack as it pressed against the flagstone, Ypresa’s shinbone broke, bending visibly inward below the knee.

Thea let the flagstone dissolve, turning to face Gregor as Ypresa collapsed screaming to the ground behind her, in time to see Aven take care of Lupisis.

“Two on two,” Thea said with a wide smile as she adjusted the dials on her combat fork.

“You planned this out far ahead of time, didn’t you?” Gregor asked as he manifested a sword and shield into his hands.

Seno allowed the interfering flagstones to stop blocking his way— keeping them up wasn’t a strain so far, but he couldn’t wear himself out just yet.

“We did, thank you for noticing,” Thea said.

“I genuinely underestimated you,” Gregor said. “I don’t do that often. And it won’t happen again.”

“We’ll see,” Thea said, and lunged for him.

When her combat fork struck against his shield, it should have started humming. Two or three blows should have been enough to make him drop the shield— it was already precisely tuned for his manifested steel. It’s why Thea had made a point to interact with Gregor’s armor before, why she had listened carefully to the sounds of his fights against bluelife.

But when her fork slammed against the shield, nothing happened. The steel simply seemed to… absorb the vibrations, and the fork didn’t start humming.

In her surprise, she barely managed to manifest a flagstone to block Gregor’s sword-strike in return.

“Oh, look, you’ve underestimated me as well,” Gregor said. “Did you think I wouldn’t be ready for that trick? That I wouldn’t figure out how to stop your combat fork?”

“You changed the vibrational qualities of your shield,” Thea accused.

“Guilty as charged,” Gregor admitted.

“And made it weaker as a result,” Thea noted, seeing the dent she’d left in the shield.

“Not weak enough to help you,” Gregor said, and renewed his assault.

——————

Aven couldn’t land a blow on Arimov. Every time she punched him, she found that the side of his body she thought was forward was actually back, or that he was a foot farther away than she’d thought. Fighting a contourless silhouette offered her no context clues, tricked her eyes and her reflexes, might have even been worse than fighting blind.

She tried charging him head-on, but with his speed and unpredictability, he slipped out of the way each time, landing more strikes on her, switching his blades freely between their whip and sword forms.

None of his own blows did serious damage— the glancing slashes only scratched her blessed leather duster, while most of the heavier blows that could cut through the leather only sunk through the first layer, then struck against the embedded jack chain armor. Others bounced off her antlers, not more than chipping them, while she managed to punch aside other strikes.

A few attacks slipped through her defenses, though. Leaving a long slice along one cheek, a gash by her exposed collar, a puncture above her boot. None of them landed precisely enough to sink deep into her reinforced flesh, but she was already bleeding, and the strain would quickly start building on her body and soul— especially considering the relic she’d been breathing soulstuff into since the start of the fight.

“Did you like my spice gimmick?” Aven asked, pulling back a little. “That really was great advice on your part.”

He lashed out with his whip-blade, testing her defenses, but she stepped aside easily from the feint.

“Dirty fighting is hardly a gimmick,” Arimov said. “And you clearly thought of it before our conversation. It was well-done, though. My shadow will prevent it from working on me, however.”

She did her best not to be creeped out by the fact that the inside of Arimov’s mouth was the only thing she could see when he talked.

“I don’t think it will,” Aven said, one hand hovering close to her duster’s pocket. “I think that the one part of your body still exposed is your pupils— if they weren’t, you wouldn’t be able to see through the godstuff of your shadows.”

She shot her hand towards her pocket, and Arimov lunged straight towards her the instant she did so, confirming her suspicions.

She wasn’t trying for more pepper, though.

Instead, she breathed soulstuff into a relic. Well, a second relic. She had been powering another relic since the fight began. This new relic, though, she was delighted to finally use.

The belt buckle with the embossed fist she’d gotten from the Armory.

A pale, translucent green godstuff fist erupted from the belt buckle and blasted towards Arimov’s chest. Already committed to his lunge, he was unable to change course in time, and the blow sent him reeling backward.

“Oh, gods yes that was satisfying,” Aven said. “Been waiting to use that for ages.”

“Really?” Arimov said, rubbing his chest. “That’s just tacky.”

Aven laughed, then thrust her hips and sent another godstuff fist flying towards Arimov.

He dodged easily, of course, but Aven was already thrusting her hips again to attack. Arimov was forced to start dancing around the battlefield to dodge her attacks, doing his best to avoid Erreta and Ypresa on the ground and the fierce fighting between Thea and Gregor.

“You can’t keep this up forever! And is the hip thrusting really necessary?” Arimov demanded.

“It’s necessary for my enjoyment!” Aven said, laughing.

Honestly, it wasn’t necessary at all, and it was a major tell that let Arimov predict her strikes, but she wasn’t actually trying to hit him.

Arimov kept trying to close on her, and a couple times actually got close enough to land glancing whip-blade strikes on her duster— but the jack chain hidden in her duster deflected most of the blows, and he immediately had to retreat, because Aven would like little more than to get into grappling range with the slippery Saint.

She kept taunting him, kept thrusting her hips before each godstuff fist from her belt buckle, never seriously expecting to hit him.

And then, after just a couple minutes, Arimov simply… came to a halt. Dropped his swords and fell to his knees as his shadow coating dissolved around him.

His face was flushed, he was drenched with sweat, and his lungs were heaving to get breath.

“What did you do to me?” he demanded as he collapsed forward onto his hands. “Another of your dirty tricks? Some kind of poison?”

“Nah,” Aven said, striding towards him. “Just figured out your gimmick, was all. See, I thought it was weird that you never used your shadow during the day, because it wouldn’t actually be any less effective in combat. It’s not a stealth boon, after all, it’s an optical illusion boon to confuse foes.”

She reached down and plucked something out from between the two scabbards on his back, careful not to burn herself. A small ceramic rod she’d planted while they crossed the Ribcage Road.

The relic of Rosiri Thea had given her.

“Your shadow traps heat incredibly well,” Aven said. “This on top of trapping every bit of light that hits it. If you tried to use it during the day, you’d literally cook yourself.”

“Clever observation,” Arimov said weakly.

She turned and walked away, not bothering to kick him while she was down. “Enjoy heatstroke, asshole.”

Then she paused and turned back to him.

With one last thrust of her hips, she sent a godstuff fist right into his kidneys, and he collapsed fully onto the ground.

As Arimov vomited noisily behind her, she charged for Gregor and Thea.

They didn’t have much time left for their plan to work.

——————

Thea was losing.

Oh, Gregor had only gotten in a couple of lucky blows so far— an elbow to her gut and a thin graze along one cheek from a throwing chakram— but that was more than she’d landed on him. The jack chain in Thea’s duster, her trajectory calculation boon, the unusual nature of her weapon, and her own sheer skill were only barely allowing her to keep up her defense, and she couldn’t even think about going on the offense.

Every few blows, Gregor was summoning new weapons for her to figure out. Every time she started to get close to figuring out the new vibrational frequency of his armor, he changed it again. Every time she disarmed him, he didn’t even try to hold onto his weapon, just manifested another.

And he was frankly just better than her. Sure, he was a bit stronger than her, a bit faster, but not colossally so. That’s not where his advantage came from.

No, he was just that good.

None of his movements were wasted, going exactly as far as they needed to and no further. He never telegraphed blows ahead of time, had no tells, never settled into predictable rhythms or combat patterns. He brutally punished every mistake she made, forcing her to rely on Seno’s flagstones again and again to save herself.

Even with his heavy armor and constant steel manifestation, Thea was obviously exhausting herself much faster than Gregor.

It was clear he’d never fought against a combat fork before, but the speed at which he was learning to deal with it was astonishing— he’d already figured out most of her tricks, leaving Thea a rapidly shrinking repertoire to surprise him with. He also seemed to be able to anticipate where she was going to manifest Seno’s flagstones, maybe due to plain old combat instinct.

With each passing heartbeat, he was pressing her harder and harder, straining her body and soul more and more.

And worst of all, he kept talking. Calmly, patiently, and politely, he kept making conversation, as though there was no fight going on. He spoke about his purpose, about the evils of Cambrias’ Wall, about the horrible things he’d done in service to the city.

And he talked about her.

“You know what I don’t understand about you?” Gregor said calmly. “Why you never simply… reapplied for the strike teams. Yes, the main tryouts are rigged, but that’s exactly why the secondary trials exist. So far as we can tell, you never even tried to apply. You surely knew about them.”

“Shut up!” Thea demanded, lashing out with kick while she bound his polearm with the tines of her fork.

The kick, of course, simply skidded off his steel greaves.

“Did you fear failure? Or success?” Gregor asked, letting his polearm dissolve as he manifested a steel mining pick in each hand. “Did you simply resent the corruption that much? Or was your pride simply hurt that badly by your failure?”

“Shut up and fight!” Thea demanded, as she dodged back from a sweeping blow with one mining pick.

“I’m more than capable of multitasking,” Gregor said. “If I wanted to be cruel, I would lean on my guess that it was just your pride being injured… but I think it’s more likely to be some complex, hard-to-verbalize mixture of all the reasons, plus a few I’ve missed. Family pressure, perhaps?”

Thea just yelled inarticulately in anger as she dodged back, the twin mining picks extending themselves out on chains with knife-edged links.

“I can empathize, believe it or not,” Gregor said. “After the Turoapt Riots, I was consumed with guilt, unable to parse my feelings. It took months for me to realize what had to be done, to begin assembling my little conspiracy of Saints.”

Thea forced herself not to respond as she caught one of the chains with the tuning fork, allowing it to tangle around the twin tines, then pulled hard while manifesting a flagstone in front of Gregor’s foot.

As usual, he simply let the chain go, then started flicking throwing knives at her.

“We’re a lot alike, Thea, do you realize?” Gregor said.

“Yeah, no shit we’re alike,” Thea spat out. “You were one of my biggest role models growing up.”

“That’s genuinely flattering,” Gregor told her. Then, without even looking, he stepped aside and let Aven crash past him without contact, and let his weapons dissolve once more.

“You really need better role models,” Aven told Thea as the antlered Saint spun to face Gregor once more.

“Not helping,” Thea growled.

“Arimov too?” Gregor said. “Well done, Aven. It seems I’ve underestimated you as well. Still, the two of you can’t win. Your tricks may have worked against my team, but let’s be very clear— there’s simply nothing you can do against me. I have no hidden weakness, you can’t tire me out, and you won’t be able to penetrate my armor. And it won’t be too long before one or more of my Saints are back on their feet.”

As he spoke, he summoned a truly wicked pair of weapons— swords with saw-like edges, with bladed hooks in place of teeth.

Thea and Aven both started laughing.

“We’re not trying to beat you, Greg,” Aven said. “We’re trying to delay you.”

“What possible aid are you expecting?” Gregor asked, seeming genuinely confused. “We’re days away from any possible reinforcements for either of us.”

“Not reinforcements,” Thea said. “You really should have done more research about my weapon. It doesn’t just produce sounds audible to human ears. When I was hitting this lead disc earlier? I was using it as a resonator for sounds too high for human hearing. Sounds that the inhabitants of the Growth can absolutely hear.”

There was a monstrous crash behind them as something levered itself up onto the platform near Erreta’s still form.

A shape of bundled wire twined around hundreds of bricks, crafting a twisted facsimile of a lizard, twenty feet long if it were an inch. One of the immune defenders of the Growth.

And approaching the lead seal from every direction were at least a dozen more of the entities, rippling their way through the Incoherency.

Gregor bellowed in rage, then turned and sprinted towards the immune defender before it could reach Erreta.

“See you never, Greg!” Thea called, as she and Aven turned to run.

They sprinted towards the edge of the disc, Thea and Seno working together to summon a flagstone path leading over the Incoherency.

While they did that, Aven took a moment to boot a moaning Ypresa over the edge of the disc— giving rise to another round of screams, which grew considerably louder after she hit the ground.

Then they took off down the flagstone path suspended over the tumorous landscape.

“Think those things are going to take care of Greg?” Aven asked from behind her.

Thea risked a glance backward as she leapt from flagstone to flagstone in mid-air. Behind her, Gregor was fighting off two of the immune defenders at once, while a visibly injured Lupisis had regained the top of the platform once more.

“Not a chance,” Thea said. “Now run.”

The two of them sprinted off into the night on the phantasmal path, motes of yellow behind and before them.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Run, Run, Run

Thea ran like she’d never run before.

She’d pushed her body and soul harder than she’d liked in the fight against the strike team— if Isimadu hadn’t provoked the fight early, they probably could have fled without having to take down most of the strike team first. Ypresa would have had to be taken down regardless, of course, but Thea had hoped to avoid getting drawn into any protracted duels.

So she was starting their flight tired— but she gave herself no respite.

She and Seno alternated manifesting flagstones every few hundred yards— even only manifesting them individually where each step touched down, this was more than Thea had ever manifested at once before.

Oh, it came easier than it would have before Sainthood, her soul recovering quickly during each break when Seno took over— but the recovery went slower each time, and her body drew more heavily on her soul to fuel itself as the miles passed.

Thea ran so hard that she felt her new connective tissue boon activating, rebuilding her body to handle the increasing strain she was putting on them even as she moved.

Aven, of course, kept up easily, untroubled by the jumps she had to make to bridge gaps sized for Thea’s longer legs.

Thea and Aven dropped the sprint after the third mile, dropping to a more comfortable running pace. It was absurd to Thea, the idea that she could now keep up a dead sprint for miles— and if she hadn’t been manifesting flagstones to carry them over the Incoherency, she likely could have gone as far again before slowing.

She settled into a happy medium, closer to a full run than a jog. The latter would have been not just too slow, but too soulstuff-intensive, requiring flagstones much closer together.

They went eight miles, then nine, and still they passed over the Incoherency.

And then, just shy of the eleventh mile, they found an outcrop, an island in the Incoherency.

It was hard to tell whether it was a spur of the Growth proper, or just some statistical outlier of coherence. All that really mattered, though, was that there was a sheltered ledge of masonry wide enough to lay down on. They were still miles away from the edge of the Incoherency, but Thea desperately needed rest— she had pushed her body to the point of collapse, and her soul to the point of injury.

Thea barely had the energy to collapse atop her bedroll after Aven unrolled it for her, and was asleep instantly.

Thea slept for most of a day and awoke in a bewildered, confused fugue. Her body and soul were mostly recovered, though Seno’s flagstone blessing still ached within her soul. She ate the cold trail rations Aven handed her without complaint, used the other side of the outcrop as a toilet, then wandered back to flop down next to Aven on the ledge.

“Any sign of them?” she finally asked, once she was feeling more awake.

“Not that I saw, though I slept too,” Aven said.

<Seno took turn on watch,> Seno said excitedly.

“Good job, Seno,” Thea told him, then stared off into space some more.

“Alright,” Aven finally asked, once Thea was fully awake, “does Gregor’s plan seem insane to anyone else, or just me? How can he be sure Isimadu’s boon will actually kill Cambrias?”

“That’s a good question,” Thea said, then turned her attention to her belt pouch. “How does your murder boon work, exactly? It’s the same as Lamitu’s, right?”

Isimadu was silent inside his tablet for a long time.

<It is, yes,> he finally said. <There was only ever a single boon of godslaying, identical between every god who bore it.”

“How’s that work?” Aven demanded. “Gods can’t pick up boons from one another, save sharing while they’re in a Pantheon together. And you’re not in a Pantheon with Lamitu.”

<No. I have never been in a Pantheon,> Isimadu said. <Nor have I ever wanted to join one. The godslaying boon is artificial, was one of the primary weapons used in the war. There were five artificial godgifts in total— three lesser, two greater. Four of those were invented by the Oracle, one by Lamitu.>

“And the godslaying boon is one of the two greater?” Thea asked.

<No,> Isimadu said. <It was one of the lesser, along with the boon of true agelessness and the euphoric boon. Those latter two, so far as I know, are now held only by Lamitu and the Oracle.>

“Euphoric boon?” Aven said, waggling her eyebrows. “That sounds… fun.”

A sense of disapproval radiated out from the clay tablet. <That boon almost brought Surukh low. When much of Errigashad rose up against the rule of Surukh, we almost lost the first battles of the war due to how much of our population was insensate, lost in the mindless joys of the euphoric boon, greater than any tincture of the poppy.>

“Awkward,” Aven said.

Thea ignored her. “So Surukh discovered how to make artificial boons? How is that even possible?”

<That, I doubt anyone living, god or man, knows, save for Lamitu and the Oracle,> Isimadu said. <You might ask the Oracle when we arrive, though I doubt it would answer you.>

“You never did answer the question of how your murder boon works,” Aven said.

<And I would prefer not to,> Isimadu answered.

“I understand that,” Thea said, “but right now… we need to know.”

Isimadu glowered within his reliquary, then sighed. <Very well. This is something gods dislike speaking of, but it does seem necessary. Let me ask you a question— what is prayer to a god?>

“Soulstuff?” Thea asked, though that was surely wrong. Why would Isimadu ask that question if he meant such an obvious answer?

“Food!” Aven replied excitedly.

<Yummy,> Seno told them all, in one of his rare public announcements.

<It is debt,> Isimadu told them. <Debt owed, debt repaid with godgifts. This is the entirety of the being of a god— a ledger of debts writ large into the Firmament.>

“Wait, that can’t be all…” Thea started, but Isimadu interrupted her.

<A prayer is just a payment towards a godgift, creating a debt the god owes for an appropriate fraction of that godgift. A drudge-prayer, the same, though the debt is not owed to the one praying. A contract signed for godgifts? A debt. Even the godgifts themselves are mere debts, paying you back godgifts in exchange for soulstuff.>

“I guess that sort of makes sense,” Aven said. “But shouldn’t that debt be cleared when they give a boon or blessing?”

<Even if a god were to charge precisely what it would cost them in prayer to grow their gift, it would not change the fact that debt was owed— and charging precisely at cost is impossible. When a god gives their gifts, they never pay off the debt fully, or give a little too much— exact payment of a price is not possible, for no prayer or godgift can be that precise in value. And any profit they make from their given godgifts— which is the vast majority of godgifts— are debts in their ledger, even if the worshiper gladly agreed to the price. Most of all… when a debt is paid, it does not stop existing. A paid debt is still a debt. Most gods are nothing but debts.>

“It makes a good metaphor, I suppose,” Thea said.

A new voice chimed in— Amena, lurking inside Aven’s soul. <It is no metaphor. Isimadu is correct on almost all counts. Gods are debts owed to and by humanity.>

“What is he wrong about?” Aven asked.

<You can figure that out easily enough,> Amena said.

Thea frowned, and then her eyes widened. “Weirdos like Aven!”

“Hey now, what’d I do?” Aven asked.

“You offer prayers in exchange for nothing!” Thea said.

<Precisely,> Isimadu said. <If prayer is offered freely, there is no debt. And if godgifts are given freely, there is no debt.>

“Like my invulnerable fists boon, or our perfect toenail boons,” Aven said excitedly.

<Your fist boon, yes,> Isimadu said. <Your toenail boons were payment for services rendered, they are still debt. All that it takes is the god recognizing something as payment for the debt to be formed.>

“How does this relate to the murder boon?” Thea asked.

<Its precise function is more complex than any save the Oracle or Lamitu likely understand, but in simple terms… the godslayer raises interest rates.>

Thea took a moment to wrap her head around that, and then her eyes widened. “So all the active debts the god owes start growing uncontrollably, until the god rips itself apart to pay them.”

<Not just the active debts, but the forgotten, fragmentary ones. The tiny debts from fractional mispayments, the profits made from prior godgifts, the debts owed to worshipers who died before they collected their godgifts— even the debts that have been paid off. All of it. A god targeted by the godslayer devours itself in hunger impossible to quench.>

“What if a god was fed entirely off freely given prayers?” Aven asked.

<Then they would be invulnerable, like Lamitu,> Isimadu said. <In their decades spent plotting in hiding, before they rose for battle, the rebels raised her, turned her to a High Goddess entirely on freely given prayer. I do not know if she sells her godgifts today, if she is still debtless, but her foundation was. Even if she did sell her godgifts, so long as she keeps from growing too indebted, she can resist the godslayer.>

“Is the Oracle the same way? Debt-free?” Thea asked. “Is that how it survived the war as well?”

<No,> Isimadu said. <I do not know where the Oracle’s resistance to the Godslayer came from, but it held and owed vast debts, yet easily shrugged off all assassins during the war. Many suspected it had devised a sixth artificial boon, myself included. The why doesn’t matter, though. Neither Lamitu nor the Oracle may be killed by any means known save possibly starvation, and the Oracle seems entirely resistant to that.>

“What about fulfilling their Purposes?” Aven asked.

<None know the Oracle’s Purpose,> Isimadu said. <As for Lamitu’s, it is known by all. Her Purpose will be fulfilled when the Oracle is destroyed. It is why the rebels chose to raise her to their leader and weapon in the first place.>

There was a long silence after that.

“What about the two greater artificial boons?” Thea finally said. “The magic that broke the sky is one of them, isn’t it? It’s what Lamitu used to destroy Errigashad?”

<No.> Isimadu said, then went silent.

Thea was just about to speak up when Isimadu finally continued. <No, the Skybreaker was not Lamitu’s weapon. I was not there, when the sky was broken over the West Pole. The kings kept my reliquary far from Surukh, at all times, to keep me from achieving my own Purpose. They reinforced the clay of my tablet with three dozen blessings and boons, that it may not be shattered and release me to find a new home, hiding away in one of the hundreds of clay tablets delivered to the Ziggurat of the Stars each day. I thought of it often, but such release was denied to me then, has been denied to me for the millennia since.>

He paused again, but this time Thea waited patiently for him to continue.

<The Skybreaker was our weapon, given as a blessing to each of our ageless tripartite kings on their coronation by the Oracle. All three of our kings chose to use it above Surukh itself, to stop Lamitu’s weapon, the other of the two greater artificial gifts.>

Amena spoke then. <The godslayer boon is fearsome enough, and Lamitu’s agelessness boons attract many worshipers in hope that their service might one day be recognized. Neither of those, nor her other boons, are why she is most truly feared by the other High Gods.>

“What is her final boon?” Aven asked.

“What sort of weapon would be worth destroying yourself and your entire kingdom over?” Thea asked.

<I don’t know,> Isimadu said simply. <Only Lamitu and the Oracle survived that day. The Skybreaker slaughtered every other god and living being in Errigashad, without doing any damage to solid matter, and sundered open the sky of the West Pole to let the invisible poisons of Viseas rain down ever since. The only survivors of Errigashadi civilization were those like me, exiles for one reason or another. Their descendants still lurk around the edges of the wasteland, waiting for the sky to heal. They, and the rest of us, may only guess at the horrors of Lamitu’s weapon.>

There was a hushed silence at that, before Seno broke it. <maybe flagstone boon lay flagstones over whole moon>

Despite herself, Thea couldn’t help but laugh, nor could the others. Even Isimadu gave a faint hint of amusement.

“Maybe, little buddy,” Thea told the flagstone god, then turned back to Isimadu. “So why does the godslayer sicken or kill some of the worshipers of its victims?”

<This I do not know,> Isimadu said. <There are patterns, but they are loose ones. Those with fully complete boons almost always survive, while those with blessings, especially those in the process of being converted to boons, are far more likely to be killed. I have seen at least half a dozen manners of death from this process, all of them slow and painful. I suspect it comes from the nature of the bond between worshiper and god, but even at the height of Errigashadi civilization, when as many as one in a hundred gods held one of the three lesser artificial boons, this was an unanswered question.>

“Except maybe by the Oracle,” Aven said.

<And the Oracle answers only the questions that amuse it,> Amena contributed. <My hosts have brought me before it three times, and each time it was capricious and erratic. At times it would give out secrets that might topple states or make vast fortunes, while at others it would refuse to answer questions about the weather, or if there was a rash on one host’s back.>

Thea turned to look at Aven, who looked as perplexed as Thea felt. “I’m sorry, someone wasted their question asking about a rash?”

<The Oracle does not limit the amount of questions you ask it,> Amena said. <It gets few visitors, and appreciates the company. No, the limits on questions are how long you can survive the hell that is the West Pole.>

“We’ll have to start listing questions,” Thea said, since she had no idea what she wanted to ask it. In her heart, the whole quest still seemed unreal.

Then she focused once more. “Alright, so your murder boon kills by raising interest rates. Is there any reason Gregor wouldn’t be able to use it on Cambrias?”

<I don’t know for sure,> Isimadu said. <It has never failed before, to my knowledge— High Gods fell to it in my own time. But never in history has a god grown so huge as Cambrias.>

“It’s possible, though?” Thea asked.

<I cannot rule it out,> Isimadu said. <Though it would, with a certainty, wound Cambrias and destroy me and my wielder in the process, regardless of success or failure. I would prefer to avoid such a fate.>

“I don’t think Stabby Greg is going to worry too much about being certain it works,” Aven said. “If he gets his hands on Isimadu, he’s going to force him to use the murder boon without question. Well, not him, Isimadu would kill him first, since Greg’s a Living God, but he’s clearly happy sacrificing anyone he needs to reach his goal.”

“Gregor isn’t wrong that the Wall is a monstrous system, and he definitely isn’t wrong that it needs to be stopped… but if the godslayer boon works, millions of people are going to die along with Cambrias, and the whole city will be thrown into chaos,” Thea said. “Hells, the whole continent. We can’t risk even the chance of that— even ignoring the possibility that merely wounding Cambrias would hurt his worshipers.”

<I cannot rule that out either,> Isimadu said.

“So all we need to do is cross another few miles of the Incoherency, twenty miles of the Growth, seventy miles of the Wall proper, then cross a giant war-torn mountain range, and finally venture into the poison wasteland of the West Pole,” Aven said cheerfully. “All while being pursued by the most dangerous Saint on Cambrias’ Wall and his secret conspiracy, and probably a bunch of others too!”

“There’s an ocean in the way as well,” Thea said dourly, her mood steadily darkening as Aven listed off obstacles.

<More of a sea than an ocean,> Isimadu offered helpfully.

<There are still lots of pirates, monsters, and floating isles ruled by warlords, though!> Amena said, sounding delighted at the prospect.

“Lovely,” Thea muttered.

<flagstones at west pole?> Seno asked hopefully.

<Many, young one,> Isimadu said gravely.

<yay happy fun trip,> Seno said.

“Happy fun trip indeed,” Aven said, without a hint of sarcasm or condescension. “Happy fun trip indeed.”

Thea rested her face on her palm. “I’m not paid enough for this,” she muttered. “Not. Nearly. Enough.”

She did find herself happy about one thing, at least.

The difficulty of their upcoming mission helped distract her from the question of whether she was doing the right thing— of whether Gregor was right about the price being worth paying.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

A Question of Perception

It would be a mistake to call the Growth sapient, but it would be an equal mistake to deny its sapience.

It was, simply speaking, entirely the wrong framing of the issue.

The Growth had some form of intelligence, without question, but it was a deeply alien one, an intelligence incompatible with god or man, an intelligence that recognized neither.

After all, one does not recognize their own cells as individuals, nor the cells of another.

For the Growth was a city-scale intelligence who, unlike many other city-scale intelligences across the multiverse, could not understand the autonomy of smaller beings, and the teeming inhabitants of Cambrias’ Wall were mere foreign cells to it. For that matter, it wasn’t entirely aware of itself as an individual, as entirely separate from the City. If it thought anything, in some bitter twist of irony, it thought of the unconverted majority of the Wall as diseased tissue.

Oh, it was vaguely aware of some of the major gods of the city, and was well aware of Cambrias himself. And though its mind was a slow, creeping thing, it had watched Turoapt’s rise and fall with keen if uncomprehending interest.

The best hypothesis the Growth had was that Turoapt was a being like itself within the flesh of the city, but it swiftly forgot the goddess when she died.

In the end, though, the Growth didn’t operate on any scale that made sense to human minds, nor could it make sense of human scale.

So it paid no attention to the humans who traveled across it, any more than they would pay attention to a bacteria. Oh, its immune defenders and bluelife symbiotes paid plenty of attention, but that was beneath the Growth.

And yet there were greater parts of it, on the scale of neighborhoods, that paid attention to Thea and Aven as they crossed over its biomineral flesh.

Or, at least, those parts paid attention to Isimadu, to the relic god’s artificial boon.

Not out of fear, more out of a sense of mild curiosity. They had sensed artificial boons before, when Lamitu’s priests drew close to the Growth’s borders, but didn’t perceive them as a threat— merely as an oddity in the Firmament.

They watched Thea and Aven and their gods pass over the Incoherency, rarely touching ground.

They watched them slip into its wall segments, its limbs, and felt Cambrias’ blessing reignite in Thea’s soul as the Saints stepped foot there. They watched them carefully evade bluelife, poliphages, and immune defenders. Watched them avoid yet stranger organelles of the Growth.

They watched them cautiously travel westward over days, camping in the Growth’s best imitations of buildings.

They comprehended none of what they saw, and as the duo and their gods climbed down off its outermost segments and began their hike across the toxic ground of its close, the Growth’s attention— or at least, the tiny fragments of it dedicated to the duo— drifted away. They abandoned their autonomy, became part of the whole, shifted their attention to more important matters.

To matters of food and threat, to defense and mimicry.

And most of all, to growth.

To constant, ceaseless growth.

——————

Aven carefully peered up from behind the rubble pile at the Wall segment ahead of them, counting as she watched night patrols go by. At her back, Thea stood sentinel over the close behind them, keeping watch for any of the frog-like diggers, cousins of the poliphages and immune defenders that mucked about in the toxic mud around the Growth’s base. They’d crossed most of the mud on Thea’s flagstones, and Aven had no interest in fighting creatures that lived in it.

“Now!” she hissed, and Thea followed her in a sprint to the base of the Wall.

Seno manifested them a stairwell up the side of the Wall, and Thea and Aven sprinted up it as swiftly as they dared. Aven took special care not to clatter her antlers against the stone, and Thea did likewise with her combat fork.

Along with its constant expansion, the Growth’s close was, fortunately for them, too large for the city to maintain theological alarms or other defenses against climbers along its whole perimeter.

Then they were at the top of the wall segment, and a short sprint took them away from the parapets, where they dove behind an empty, unhitched wagon before the next patrol passed.

The instant the patrol was out of sight, Aven gestured for Thea to take the lead, and the Saints darted across the Wall.

The borders of the Growth’s close were less guarded away from the expansion zones, but they still had to pass two guarded checkpoints to get back to the city proper. They leaned on Seno’s gift to do so— each time, they slipped over the edge of the wall segment and walked pressed against its stones ten feet down from the parapets, hoping that no guards would peer down over the crenelations.

There was, at least, no groundling housing beneath them— the closes they passed over were saved for septic ponds and waste disposal, the land this close to the Growth too poisoned for agriculture or pasturage.

It felt deeply anti-climactic to Aven when they passed the last checkpoint and quietly re-entered the city proper, in a quiet street filled with closed breakfast noodle shops, itself on one of the biggest wall segments Aven had seen yet.

“Look for an inn?” Aven asked quietly. “It’s probably going to be days until Gregor and his team make it back to civilization, with the state we left them in.”

Thea sniffed her clothing and scowled, then pulled out two more of the little vials with the cleaning blessings.

“I’ve only got one more of Casaam’s blessings after this,” Thea said. “And I’m not sharing it, so try not to fall in anything horrible.”

“No promises,” Aven said, taking the vial gratefully.

She felt three times more human after the blessing washed her clean of the foul toxins and miasmas of the Growth’s close— and yet still wouldn’t mind a long bath, to wash away the memory of its stench.

“Now let’s find an inn,” Thea said.

“One with a bath,” Aven added.

Thea nodded in firm agreement.

They were just a block away from an inn when Thea yanked Aven into an alley.

“I just saw some of the Unclean Knives!” Thea hissed.

“There’s no way!” Aven whispered back. Then she forced herself to speak in a soft voice instead— whispers carried farther. “The crawler carried us, what, a thousand miles from their territory?”

“I know what I saw!” Thea hissed.

“Guess we’re heading to another neighborhood,” Aven said, and suppressed her soul to hide from Firmament senses. Thea followed suit a second later.

Aven led the way down the alley, but the instant she poked her head out that end of the alley, she jerked it back in.

“I just spotted Arimov!”

Thea froze behind her. “Did he see you?”

Aven shook her head. “No, he was looking the wrong way. But I’d recognize the feel of his soul anywhere. And he was walking with a whole group of other Saints— more strikers, I’d bet a month’s prayer on it.”

“This shouldn’t be possible,” Thea said, pacing back and forth through the alley. “They…”

“I know how impossible this is,” Aven interrupted. “But we don’t have time to figure it out right now. We need to move.”

Aven poked her head out once more, but didn’t see any of the Unclean Knives, nor the strikers.

She gestured for Thea to follow her, then walked across the street as quickly as she could while still acting casual, before darting into the next alley.

Just in time, too, because as they entered the alley, Aven spotted Unclean Knives heading towards them.

The next few minutes dissolved into chaotic dashes between alleys, detours into open shops while gangsters passed, and heart-pounding maneuvers through crowds behind searchers.

Along with dozens of the Unclean Knives and their Saint— a face Aven would have been happy never seeing again— they spotted Lupisis and Erreta, each leading entire teams of strikers.

At one point, they ran across a brawl between a group of unknown Saints— almost certainly more strikers— and a small mob of Unclean Knives. It wasn’t as one-sided as Aven would have expected— the gangsters were still losing, but they were putting up a hell of a fight. But then again, only the veteran Knives were still around— the junior members who’d carried Faneras’ blessing were sick, dead, or crippled by Faneras’ murder.

Each time they tried to escape the massive wall segment they were on, someone got in the way. There were always strikers or Unclean Knives ahead of them, forming a surreptitious checkpoint where they needed to go.

Slowly but surely, they found themselves being herded. Not once did their pursuers catch sight of the two of them, but it was clear that Thea and Aven were in the middle of two coordinated, intersecting search patterns.

The biggest advantage they had was Aven’s keen soul sense— when she focused, she could feel any Saints moving towards them from a great distance, but that only took them so far.

Even the roofs weren’t a viable option— several times they spotted strikers moving around up above, and barely evaded being spotted by them by ducking under shop awnings.

And then they found themselves trapped, on a quiet little side street next to the edge of the wall segment. It was only a few dozen feet long— to either side of them, the road curved around parapet-side structures. A sealed old watchtower on one side, a water tower on the other. There was a small mob of Unclean Knives behind the corner they’d just rounded, while Aven could feel more Saints advancing ahead of them.

The building beside them was windowless— Aven could probably break through the wall, but that would rather give the game away.

“We’re going to have to fight,” Thea said. “We should try and break through the Unclean Knives.”

Aven grinned at her. “As fun as that sounds… you wall-toppers have a bit of a common blind spot, did you know that?”

“Blind spot?” Thea asked in confusion.

Aven didn’t answer— at least not in words.

Instead, she just tackled Thea.

Right off the side of the Wall, and into the close below.

And when the strikers and gangsters met in battle up above them, and when the strikers drove the gangsters off in retreat?

None of them bothered to look down.

This was Cambrias’ Wall, in the end. To go down into the closes was to let your life trickle away faster, to walk among the poor and the resented, to be on the same level as the groundlings and no better than them. Even groundling workers, given a pass for day labor, seldom looked straight down.

Because always, always, there was the fear that if you went down in the closes, you wouldn’t be permitted to come back up.

——————

Thea rubbed her bruises, from where she had summoned flagstones to slow their uncontrolled fall, and looked up.

They had fallen into a long, thin enclosure, one with a small slum and a junkyard, where they’d made their rough landing.

Sixty or seventy feet above them, she could hear the sounds of combat slowly moving away from them.

Off to one side, Aven was looking around the close, figuring out where to go.

Thea knew she should be helping, but even though she could climb out of the close whenever she wanted using Seno’s flagstones, she couldn’t help but keep staring up desperately towards the sliver of sky.

She didn’t see the sky, though. Didn’t see the stars, or the faint scudding clouds.

All she saw, as she looked up out of the close, was a mouth about to snap shut with her inside it, a mouth prepared to chew.

A mouth whose teeth were buildings.


ACT 3: ENCLOSURE


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Village in a Well

The second-biggest industry in the village of Naisai was trash sorting.

Chutes from the underways noisily dumped great piles of trash down into the close a dozen times a day or more, regardless of the hour. The villagers learned to either sleep heavily or fall back asleep easily each time— they didn’t have much of a choice.

Likewise, they didn’t have much choice about industry. If they didn’t keep up the trash sorting, the city would just keep dumping trash, until their homes were drowned in the stuff.

Oh, they were paid for delivering useful sorted trash to the ground gates— scrap metal and compostables, especially. Groundlings weren’t slaves, after all. (Ignore the fact they can’t leave their close without permission), a little voice in Thea’s head told her. (Ignore the fact that they’re a literal captive labor force paid only enough to live on, and barely that.)

It would be hard to name the third biggest industry in Naisai— it all depended on what trash had been falling lately.

If there was more metal falling than usual, the village would fill with the noise of blacksmithing. If there was more broken pottery, the village would engage in a colossal game of puzzle-solving, trying to assemble functional pots out of mismatched shards. If there were more compostables than usual, and the rain had been generous, they might try to garden a bit more than usual— the Wall Guard didn’t offer them enough water to do so consistently, despite being fairly close to a river. If there were lots of dead coins, they sorted the intact ones from those that had cracked apart, then shipped the good ones to the nearest mint.

Their whole lives revolved around salvage, though, and they tried to refurbish as much as possible— whether for their own use or to try to sell to the rare licensed close trader, or the slightly less rare smuggler.

It was the biggest industry in Naisai that the villagers put Thea and Aven to work in, though.

Drudge prayer for Cambrias.

That was, in the end, the biggest industry in just about every close between the city’s wall segments. Cambrias was the biggest god in history— and as such, required a truly prodigious amount of prayer— and the Wall Guard certainly couldn’t be expected to handle that prayer themselves. They were far too important for that.

So the primary tax leveled on the groundlings was a prayer tax.

Every close had at least one shrine to Cambrias, usually near a locked gate. It was almost mockery, to have the villagers line up each day to pray in front of the gates to the neighboring closes, almost never allowed to pass. (It’s not almost mockery), the voice in Thea’s head said, (it is mockery.) The gates weren’t even manned most days— as heavily blessed as they were, the groundlings weren’t breaking through without alerting a small army of guards.

The villagers were entirely fair about their requests— just an hour of drudge prayer per day was enough to cover the drudge-work for a half-dozen or more villagers, giving them more time for themselves. A few of them used it for more salvage work, others just used it to relax.

(What’s the point of pushing yourself, when there’s nowhere to go?) the voice asked Thea. (You’re still going to judge them, though, act as though it’s their fault, because you can’t live without someone to look down on, to excuse your own failure to get anywhere.)

The villagers provided food and shelter in exchange. Aven used her ample free time to explore the village, to meet the villagers and their gods, even trying her hand out at salvage work.

Thea just brooded and prayed to Seno. Stared up at the thin, jagged shard of sky above her, a sky empty of Viseas.

Which, unfortunately, left Thea plenty of time to think.

Some of the elders had told Aven, who told Thea, that the upper edge of the gas giant used to be visible to the west, until a particularly tall row of tenements had been built atop the Wall to block the view. Now, almost no one in the village under the age of forty had ever seen Viseas, save the small number who had left the village on a travel pass.

Thea tried to ignore the voice as it told her (this is where you’re stuck, you’re just a groundling now.) There were multiple paths out for them, she knew that. At the very least, she could show her badge at the gate, next time it was manned— though that risked alerting their foes to their location.

They could also try more drastic actions for getting back up, such as trying to break into the golem-run processing facility, though they’d be fighting the villagers then, too. Any sufficient deviation from the instructions for the golems would trigger contingency orders for them to attack Naisai, which the villagers wouldn’t allow. They could also simply use Seno’s flagstones to climb up out of the close, but the villagers had warned them that this close had particularly effective alarms for climbers— the Wall Guard was apparently worried about trash ladders.

Instead, Thea and Aven waited for smugglers to arrive in the village. They came once or twice a month, and it had been a couple of weeks since the last visit, so they shouldn’t have too long to wait.

Not that the smugglers would be able to get them out of the city. The closes might be permeable in the interior of the city, but no one escaped the closes to get outside the city.

(Once a groundling, always a groundling.)

But every hour Thea waited down here felt like an eternity. For every day that passed, she was aging… who knew? Three days compared to what she’d lose atop the Wall? Four days? Five?

Oh, Thea had been down in closes before, on mimic extermination missions and crossing the Growth’s close, but never for more than a couple hours at a time. She’d never slept in one of the ramshackle huts of a close, never had to drink water that was only safe after boiling, never had to carefully ration water for bathing.

(Of course you haven’t, you’re a pampered, spoiled, brat,) the voice told her. (The hardest problems in your life have been your own childish petulance.)

The claustrophobia of being trapped down in the close wasn’t the only thing she brooded on, of course. She spent plenty of time as well on the question of how they possibly could have been tracked out of the Growth.

When this had all started, Thea had been convinced that they were being tracked thanks to Aven’s horns, or her own combat fork— but that made no sense here. There had been more than a hundred miles of close border they could have plausibly exited, with potential exit times spanning a week or more— and yet two different foes had been waiting for them, one of which should be most of a thousand miles away by now.

More and more, Thea kept reflecting back on what Gregor had told her, about shadowy multiversal organizations and their feuding over the Ecumenopolis Plan.

If someone from another universe was tracking them using alien magic… it would explain a lot.

Though… why hadn’t they tracked them down into the close? It didn’t make any sense.

With no new information, she could only run in circles.

Still, better that than the last topic she kept coming back to.

Gregor’s question.

Why hadn’t she just reapplied to the strike teams?

(Is it because you’re a petulant child, or because you’re simply a coward?) her inner voice asked her. (And it says something particularly unflattering about you that you’re worrying about that rather than about Gregor’s plan.)

Thea didn’t have an answer.

Thea had finished paying for Seno’s flagstone proprioception boon on their first full day down in Naisai— she’d been working on it on and off for years, and it didn’t quite feel real that it was finally done.

She was near to finished paying for Seno’s flagstone manifestation boon by the time the smugglers finally showed up, after most of a week in Naisai.

Aven was keeping her company, trying to draw her out of her dark mood— which Thea vaguely appreciated, though she would’ve preferred to be left alone.

“Was talking to the Naisai elders, and they were telling me about the village’s history,” Aven said.

Thea just grunted.

“Their village was enclosed by the wall five hundred years ago,” Aven said. “Naisai was its traditional name— it’s one of the few names and fragments of their old language they have left.”

“This part of the Wall only went up three and a half centuries ago,” Thea muttered.

“Still a lot longer than any of these folks are going to live,” Aven said. “Anyhow, apparently that sort of thing is why naming conventions in Cambrias’ Wall are so weird— everyone’s got names jumbled together from a thousand different cultures and languages devoured by the Wall.”

“Yep,” Thea said, staring up at the sky.

“I wonder how many of those old languages you could recover by interviewing old gods that have survived since those times?”

Thea shrugged.

“Oh, apparently one of the village’s smithy gods is attempting a portfolio redefinition!” Aven said. “Trying to expand her rust-scouring ability to be able to handle other types of metal corrosion too.”

“Probably going to fail,” Thea grumbled, watching a cloud slowly drift into view above. Most attempts by gods to expand or change their nature failed, and used up colossal investments of soulstuff in the process. There wasn’t much point to them in the city, where you could always find a better-adapted god for your purposes. Portfolio redefinitions were for isolated communities trying to make do with limited gods.

Aven gave her an exasperated look Thea could see from the corner of her eye, before changing the subject again.

“So is there really such a thing as man-eating mimics the size of buildings?” Aven asked.

“A few, mostly in the Morphic Lands,” Thea said, finally looking over at Aven. “Biggest ones here on the Wall… well, there’s Ol’ Stinky, down in the sewer system in the far south of the city, but he’s not a maneater, just a particularly huge filter feeder.”

“The Morphic Lands?” Aven asked.

“It’s an area dominated by flesh-eating mimics in the Scovan Range,” Thea said. “There’ve been lots of attempts to settle it over the millennia, even by entire armies, but they’ve all failed.”

Aven stared at her blankly for a moment, then her eyes brightened. “You mean the Court of the Mimic Queen!”

Thea sighed. “The Mimic Queen is a myth. There’s no such thing as a sapient mimic, and there’s certainly no mimic with the ability to command all other mimics. The Morphic Lands are just a particularly hostile ecosystem.”

“Alright, alright, fair enough,” Aven said, raising her hands in mock surrender. “Makes a good story, though. Anyhow, you were telling me about big mimics here in the city?”

Thea nodded. “Biggest flesh-eater in recent times was a ship skeuomorph.”

“Sorry, a ship skeuomorph?”

“A ship skeuomorph,” Thea repeated. “Before I was even born, about thirty years back now? Not some little cargo vessel or something, a full-sized, functional, ocean-going sailing ship. Would sail up to piers in foggy weather, then wait for harbor inspectors or the like to board it. Ate at least forty-five people before it was finally cornered— then somehow managed to escape, even with multiple Divines trying to kill it. Took a bite out of a warship on its way out the harbor.”

“Bet that’s egg on the face of your department,” Aven commented.

“Nope,” Thea said with a smirk. “We were forced out of the hunt by other departments trying to snag the glory of the kill, so we escaped looking better than anyone. Actually got a budget increase out of it.”

Then she scowled. “I see what you’re doing.”

“What’s that?” Aven said, pulling some jerky out of a belt pouch with a smug grin.

“You’re trying to distract me to cheer me up.”

“Me? Do something so devious and cunning and brilliant? Surely not.”

Thea rolled her eyes, then stole a piece of jerky.

Gerbil jerky, maybe? Or capybara? Wasn’t rat, Thea didn’t think, but definitely some sort of rodent. Thea wasn’t the biggest fan of rodent meat, but she didn’t hate it.

“Thanks,” Thea said.

“Don’t mention it,” Aven said, staring up at the sky herself.

Just then, excited yelling reached them from the village below.

“Sounds like the smugglers are here,” Aven said, climbing to her feet.

Thea nodded, then tossed her remaining scrap of jerky to an octopus that had been concealing itself atop a broken board. It snagged the meat out of the air, waved to her with two arms, then scuttled off into hiding.

“How did you even see that thing?” Aven asked.

Thea shrugged. “Mimic-spotting training starts with octopuses. They’re good at hiding themselves, but not as good as mimics are. Shall we go meet the smugglers?”

The smugglers, it turned out, had used an incredibly straightforward method to get into the close— they’d passed through the gates, their goods in ordinary canvas backpacks.

There was never a shortage of corruption on the Wall— enough coin or prayer could easily cover the cost of a gate pass. A stair pass, on the other hand, was considerably harder to get— though Thea had no doubt they were available.

The smugglers were led by a tall, whip-thin woman with pox-marked skin a little lighter than Thea’s own, by the name of Cagovricenne. “Just call me Caga, though, everyone else does.”

Despite her relaxed pose and casual semblance, Thea couldn’t help but note the alert way her eyes flickered about at all times, nor the way the woman always kept her back to a wall or to one of her men. She didn’t visibly carry any weapons, but Thea would be shocked if she wasn’t dangerous in a fight.

Negotiations went surprisingly quickly— Caga’s smuggling crew charged standard rates for transporting people, even carrying extra passes just in case. Those rates were payable in drudge prayer-hours to any one of the half-dozen gods the smugglers carried with them in soul and reliquary.

The trickiest part was choosing their route— or, rather, their travel priorities. Heading westward was easy, but it was impossible for the smugglers to plan out their routes in more detail. There were too many tricks and complications to interclose travel, too many routes opened only unpredictably. Instead, interclose travel centered around goals— how fast you wanted to move, how much attention you needed to avoid, what goods or work you were seeking, what godgifts you had forq travel.

Seno’s flagstone boon was of particular interest to the smugglers— none of them had a reliable godgift for climbing out of the closes. Admittedly, the number of closes where it was possible to simply climb out without summoning a small army of angry guardsmen was vanishingly small, but they did exist.

To Thea’s surprise, Caga decided against negotiating for Seno’s boon as payment— there were safer, cheaper ways to get atop the wall. Not safe, not cheap— but safer and cheaper.

She did, however, offer Thea a discount on the unlikely occasion that they did use Seno’s boon to cross over a wall segment.

The smugglers spent less than two hours in Naisai making trades with the villagers before retreating back through the gate, Thea and Aven in tow. The guards only bothered to man the crossing post for a few hours a week— a tiny dead-end close like Naisai, so close to the Growth, was hardly worth paying more attention to. If the smugglers didn’t leave before the duty guard did, they’d be trapped in the village for days.

Thea found herself tense with nervousness as they approached the guard periscope, her soul suppressed to resemble a layman just in case. The actual guard was up in the underbelly of the wall segment, peering down into the guard station through complex apparatuses of mirrors. Each of the smugglers passed by the periscope in turn, holding up their travel passes, then setting them in a tiny hand-cranked dumbwaiter next to the periscope, along with a handful of the Wall’s ceramic coins. Then they’d spend a minute turning the crankwheel themselves— the Wall Guard wasn’t going to do that labor for groundlings, and they were even less likely pay for a crank-golem.

A tense few minutes later, the dumbwaiter would return with the travel pass— though without the ceramic coins.

Then the approved traveler could pass through the gate— or rather, the sequence of gates. Each was a heavy stone slab that lifted up into the ceiling— and each was also a golem, built to slam back down and crush anyone inside if more than a single person tried to pass through at once.

Thea did her best not to let her nervousness show as it was her turn, just held up the travel pass next to her as she stared into the periscope. Finally, the guard’s garbled voice told her to place it in the dumbwaiter.

Every moment of her wait was tense, and Thea found herself sweating as she turned the crankwheel— not out of effort, but out of pure nervous energy.

Finally, finally the dumbwaiter lowered itself once more, Thea’s travel pass alone inside, and it was Thea’s turn to pass into the gate.

Not that she was less nervous about the gate itself— the slab golems had an incredibly straightforward, simple instruction set, so it was rare for them to go rogue— but it did happen, and the results were universally fatal to folks passing underneath them.

As the first of the golem doors slowly descended behind Thea, the voice spoke to her again.

(Did you ever even talk to the villagers?) it asked her. (Did you learn any of their names, learn anything about them? of course not. Is it because you look down on them, or because you’re afraid of them?)

The voice was her own, of course. No god could, or would, be as cruel to her as she could be to herself.

Thea had no answers.

None she wasn’t ashamed of.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

A Question of Coin

Aven was a bit disappointed by her first passage through one of the gates between closes.

Oh, the entrance hall was suitably ominous, with the vast golem doors rising to and sinking from the ceiling, as was the identical exit hall.

The passage in between, though?

Just hundreds of feet of nearly blank stone corridor, dimly lit by cheap blessed glass baubles. The only adornments were more periscopes in the walls and ceiling for the guard above to monitor their passage.

Aven waited impatiently at the exit gate for her turn, bored and claustrophobic. Caga and her smugglers, to Aven’s appreciation, seemed to notice her mood, and let her pass through early.

She had to blink a few times as her eyes adjusted to the sunlight once more, and then found herself facing a massive close, many times the size of Naisai village and its junkyard. There were no homes and few buildings in this close— instead, it was entirely filled with rice fields, ones that looked little different from any other rice fields Aven had ever seen.

Once the group had all safely made it through the gate tunnel, Caga led them over the narrow embankments between the rice fields. To either side, looking down into the water, Aven could see carp swimming in between the rice stalks.

“We’ve got an open run for the next ten or eleven closes,” Caga said. “We’re in a big rice-farming region, so they keep the gates fully open during the day for the workers.”

“How does all this water not cause issues for the Wall’s foundation?” Aven asked.

Caga grinned. “The Wall’s foundations are deep and strong. Plus, rice growing is actually a secondary function of these farms— they exist first and foremost as flood control for the Pinnian River. These wall segment foundations are built specifically with water in mind.”

“Also the tourists like it,” another smuggler said.

“Tourists?”

Caga nodded. “The various inns and hostels on the wall segments above pay a small fee to the city each year to keep these closes zoned for rice farming. There’s already tons of tourists visiting this way to see the Growth and study it with telescopes, the rice fields are a bit of a secondary attraction.”

A nearby rice farmer snorted as he overheard. “None of that extra fee goes to us, of course.”

“Of course not,” Caga replied. “We’d be greedy little groundlings to even ask.”

The farmer laughed. “Here’s to being greedy little groundlings.”

True to Caga’s word, they passed freely through the next few closes, none of which held anything but rice fields and the occasional cluster of huts.

In the seventh close, they found another village, Ortao, where the smugglers stopped to do some more trading and get lunch. Aven and Thea ate at one of the village’s three little restaurants, eating a simple but tasty platter of fish and rice, all from the fields they’d been passing through.

<Odd for a village this small to have so many restaurants,> Amena said. <Guess they get a lot more travelers than villages outside the city.>

Aven, her mouth full, just nodded.

When they rejoined the smugglers, Caga was smiling broadly. “Fantastic news! There’s been a minting announced! We’re going to have a straight run over the Pinnian, and at least eighteen closes after that! Let’s get moving, folks!”

When she was sure they wouldn’t be overheard, Aven leaned over to Thea in confusion. “Minting?”

“A coin minting? Big business, down here or up above,” Thea said. “You know how interval coins work, right?”

“The stronger the blessing, the… more valuable?” Aven said uncertainly.

Thea sighed heavily. “I’ll try not to get too much wrong explaining it, but no promises.”

Thea’s explanation was terrible.

Well, no. It made sense to Aven, and wasn’t strictly wrong… but it was a half-remembered school lesson that, while technically accurate, missed so much nuance as to be functionally wrong.

Yes, the transition from metal coinage to blessed ceramic coinage had been about five hundred years ago, and yes there had been a civil war— but the relationship wasn’t strictly causative. The conflict, the First Coin War, hadn’t been started by the currency change, nor had it started it. Rather, both had their roots in the colossal financial collapse ignited by a massive counterfeiting crisis, where something like sixty percent of the city’s gold and silver reserves in its vaults were revealed to be mimics or godstuff coins that had long since dissolved. It got to the point where the only currency folks trusted were clear gemstones, for transparent mimics were incredibly rare— and there were never enough gemstones to go around.

Thea at least remembered that there were other causes to the civil war than the coinage change, though she didn’t remember any of them to tell Aven as they passed through rice field after rice field.

Cambrias, still active back then, had managed to end the war by withdrawing his blessing from the rebelling factions, and had put his weight down behind the interval coin scheme. More than fifty thousand wall-toppers had died, and uncounted groundlings— but it would have been so much worse if Cambrias hadn’t taken that drastic step.

Which led to another thing Thea got wrong. She told Aven that the interval coins had been ceramic from the start, which was wildly untrue. Interval coins didn’t become ceramic until almost sixty years after their introduction, and it almost sparked another civil war, in between the Second and Third Coin Wars.

No, at first the interval coin scheme had been merely an anti-counterfeiting measure.

Here’s a simple version of how it worked— you throw a blessing on a coin, one that decays after a certain length of time. The blessings had to be easily identifiable and widely known, so that everyone in the city knew who the official minting gods were.

And that’s all there was to it, originally. If the coin lacked one of the appropriate blessings, it wasn’t official coinage.

But, as Thea failed to mention, the scheme had gotten a lot more complex over time.

Thea, to her credit, explained the modern scheme decently well as they were stuck in a traffic jam of groundlings and their wagons heading towards the minting.

Throw an unstable blessing on a coin, and you have a much different beast. Strictly speaking, all blessings were unstable over long enough periods, unlike boons— it’s just that most of those periods were decades or centuries. But if you deliberately put an unstable blessing on a coin, one that decayed after a year or two?

Congratulations, you just solved inflation.

Well, alright, not solved solved inflation. Inflation is caused when people raise prices in response to either a glut of currency or a drought of goods. A major agricultural crisis or enough rampaging Ascendants to thin the density of the Firmament could still kick off an inflation crisis in the city— but it could hypothetically never be provoked by too much coinage. (That hypothetically is important. Thea’s story would have been much improved if she’d remembered that hypothetically!) There were only nineteen gods permitted to mint coins with their blessings, and their minting was incredibly strictly regulated.

The value of the city’s ceramic coins were determined, effectively, by the duration of their blessings. Short interval coins had blessings that would collapse in as little as a year, and couldn’t be used for anything more expensive than maybe lunch, while long interval coins had blessings that would last decades, and could be used to buy expensive goods. It wasn’t a linear relationship, either— a century coin could buy a decent-sized house, which you absolutely couldn’t do with a hundred single-year coins or twenty half-decade coins. Permanent coins also existed, but only the wealthy ever got their hands on them.

Coin collapse was a brilliant solution on paper for preventing too much currency from chasing too few goods. It had numerous other benefits from an economic perspective— it encouraged much higher market liquidity, for one. Even in the most uncertain markets, even when there were major economic crises, a certain minimum of market activity kept going constantly, because no one dared hoard low-interval coins for too long, and there weren’t enough high-interval coins for folks to stick to them. Of course, the cash economy was much less important than the theonomy, far less important than drudge prayer to the city’s economy, but interval coins were an essential part of the market engine nonetheless.

Thea explained about half the economic benefits correctly.

The whole system was brilliantly constructed to try and prevent financial crises— and also to screw over everyone but the rich.

And Thea did a great job explaining that last part to Aven.

Buying and selling with low-interval coins was a constant game of not-it, of trying to avoid being the one who got screwed and had the blessing collapse on them. It inevitably happened to everyone but the rich— there was no reliable way to tell how long the blessing had left— but it fueled constant low-level acrimony among the commons of the Wall, both wall-topper and groundling. Your buddy passed you off a bunch of coins that collapsed two days later? What’s to prove he didn’t know they were an older minting?

The rich, of course, had access to long-interval coins and even permanent coins, much reducing their risks. Most of their wealth was still in debt ledgers— marked with countless owed prayer-hours and godgifts— but permanent coins weren’t a terrible reservoir of value. And the rich were always desperate for more reservoirs of value.

That doesn’t even get into the banks— all of which were privately owned, and had ridiculously corrupt deals worked out with Cambrias’ Church that basically amounted to handing free money to rich folks.

You want to know why the poor ever bothered to use it? Easy enough. Make all fines, fees, and non-prayer city taxes payable only in interval coins, and they don’t have a choice.

The currency of the Wall was a hellishly effective weapon of class warfare by the rich against the poor.

It never had to be, of course. If they’d set up currency redemption programs, for instance, or made the decay rate known and observable by various means? If they’d hitched value to the remaining lifespan of the coin? The currency could have been wildly different.

Actually, scratch the known decay rate thing. That was the cause of the Second Coin War. Its proponents claimed legible decay rates were a more just solution, its opponents claimed they were just speculators wanting to use that knowledge for theonomic gambles, its proponents claimed that the opponents were the ones planning to speculate using the lack of knowledge, its opponents…

Well, at some point it all turned into stabbing. Lots and lots of stabbing.

At least plenty of economists and theonomists got stabbed, which was nice. And the Second Coin War didn’t get big enough that Cambrias needed— or, as some whispered, was able to— intervene. And some very, very strange gods were born as a result of the Second Coin War. Regardless, the winners— who didn’t quite correspond to either group starting the fight— settled on choosing blessings whose decay rates couldn’t be observed, whose face value grew with their maximum lifespan, and with permanent coins only at the highest value— which was to say, currency could only be an asset to the rich.

Really, interval coins were never going to be anything less than exploitative. It was built from the ground up to drain money from the poor and accumulate it for the rich. There were plenty of fools, especially before the Second Coin war, who thought the interval coins would “take them to the top of the wall” and make them rich, and they mocked those who stuck to metal coins as “doomed to be poor.” How, exactly, they were planning to get rich off the interval coins… well, who knows?

There’s always a bigger fool.

Oh, and interval coins didn’t even stop currency crises. There were at least half a dozen major ones on the Wall in between the Coin Wars and Thea’s terribly told story. Because that hypothetical that Thea forgot? Well, it turned out that inflation still was a thing even purely on the currency supply end of things, because the number of new coins minted was still up to gods and humans, neither of whom were particularly good at predicting theonomic patterns.

And that doesn’t even get into the sheer weirdness of some of the later currency crises, because a combination inflationary and deflationary currency does some bizarre things. (Inflation and deflation aren’t really opposites, despite the names.) Add that in with the particular quirks of the nineteen minting gods and their blessings, and the complications triple, if not quadruple. A proper explanation of those complications would take weeks, an entire university course. And an explanation of the Third Coin War is impossible.

Literally impossible. No one knows what caused it anymore. All that’s known is that there’s a large impassible close around the site of the Third Coin War’s first and only battle. No one knows what’s inside it, either. Horrible alien magic, or some monstrous combination of godgifts? Who knows. You get too close to it, you start feeling all sorts of horrible, unnatural emotions. Topological apophenia, phobia of metaphors, crippling sonder attacks, that sort of thing. The Wall Guards who patrol the close’s edge sometimes report glimpses of decaying wall segments that seem covered in patches of strange glowing fur, but they can never remember anything more detailed.

Thankfully, the Third Coin War was otherwise the smallest and least bloody of the Wall’s civil wars.

Probably.

Anyhow, the reason why interval coins didn’t solve most of the problems they set out to solve was very straightforward— it involved people. You can’t solve complex problems involving people with purely technical solutions, because people are annoying, difficult, and refuse to stop poking at weird corners of the solution to see if they can benefit from them, or just because they’re bored.

Interval coins didn’t actually work particularly well. As currency systems go, they were a step up above precious metal coinage, but claiming they were actually a good system was decent evidence of madness.

People still make it work though, because people always do. And… well, it just didn’t matter as much as it would on another world. The theonomy mattered more than the economy. Currency was a mere sideshow to prayer, held a total value a fraction of prayer ledgers. A big enough sideshow to cause civil wars, but it wasn’t as if there were a shortage of those in the Wall’s history.

Whether the theonomy should matter more than the mundane economy, or whether they could even meaningfully be considered separately… now those were questions that gave rise to plenty of violence of their own.

Oh, and despite attempts to ban foreign coinage, interval coins didn’t even fully replace metal coins, which meant that there was still counterfeiting to deal with. Though the interval coins themselves were, admittedly, among the most difficult currencies in the multiverse to counterfeit.

There’s no such thing as a completely counterfeit-proof currency, obviously- not just due to the technical challenges of dealing with alien magics from hundreds of different universes, but also from philosophical questions of what a currency is, about what legitimizes any particular source to mint that currency, that sort of thing.

It was a little fitting that Thea finished poorly explaining interval coinage to Aven as they were crossing the bridge over the Pinnian River.

Or, rather, crossing underneath the bridge.

Aven couldn’t see the Pinnian River as they crossed over it, save through intermittent drains beneath her feet.

Bridges in Cambrias’ Wall were universally wall segments themselves, and often quite trendy neighborhoods at that. It was a deep inconvenience to the city that groundlings often found themselves needing to cross bridges— and for all that the Wall Guard would love to permanently seal all the closes to make their jobs easier, there was simply too much economic demand for groundling workers moving about the closes and traveling up to the wall-tops as day labor.

Like interval coins, bridges atop the Wall were meant to keep groundlings down. In the case of the bridges, quite literally— groundlings had to cross in dank tunnels on the underside of the bridges to get over rivers. Or, geology allowing— which it didn’t, for the Pinnian— in literal tunnels underneath the rivers.

There were a few smaller rivers that passed through grates and locks between closes, that were constricted as much as the land was— but the greatest rivers, those used for large-scale shipping, cut through the city entirely. Cambrias’ priesthood liked to pretend that they just had long linear closes stretching thousands of miles— but every critic of the Wall, Aven included, mocked them for it.

The Wall still hadn’t mastered water.

It had completely devoured the prairie, had more military force than any other power in the moon’s history, was tearing down the mountains themselves— and it still couldn’t master water.

“I’m guessing most of these folks are probably foundation repair workers,” Thea told Aven, apparently in explanation mode still. Which was fine with Aven, she far preferred that to brooding. And she already knew about the river issues, all of which were fairly intuitive to her, after a childhood next to a river.

She tried not to think too much on the similar names of the Pinnian River and her long-gone home village of Panian. She didn’t need to be brooding as well. Thea had that more than covered.

“For the river?” Aven asked.

“Well, half that, yeah, the walls pinning in the river need constant maintenance,” Thea said.

“The walls are.. pinning in the Pinnian,” Aven joked, with a smarmy grin.

Thea ignored Aven’s pun, tragically. “The foundations need a lot less maintenance in regions where there are proper river banks or marshland in between wall segments and rivers, to slow down the water and reduce erosion. The rest of the workers are to deal with landrise, though.”

“Landrise?” Aven asked curiously, not familiar with that issue.

Thea sighed. “Landrise. It’s… a whole thing. Turns out, when you shave mountains off the surface of the land, the land promptly starts to rebound, with the weight no longer holding it down. We’re walking on a former mountain range right now, and the land is slowly but constantly rising up beneath us. Not much, seldom more than an inch or two a year, but it wreaks absolute havoc on the foundations of the Wall.”

“Gods bless landrise,” Caga said, coming to join them. “Makes my job infinitely easier. Always opening up new cracks for us to pass through, or we can always just sneak into one foundation repair crew or another.”

The three of them passed over another grating just as a barge passed below them, loaded with dirt and gravel for landfill at another of the city’s edges.

“Do you know how many construction and repair crews just plaster mimics over wall-top buildings to hide landrise damage?” Thea complained. “And do you know how much extra work that makes for us? Messes up local ecosystems something awful.”

“Us?” Caga asked.

Thea visibly tensed, but Aven didn’t intervene.

“I’m… I mean…”

“You used to be a mimic exterminator, didn’t you?” Caga asked.

Thea looked at Aven nervously, but Aven just looked back blandly.

“I mean…” Thea repeated awkwardly.

“You need to get used to the past tense,” Caga said, not unkindly. “You’re not a mimic exterminator. You’re not a Wall Guard anymore. You’re not going to live centuries anymore. You fell, and you’re one of us now.”

“I…” Thea tried to say, but Caga just rolled over her.

“Most folks down here are going to understand your situation just fine, girl. There’s a few young hotheads who might blame you for being former Wall Guard, but do you know how many other groundlings who fell used to be Wall Guards?”

Caga paused then, and Thea took a long moment to consider before responding. “No, I don’t.”

“It’s a lot, girl. It’s a whole lot. And I’m one of them. Used to be a gate guard monitoring passage through the closes, believe it or not. Knowing all that procedure comes in handy these days, let me tell you.”

Thea just stared at Caga in surprise.

“It’s going to be tough for you to adapt, I won’t lie, but you’ll figure things out,” Caga said gruffly. “I pulled it off, I’ll punch anyone who calls me wise. You’ll do fine.”

The smuggler slapped Thea on the shoulder, then walked off.

“Only about an hour from the mint, foot traffic allowing!” Caga called back.

Aven started whistling tunelessly as they passed through the bridge tunnel, letting Thea consider Caga’s words.

“You knew she was going to say that,” Thea finally said.

“Sure did,” Aven said. “I got pretty much the same speech the first day in Naisai. From, like, three different folks. Phrased different ways, but the general idea was the same. You would have too, if you hadn’t been avoiding the villagers.”

“That actually makes me feel worse, not better,” Thea said.

“Wasn’t trying to make you feel better, was trying to make you think,” Aven said. “Don’t know what all you’re so wrapped up about inside, but I reckon you’ve got some really weird ideas about groundlings and the closes. Negative stereotypes you were taught as a child and haven’t shaken yet; well-meaning but condescending beliefs that the petty avant-garde on the wall-top share instead of risking any meaningful action; and the knowledge that groundlings are people just like you and me, which is hardest to internalize of all. Can’t unmix that stuff for you, but you know what can? Actually talking with groundlings, interacting with them, instead of just being a whiny sulker off in the corner.”

Thea was silent for an even longer time, and Aven went back to whistling.

“Huh. I think you’re right,” Thea finally said. “Can’t believe I’m saying this, but that was actually really w…”

“Nope!” Aven interrupted. “I’m instituting Caga’s rule. You call me or any of my words wise, I’m punching you. I’m not wise, I’m a dumbass.”

Thea smirked back at her. “Alright, fine, that’s incredibly foolish advice from an even wilder fool.”

“Thank you,” Aven said with a graceful curtsy.

“A fool who’s absolutely going to get horribly drunk at the first tavern we find,” Thea continued.

“See, you do know me,” Aven said.

“A fool who’s going to pick an utterly pointless fight just for the fun of it,” Thea said.

“It’s like looking in a mirror.”

“A fool who’s going to sleep with the prettiest, stupidest man in the tavern,” Thea added. “Absolutely no thought for the consequences.”

“Nope, gotta disagree there,” Aven said. “Going to give the consequences serious thoughts, and then choose the path with the worst consequences.”

“If there’s a ‘Greatest Fool Alive’ award, you wouldn’t have any competition at all,” Thea continued.

“Awww, but I like crushing competition.”

The two of them burst into laughter as they exited the bridge tunnel into the next close, this one filled with a cramped slum of squat huts built out of mismatched lumber, stone, and thatch.

A few streets in, Aven elbowed Thea lightly. “You’re in, right?”

“In what?”

“In for drinks, of course.”

Thea chuckled. “Why not, I could use a drink. And I guess you do have some competition at the Greatest Fool tournament— me.”

“Hells yes,” Aven said, pumping her fist in the air.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

City Mint

Thea woke up with a hangover.

She immediately, reflexively, reached out with her soul and prayed to Seno, and felt the hangover recede a bit as her soul took on much of the burden from her body.

Far from entirely, though. Turns out that the rice wine they had around here was a lot stronger than normal wine.

Worse, they’d had those rainbow petals down here, too. Those things seemed tailor-made for tricking her into drinking too much.

It took her twice as long as usual to get dressed, tripping and falling to the floor twice, which somehow didn’t wake the snoring stonemason in her bed.

Then she somehow managed to make it to the inn’s toilets down the hall in time, which amazed her.

She was doing a little better when she made it down to the common room, but not that much better— she felt like half a mile of bad road, instead of a full mile.

Aven, of course, was already in the common room, working on breakfast.

“Have fun last night?” Aven asked with a smirk.

“I hate you,” Thea muttered, flopping loosely down onto the chair across from Aven.

“I got you breakfast,” Aven said, sliding a plate across the table to her.

“You are the platonic love of my life and I would die for you,” Thea said, then happily started shoveling eggs and pickled fish into her mouth.

By the time she’d finished eating, Caga and her smugglers had trickled down to the common room, all looking worse for wear.

“Sainthood is cheating,” Caga said, looking worse than Thea had felt on waking.

“Yeah it is,” Aven said happily. “Especially when your boons enhance your digestive system and poison resistance as much as mine!”

Thea and Caga both groaned.

“We’re meeting our contacts this morning to offload our trade goods,” Caga said. “We’ll probably still be going farther west after this, but I won’t know our final route until this afternoon.”

“Meet back here then?” Aven asked.

Caga just nodded and staggered off to get breakfast.

“Want to explore, then?” Aven asked her.

Thea nodded. “I could use the fresh air.”

The close of Lowlock’s Mint was, despite its massive size, uncomfortably crowded.

Lowlock’s close was diamond-shaped and over a mile across. An entire densely-packed city spanned its base, all centered around the colossal spiral ziggurat of Lowlock, towering over even the wall segments around them.

Most of the year, Lowlock’s close was near-empty. There were, at most, ten thousand full-time residents, all clustering near the edges. The rest of the city was filled with inns and tenements, hostels and the infamous flesh racks.

The flesh racks were much less gruesome than they sounded— they were just warehouses filled with towering shelves, each shelf the approximate size of a coffin, where a worker could slide in and sleep, if they had no claustrophobia nor acrophobia. They were also called grave towers due to the coffin resemblance, or year-beds, thanks to the fact you could rent one for a night for a single year-coin.

Which just happened to be the exact denomination of interval coin minted in Lowlock’s temple.

Two to three times a year, Lowlock’s close would completely fill up with workers, going from a town of ten thousand souls to a city of a quarter of a million. Each minting would last a month or two, and during that time, the city would be absolutely packed with workers. Lowlock produced nearly a third of the city’s year-coins, far more than any of the four other year-coin gods.

This was in great part due to Lowlock’s blessing, which caused ceramic to break and erode in its own shape— which was to say, whenever one of her coins was damaged, it would distribute the damage across its body so that it would always stay the exact same shape, with the exact same markings, an ever-shrinking coin. It was believed to be a distant relative of Turoapt’s gift— albeit a much more focused, less useful version.

While the minting was going on, the groundling prayer drudges would spend their days and nights marching up and down the great spiral ramps of Lowlock’s ziggurat, praying to the god the whole time. On reaching the top of the ziggurat, they would have a view stretching league after league across the city, able to see all the way to the mountains at the edge of the city, and to peer down into other closes from above. For many of them, mintings would be their only chance in life to climb above it all, to see the horizon.

The climb wasn’t at all a necessary part of the minting; the prayer drudges could have just clustered around the base of the ziggurat. It was tradition, though, and attempts to disrupt that tradition had met with strikes or even riots from the groundlings. It was part of the reason there were so many guards on the minting— they’d even drawn many of them from high risk areas, like the Gidran close, though definitely not from the Growth.

Besides, the process made pay easy enough. Workers were paid for each loop they made up the spiral ramp and back. They’d collect a token each loop once they reached the top, and could trade five tokens for a year-coin at one of the base stations. It was damn near impossible to cheat the process— not only because the up and down ramps were parallel one-way routes, but because Lowlock herself was watching to see which workers had kept up their prayers the whole route.

Lowlock kept their efficiency rates secret, but rumor had it that the average layperson produced enough soulstuff to pay for a year-coin in just three loops, leaving a tidy profit for Lowlock’s growth.

No actual coins were produced during the mintings— Lowlock would use the collected soulstuff once the minting had ended, producing the coins at a steady trickle to make sure that her coins decayed at a steady rate through the year, so as not to shock the theonomy.

With the minting just announced, Lowlock’s city had only just started filling up, but the streets were already bustling with merchants, food stands, messengers, and more. It had been hard enough for them to find rooms the night before, even so, and they’d needed to rely on Caga’s contacts to get decent beds.

Thea was, after eating, finally feeling well enough to drag her attention away from her hangover, and spent most of the morning just people-watching.

She found the groundlings she saw to be simultaneously like and unlike her expectations.

Oh, some things were exactly as expected. There were more signs of visible poverty, worse clothing, less variety of ingredients at the food stands. Prostitutes advertised much more openly to potential customers— not that they were particularly subtle up top. There was more visible crime over smaller sums, and there was a guarded edge to many of the groundlings around her. Though, in fairness, it wasn’t much worse than many of the poorer wall-top neighborhoods, and she imagined there’d be lots of crime anywhere with lots of itinerant workers.

Skin cancers were much more common down here— while some of the smallest closes, like Naisai, blocked off any view of Viseas, that was fairly uncommon. Oh, there were still a decent number of skin cancer gods down in the closes— but they were almost universally place gods. Cheating folks out of reliquaries was one of the great skills of wall-toppers, after all— and if that failed, the Wall Guard could just confiscate them. Even many possessor gods or their hosts were bribed into moving up to the wall-tops.

Fewer skin cancer gods was only part of the problem— with the greater overall poverty of the closes, the residents could afford fewer checkups, and often, they simply couldn’t get passes for intra-close travel to reach the skin cancer god shrines. The largely powerless social reformers on the wall-top— those who weren’t censored by the Wall Guard, at least— frequently shared the stories of groundlings who died of entirely treatable skin cancers, when there was a skin cancer god residing just a close or two away.

And also as expected, there were plenty of young toughs who seemed to be able to tell how new Thea and Aven were to the closes, shooting them plenty of glares— though none of them were fool enough to pick a fight with a couple of Saints.

The things that startled Thea, on the other hand, tended to be little surprises.

There were more luxuries down here than she would have expected. Elaborate desserts that would have fit into any confectionery shop up above, if made with fewer ingredients. Elaborate, beautiful clothes that leaned into the haphazard fabric supply down here— most of the nicest clothes she saw were made in motley, dozens or hundreds of salvaged cloth scraps sewn together in wild but not unpleasant patterns.

Speaking of salvage, she saw far more of it than she expected— and she’d expected a lot of it, especially after Naisai. Shrines that obviously included chunks from older shrines in them and pillar tops turned into masonry. Ropes woven from mismatched strands of older ropes. A broken gear from a semaphore golem, repurposed into an anvil.

The biggest surprise, though, was the fact that something she’d believed turned out to be true.

As a child, her family had told her again and again that the groundlings had fallen because they were lazy, crime-prone, and just plain didn’t want to be productive members of society. It hadn’t taken her long after leaving her family to figure out that was oxshit— that it was complex systems of dominance and economic exploitation keeping them down. Like other disaffected youth, she’d long argued that the groundlings were just like anyone else, that it was just the vagaries of history that had trapped them down in the closes. That the lies about their character existed to justify the current hierarchy, to give the lowest rungs of wall-toppers someone to punch down against.

And now Thea was finding that she’d been right. That the groundlings were just like everyone else. Even in just a few hours of wandering, she was realizing that they were just as friendly and suspicious, welcoming and closed off, gracious and petty.

What really sank it in for her was watching a groundling— a beautiful woman in a pastel motley dress— pick her nose, thinking no one was watching.

And that shocked her. Thea might have consciously paid lip service to groundlings being regular people, but the child inside her had still believed the lies she’d been told.

It was early afternoon when Caga came sprinting up to Thea and Aven, while they were browsing a street vendor’s collection of salvaged and repaired books— each lovingly stitched back together, often assembled from multiple discarded copies.

“They’ve pulled a third of the guards from the Rock of Gidru,” Caga said once she’d recovered her breath. “That on top of the ones they already brought here to guard the minting. We’re going. You two in?”

“Oh hells yes,” Aven said.

Thea sighed heavily.

“It’s straight northeast of here, the complete wrong direction,” Thea said.

“It’s the Rock of Gidru,” Aven said.

“It’s the Rock of Gidru,” Caga agreed. “I’ve only made the trip once, and I got far and away my best boon there, for prices I wouldn’t even get a blessing for elsewhere. And besides— they’re bringing all the reassigned troops to the wall’s Western border, where you wanted to go before. I don’t want to try smuggling under that kind of attention.”

Thea managed not to stiffen.

She’d bet a year’s prayer that the threat to the border had something to do with her, Aven, and most of all, Isimadu.

“I guess we’re going to the Rock of Gidru,” Thea said.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

The Rock of Gidru

It took most of a week to approach Gidru’s close, and Aven couldn’t quiet her excitement the entire time.

Of the many threats the Wall had absorbed and contained over the centuries, many were objects of fear and revulsion, even to the Wall’s enemies. Others were viewed much like one might view a wild animal— worthy of respect, but dangerous and best avoided.

The Rock of Gidru, on the other hand, was beloved by the Wall’s enemies— whether that love was deserved or not.

Gidru was one of those gods who blurred place and object, who inhabited an object large enough to be a place.

In life, Gidru had belonged to a roving band of nomads who followed the now-vanished megacerops and plains glyptodont herds, both among the dozens of megafauna species driven extinct by the Wall’s expansion. What the nomads had called themselves was long-forgotten, save perhaps by Gidru himself— he was close to the same age as Cambrias, and his people had eagerly abandoned their old ways when he was born.

Because once Gidru was born, his people built their first and only city around the base of the Rock, at the edge of the Scovan Range.

The Rock was a geological puzzle, a colossal chert monolith jutting a thousand feet out of the ground, a couple leagues from the mountains. It certainly didn’t come from the Scovan Range, where chert was almost entirely absent, though its cousin limestone was plentiful.

Dozens of books and hundreds of treatises had been written about it over the years. It was hypothetically possible that it could be a glacial erratic, dropped on the plains tens of thousands of years ago by a retreating glacier, even if that beggared belief. It was hypothetically possible that a single piece of chert so large could have been transported without crumbling— could have existed at all— however improbable. One piece of evidence rather threw all the arguments for a loop, however.

The Rock wasn’t Ishvean chert. It was, according to hundreds of reputable scholars familiar with multiversal geology, chert from another world, formed in the depths of alien oceans. It was, according to dozens of fossil gods, not made of the shells of tiny organisms from the depths of Ishvean oceans, but of the shells of tiny organisms from the depths of other moons, other planets entirely.

Aven had no idea how to sort through the mad conspiracy theories and bizarre but plausible hypotheses about the Rock’s origin, though she certainly enjoyed the effort.

What happened next, however, was quite clear.

Gidru’s existence utterly changed the way of life for his people, turned them from wandering hunters to the most feared warriors on the plains.

Gidru had no less than seven godgifts— not the highest number known, not even close, but few gods had so many gifts well-tuned for war. The first six alone would have centered him in the lives of his people, would have made him one of the High Gods.

The seventh, though, was what made him truly special. Halfway between godstuff manifestation and material alteration, it let him alter the structure of the Rock, to implant its material with godstuff chemical and physical bonds, until the chert of the monolith became one of the most durable materials on the moon, craved even by offworlders. A spearhead of Gidru’s chert was stronger than any unblessed steel— than most blessed steel— and Gidru’s alterations did not interfere with further blessings on the material.

All hail Gidru, Lord of Inviolate Stone.

Even when Gidru was a young god, his monolith immensely huge, he was wise enough to be sparing with gifts of his chert, as it was a non-renewable resource.

Even those sparing gifts, in combination with his six stone combat boons, turned his people into the Gidrans, the Stone Lords, the deadliest warriors of the plains. Their mounted infantry was practically unstoppable in battle, able to crush armies outnumbering them twenty to one or more. Oh, they were not unrivaled— there were many lethal threats on the prairie— but for centuries, they raided with impunity across thousands of miles. They were never great in number, only ever building the single city around the Rock, but their impact on history was disproportionate.

They were an honorable people— though an extraordinarily violent one, as was so often the case with the honor-bound. Less violent societies had little need for systems of honor in the first place, after all. Those deemed honorless had no protections from torture and other atrocities— and the Gidrans deemed a great many other peoples to be lacking honor.

Despite their many atrocities, they could not simply be dismissed as villains. They kept vast swathes of grassland free from monsters, and swiftly rode to the aid of any of the peoples that paid them tribute. They readily honored the gods of other peoples, and were careful not to damage or deface the shrines of enemy gods if they could help it. And they always, always treated the dead with respect, even the corpses of the honorless, those they despised. They would go to great lengths to replicate the funeral customs of their enemies, or if they did not know the funeral customs of their foe, would offer them Gidran rites.

They were, like every group of warlike horse lords on Ishveos— throughout the multiverse— a deeply complex people, whose understandings of life often ran at strange angles compared to more settled peoples.

And then the Gidrans first encountered Cambrias’ Wall.

They abhorred it on sight, and within a week of discovering it, their scout force destroyed a dozen wall segments and raided two dozen more.

From there on out, it was war without quarter. For nearly two centuries, the outer edges of the Wall were forced to serve as walls in truth, fending off Gidran assaults, while Cambrias urged the builders ever onward straight towards the unknown homeland of the Gidrans. They could not tolerate each other’s existence, could in no future willingly share the moon with the other.

The Wall reached out a long arm, an angular many-jointed tentacle, a river of stone and mortar, to consume the Rock of Gidru. The wall stretched, hundreds and hundreds of miles west, in a slow motion charge over decades and centuries.

The direct approach had failed, of course, Gidru’s warriors easily disrupting construction attempts.

At first.

More branches, more tendrils had arced to the side, crept inward along the mountains towards the Rock. They sprouted like weeds, growing and regrowing faster than the Gidrans could tear them from the ground.

Slowly but surely, the Wall began to chew at the Gidrans. For all their might, Gidru’s warriors began to fall. Even if they took down a dozen, a hundred of the Wall’s soldiers before they fell, even if each of Gidru’s Divines slew a handcount of Cambrias’ Divines, it didn’t matter.

It was just a drop in the bucket.

The Wall could simply buy new Saints, new Divines. It was an endless tide of money, prayer, and power. And while a few Wall-hating gods spawned on the side of the Gidrans, the far vaster casualties of the Wall resulted in thousands, tens of thousands of gods whose purposes opposed the Gidrans.

On Ishveos, a canny general can profit more from wasting lives than preserving them.

It took decades for the final enclosure, but inevitably, the Wall swallowed the Rock. And in the process, they had essentially split the prairie in two.

Now, after visiting the Growth, Aven couldn’t help but see the similarities between the arm of the city that had reached out to the Rock— like those that had reached out to a dozen other threats and resources— and the tendril-like expansion zones of the Growth.

Or rather, the similarities struck her harder this time, for she’d heard the comparison before. Dozens, hundreds of critics of the Wall had pointed out the similarity, as they pointed out the similarity between the Growth and cancers of the human body. “As above, so below” was the endless, mocking refrain of the Wall’s critics, bitterly happy to point out Cambrias’ Wall as a tumor on Ishveos itself.

It was far from the only such comparison. Cambrias’ anti-aging boon was compared to the immortality of cancer cells, the unnatural urban growth was compared to the expansion of tumors… the list went on and on. Some comparisons were more apt than others— while the closes vaguely resembled cancer cells, for instance, the metaphor left Aven disquieted, as though the groundlings were being blamed for the Wall.

Even once the Rock had been absorbed, though, the Wall Guard found they couldn’t simply crush the Gidrans. They had been cowed, but not destroyed, and no means the Guard possessed could break the Rock itself.

And so they’d struck upon a cruel plan.

They made Gidru sell himself to preserve his people.

The Wall always made sure that food shipments were just a little short, that medicine never quite covered Gidran needs. That the water provided to the Gidrans was just a tiny bit too salty, not enough for a human to taste, but that over centuries salted the farmland in their close, crippling their ability to grow their own food. They made sure that things were just a little more miserable in the lone Gidran city than in other closes.

But they were always willing to sell the Gidrans what they needed in exchange for Gidru’s chert. They preferred it in the form of arch keystones— a nigh indestructible keystone could allow for the construction of some truly astonishing arches— but their use for the chert was a mere side benefit.

The point was breaking Gidru’s power, whittling him down to nothing.

And over the centuries, they had. Gidru had shrunk and shrunk, giving of his very substance in order to feed his people— and still they hungered.

The Gidrans had the most Saints and Divines per capita of any people absorbed by the Wall, even more than the Wall Guard themselves. Their war-gods numbered in the hundreds, if not thousands, and it took a vast portion of the Wall Guard’s might to keep them contained. They might have tried to wipe out the Gidrans, but they feared what sorts of vengeance gods that might give rise to.

It wasn’t that might keeping the Gidrans in, of course.

No, it was their faith.

Even as Gidru sacrificed his own stone to provide for his people, they stayed loyal and faithful to him, unwilling to abandon their god.

Despite all their strength, despite their rage, hunger and privation had beggared the Gidrans.

Hence the need for smugglers.

If you managed to slip the cordon, managed to work your way into the Gidran close with food, medicine, other needed supplies? It took very little to buy yourself a Gidran blessing, even a Gidran boon. Not from Gidru himself, no, but from any of the other innumerable Gidran gods.

It was, to Aven’s surprise, Thea who found the group a path into Gidru’s close, once they’d traveled the distance northeast.

It took about a day to gather the medicines, spices, and other low-weight, high value supplies for the Gidrans, and then they’d set off on foot to the Northeast, moving against the bulk of the traffic moving towards the mint. The trip had been a fairly uneventful one. They only took one detour on the way, around a trio of prison closes.

The prison closes were for those dubbed the worst of the worst by the Wall Guard— those who had committed crimes too violent to ever warrant release. That, or political prisoners, reformers who had challenged the hegemony of the Wall Guard.

There were no gates in or out of the prison closes, only small lakes where prisoners were thrown from the wall-top. If they didn’t survive the fall, that was no concern of the Wall Guard— and many political prisoners found themselves thrown down into the lakes with their limbs tied and stones strapped to them.

Food was of abysmal quality, and only provided in exchange for hours of drudge-prayer a day to Cambrias— the prisons were some of the biggest prayer farms of the city.

Most of the prison closes formed their own rough societies, some even turning into peaceful places— but if they ever grew too orderly, became anything like a nice place to live, the Wall Guard swiftly began raining down violent prisoners, or grouping together gang members instead of splitting them between multiple prison closes.

The less said of the prison closes, the better.

Their passage to the Rock of Gidru had mostly been through agricultural closes— those were the most likely to have open gates allowing passage. They’d still had to bribe their way through a decent number of gates, but they stayed well under budget compared to their expectations. As they moved away from the river, the ground dried out, and soon they were passing through fields of root vegetables instead of rice.

One close, Aven’s personal favorite, had been a vast orchard with a dozen different types of fruit, stretching on for a half mile in every direction. Even in their hurry, the smugglers had taken their time passing through the shade of the trees.

And at its far edge, they found themselves facing the massive, triple-height wall segment of Gidru’s close.

When Thea had ordered the group to stop, Aven had readied herself for combat. Instead, Thea had carefully started inspecting the stones of the Wall.

Then she smiled to herself, pulled the third smallest tuning fork off her bandolier, and began to ring it against the wall.

Once, twice, a third time. Then, on the fourth strike, a section of the wall twice the size of a door began to twitch, a half-dozen eyes opening in the stone— and then a mimic revealed itself, unfolding fronds, lattices, and membranes to reveal a crack running into the base of the wall.

“An old smuggler tunnel! Thought the Guard would have closed all of these,” Caga commented.

“Hasn’t been used in decades, I’d guess,” Thea commented. “That skeuomorph probably hasn’t moved in at least twenty or thirty years.”

“Let’s do this!” Aven said excitedly, pulling out Rosiri’s light relic and striding into the narrow crack.

Where she promptly smacked her antlers on both sides.

“Meant to do that,” she muttered, to Thea’s quiet laughter. Then she turned sideways, and carefully slipped into the crack.

The passage through the wall was a difficult one— they had to clamber over or under debris piles several times where the tunnel through the dirt and gravel core of the wall had begun degrading. At one point they found themselves in one of the Wall’s sewers, and it took them much longer than anyone would like for Thea to find the mimic hiding the next section of the secret passage.

Finally, they dragged themselves out of the Wall, past another concealing mimic, and into the close.

The first thing Aven did was look for the Rock of Gidru. She ignored the Gidran warriors approaching them— Caga had already stepped forward to negotiate with them. She paid little attention to the old but well-cared for homes of the Gidrans stretching across the close.

Aven’s eyes swept back and forth across the close, looking for the chert monolith.

But there was nothing there to see. The vast Rock, once stretching hundreds of feet into the air, had shrunk until it could no longer be seen behind the homes of the Gidrans.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Old and Tired

While Caga negotiated prices for the medicine and spices they’d carried on their backs to Gidru’s close, Thea spent most of her time dealing with a cranky Seno, who had decided that this was the perfect time to throw a tantrum about them hiking on dirt and gravel roads, and not having flagstones to count for so long.

The Gidrans were less welcoming than expected— the tunnel they’d used was, apparently, never intended for smugglers, and instead was one of the emergency tunnels of the Gidrans, in case the Wall Guard ever decided to try and exterminate them for good. The group was quickly escorted away from the Wall and into a nearby longhall.

By the time they were all seated around a long table, Thea had finally convinced Seno that this was a vacation for him, so he didn’t have to work so hard at counting.

<never had a vacation before,> Seno said doubtfully, then went quiet once more, tired out by his tantrum.

The group was, it turned out, only the fifth group of smugglers to reach Gidru’s close since the guard had been reduced— and the first to get inside by means other than bribery at the gates. With so many guards gone, there was much less oversight, and accordingly less risk of corruption being detected.

It was quickly agreed that Thea and Aven would get a combat boon each— the smugglers wouldn’t have made it to the close without the Saints— and from there, it just turned into bargaining to see what the rest of the price for the supplies would be.

Thea and Aven pored over the lists of available boons— charmingly, on scrolls instead of in pamphlets, brochures, or just loose sheets in folders— occasionally shooting glances up at the fierce tattooed Gidran Saints arguing with Caga.

There wasn’t any risk of the Gidrans robbing them— not that the Gidrans had much problem robbing those not of their number, historically. Smugglers were inviolable, however, because without smugglers, the Gidrans would not have kept their culture intact these imprisoned centuries.

That didn’t stop them from yelling angrily, though. The Gidrans were loud, theatrical bargainers, and Thea couldn’t help but regularly jump at it.

She was considering various body-enhancement boons when Aven finally spoke up.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about what Arimov suggested.”

Thea raised an eyebrow. “The gimmick thing?”

Aven nodded. “Been looking at godstuff boons and a few other weird boons. Trying to find something to make my fighting style more than just hitting hard, because there’s plenty of Saints and Divines that hit hard.”

“Find anything good?”

“Few options. One that lets me release a blinding flash of light when I get struck by a powerful enough blow, another that lets me create gravitational attraction between myself and another person, and a third that lets me manifest porcupine quills on myself.”

“How strong is the gravitational attraction?” Thea asked.

“About one third of normal lunar gravity,” Aven replied. “Will lend a bit of force to my hits, but frankly less than any decent strength enhancement boon— which isn’t too appealing, considering how expensive it is to use. And most folks I fight outweigh me, so it’s going to be pulling me towards them more than the other way around.”

Thea sat, considering, then shuffled through the pile of scrolls in front of her. “Did you see this one? Manifests godstuff flames on bone weapons that only burns others. Maybe it would work on your antlers? Or maybe this one here, that lets you manifest rubber cords between you and stationary objects. You could move around a battlefield in interesting ways with that.”

Aven looked thoughtful at that. “I do like the sound of some sort of movement boon. I can run faster and jump farther than you, but Seno still makes you far more mobile than I am.”

<helping!> Seno said excitedly to both of them.

Thea had honestly felt a little overwhelmed— the Gidrans had assembled a truly prodigious collection of combat boons, and were much freer with them than any other group in the city. Their constant low-level desperation for necessities had warped their economy in strange ways. With a specific goal in mind, though, Thea was able to focus more easily.

Movement boons based on body enhancement they largely dismissed— Amena already covered that for Aven, though Thea did set aside a couple of those scrolls to consider for herself. There were plenty of other fascinating options, though.

There was an alien godgift that stored kinetic energy when you got hit, which you could apply to your movements later. Another reshaped bodies to give them a prehensile tail, and there were no less than three boons that allowed people to control their hair like a limb. There were godgifts that slowed the rate you fell, cognitive godgifts that helped you place your hands and feet perfectly while climbing, godgifts that helped you run faster in a straight line, opposite godgifts that let you corner better, godgifts that let you gauge the friction of any surface at a glance, and godgifts that let you glide short distances through the air.

Of particular interest was a godgift that could manifest hemp ropes already tied between two objects, though the objects had to be stationary. Aven claimed she’d heard of a meditation that would let her trick herself into considering people as stationary, even while moving, to make that boon better— but she didn’t actually know the meditation, or know where she could learn it. Still, Aven had balance more than good enough to run across stretched ropes, and the boon did double duty as a battlefield reshaping boon.

Thea had to admit, at least a third of the reason she wanted Aven to take that one was so that she could try to convince the shorter woman to use it to create ziplines, and then slide down them using her antlers, a mental image she found hilarious.

They spent more than an hour looking over the movement boons, trying to find one that fit Aven, when a new presence entered the longhall.

A Divine.

The Gidran woman was tiny, not even five feet tall, but seemed to ooze danger. Her tattoos were heavier and more ominous than the other Gidrans, and a curved dagger with a chert blade hung at her belt. Even the other Gidrans seemed nervous in her presence.

She took only a moment to look around, then walked straight up to Thea and Aven.

“You have been summoned,” the tiny Divine said. “Come with me.”

Thea exchanged glances with Aven nervously— but they didn’t have any options.

They followed.

<Hells,> Isimadu murmured quietly into their heads from his belt pouch.

It was a long walk to the Rock— more than a mile across the large close.

The Gidrans were materially poorer than nearly any other groundlings Thea had encountered, but it was hard for Thea to see them as actually poor. Partially due to the pride with which they carried themselves, and partially due to the care they took of their homes, but most of all due to their souls.

There were truly absurd numbers of Saints and Divines among them, far more than you’d see in any but the richest neighborhoods atop the wall. Their poverty was entirely artificial, enforced upon them by the Guard in a centuries-long plot to break Gidru himself.

Thea and Aven only attracted a few glances of interest as they penetrated deeper and deeper into the city— and most of those were for Thea’s combat fork, an unusual weapon to be sure.

Then, taking them by complete surprise, they passed through a narrow alley and found themselves on a broad, circular flagstone plaza.

At the heart of that plaza lay an immense pit.

They followed the unnamed Divine across the plaza, Thea carefully avoiding the cracks between flagstones as Seno counted.

<fourfivesix vacation over seveneightnineten>

They came to the edge of the pit, and stared in shock.

There, at the bottom of the huge dirt bowl, was what remained of the Rock of Gidru.

Where once it had towered a thousand feet, what remained of the Rock was no more than twenty or thirty feet high, a crooked, twisted spearhead shape sitting sadly in the bottom of the pit.

“Gidru would speak to you,” the Divine said, then gently pushed them towards the bowl.

Thea swallowed, then with Aven in tow, began descending the dirt bowl towards the god.

No one spoke as they descended the dirt bowl— not Thea, not Aven, not any of their gods. Each was looking at the sad remnant of the Rock of Gidru, grappling with the surprise and disappointment.

Well, except Seno, who was humming a children’s tune quietly in the back of Thea’s head. She had no idea what he was thinking about. Flagstones were the safe bet.

When they reached the Rock at the bottom of the bowl, Thea considered reaching up and touching the dark, smooth surface, then stopped with her hand halfway there, not wanting to be rude.

<It is fine,> a tired voice said. <None will be offended.>

Thea extended her hand out all the way, and rested her hand on the remains of the legendary monolith. Beside her, Aven did the same.

It was cool to the touch, and felt like nothing but ordinary stone, if smoother than most.

“May I ask what you need from us, Gidru?” Thea asked politely.

<Not from you,> Gidru said. <From your ancient friend in the clay tablet.>

<How can you feel me through this pouch?> Isimadu demanded.

<I was one of the High Gods, once,> Gidru replied. <Even now, as weak as I am, much is possible for me that isn’t possible for lesser gods. Besides, ancient one, your own senses penetrate it easily enough.>

<What do you want from me?> Isimadu demanded angrily. <I will not kill for you. I will not kill for anyone.>

<I do not ask you to kill for me,> Gidru said. <I ask you to kill me, in order to free my people.>

<What?> Isimadu asked, sounding shocked. <What sort of god would willingly request that fate? This blasphemy?>

Gidru sighed. <My Purpose is to care for my people— but my very existence has turned into a cage for them. If you were to kill me, they would have nothing binding them here any longer, and could make a break for freedom. Your blasphemous power terrifies me, disgusts me— but there is little I would not suffer for my people. I will, of course, pay your humans in boons.>

<Do they know what you’re planning?> Amena spoke up.

<Of course not,> Gidru said. <Do you think they would allow you close, if that were the case?>

“What do you think they’ll do to us, if we carry out your will?” Thea said, carefully choosing her words in case some Gidran Divine with enhanced hearing was listening.

<I can command them to let you go in peace beforehand,> Gidru said, but Thea could hear the lack of faith in his voice.

<Why would they obey the commandment of a dead god, when vengeance beckons?> Isimadu asked.

There was a long, dragging silence before Gidru spoke again, in a voice that sounded as close to weeping as a god could get. <You are right, and I am sorry. I asked this of you in desperation, in blind hope. But I cannot, will not ask you to sacrifice yourselves for my people, to my people.>

Thea blinked at those words, immediately thinking of Gregor’s plan to sacrifice her to kill Cambrias, his willingness to sacrifice millions of groundlings and wall-toppers alike to the chaos that would follow.

Aven spoke, unusually formal in her words, while Thea was still running over that in her head. “Even if we carried out your will, it would certainly alert our enemies to our presence— and we are the reason they have pulled so many guards from your close. It would ruin your plan from the beginning.”

Gidru sighed once more. <That makes a disturbing amount of sense. I apologize for asking the impossible, and thank you for sparing a tired old god your time.>

<From one tired old god to another,> Isimadu said, <I am sorry we cannot aid you. Your plea, in truth, is the first in centuries I feel sorry turning down.>

<Thank you, ancient one,> Gidru said. <May you find your own peace soon.>

There was a quiet sense of acknowledgment from Isimadu, and then Gidru withdrew. Aven took her hand off the Rock and stepped back, turning to go.

Thea stayed still, frozen against the stone.

“Thea?” Aven asked.

“What if there’s another way we could help you?” Thea asked. “A way that benefits all of us?”

<Tablet-bearer, I appreciate your desire to help, but if there was any other way, my generals and I would have figured it out centuries ago,> Gidru said patiently.

“No,” Thea said. “No, I don’t think they would have. Not to say I’m any smarter than them— just that I’m more familiar with certain parts of the Wall, and have a slightly different perspective.”

<Very well,> Gidru said. <I am skeptical, but it does not hurt to listen.>

Thea explained. It took longer than expected, even as un-fleshed as her plan was, and by the time she finished, a large number of Gidran warrior Saints and combat Divines had gathered in the bowl, listening silently.

It was Aven who spoke first after Thea finished explaining. Not that she’d been silent— but before, it had been steadily escalating laughter.

“That is the single most insane plan I have ever heard,” Aven said. “Like, I don’t think Amena and I could come up with something a quarter as nuts if we tried. I absolutely love it.”

<I have seldom encountered similar audacity… but there is a certain mad logic to it. My generals will need to confer, but if they agree to this plan… well, you will be amply rewarded,> Gidru said.

“I’m not proposing in the hope of a reward,” Thea said. “This benefits us too.”

<It is, nonetheless, worth rewarding,> Gidru said. <Your gods will receive freely offered prayer from my Divines, while you and your companion will each select one of my own boons and one of my blessings for yourself.>

Thea and Aven exchanged shocked looks, then both nodded eagerly.

<What will you need for your plan, if we go forward with it?> Gidru asked.

“I’m sure you have spies in the Wall Guard, right? And on the wall-tops?” Thea asked.

The Gidran warriors around her shot her angry glares, but Thea continued before they could protest. “I don’t need to know their identities or anything. What I need? Maps. Lots and lots of maps. Very specific maps.”

Thea paused, thinking. “Also going to need Caga and her smugglers, a particularly daring thief, blessed earplugs, a blessed key, a few hundred pounds of soap, plumber and jeweler tools, and a live chicken.”

Aven started laughing even harder.


CHAPTER FIFTY

Bones of Stone

Aven quickly got kicked out of the planning meetings that followed— as did the chicken. The chicken, it turned out, wasn’t needed this early in Thea’s plan, whereas Aven just couldn’t stop laughing.

Partially because she was the one to have tricked the Gidrans into bringing the chicken early.

While the others planned, Aven returned to the longhall to consider her options for her boons.

Aven still hadn’t decided which boon to take as a reward for the smuggling. Given the sheer number of options there, and the fact that people often designed their entire souls around one of Gidru’s boons, she decided to look at the stone god’s gifts first.

Thea had been able to decide on her boon from Gidru immediately once the generals agreed to her plan— she’d gone for Gidru’s Bones of Stone, his second most notorious gift after the one that enhanced the Rock of Gidru. Unlike other godgifts that enhanced bone strength, the Bones of Stone didn’t alter the bones themselves— instead, they created a link between the gifted’s bones and any rocks nearby. If any serious injury would be done to their skeleton, the damage would instead be distributed into those nearby stones. It didn’t prevent lesser damage, of course— that would result in negative consequences for skeletons, weakening them in the long run.

The gift was a distant relative of the sympathetic gifts of Turoapt and Lowlock— but far better suited towards battle than either of those slow-acting miracles.

Even relatively weak rocks could absorb huge amounts of punishment, not least because the force was distributed. For the Gidrans, who often wielded nigh indestructible weapons of Gidru’s chert? It made their bones effectively indestructible, capable of withstanding impossible forces placed on them, either by outside impact or their own muscles. The bedrock below a Gidran warrior would dissolve into dust before their bones would break— though odds were their flesh would pulp and disintegrate long before either happened. It didn’t enhance any other part of their body, after all. But so long as there was enough stone nearby, there was no stronger bone enhancement boon Aven had ever heard of.

And Seno’s flagstones were absolutely close enough to real stone for the Bones of Stone.

The Bones of Stone made, unfortunately, less sense for Aven, especially without Seno’s gift. She certainly couldn’t afford one of Gidru’s stone weapons to go with it.

Besides, Amena already provided Aven with highly effective bone enhancements. Parts of the body Amena couldn’t enhance were few and far between.

With the Bones of Stone and Gidru’s most famous godgift out of the picture, she turned her attention to Gidru’s other gifts.

Armor of Stone. Flesh of Stone. Weight of Stone. Shards of Stone. Compass of Stone.

The Gidrans were many impressive things, but Aven really couldn’t claim they were spectacular at naming boons.

Armor of Stone was a straightforward armor boon, similar to the nail armor of Kimmeroj and Kimmerox, or countless other war gods. It manifested durable chert armor around the wielder— sadly, not so durable as the Rock itself, but far more durable than normal chert.

Flesh of Stone was a likewise straightforward body enhancement boon, prioritizing strength and durability, especially the latter. It didn’t actually turn flesh to stone— the name was just to keep with Gidru’s general stone god theme— but it was a powerful boon nonetheless, one that enhanced the vast majority of the body. Muscles, connective tissue, many organs— though not the eyes, pancreas, or a few others. Again, though, nothing Amena’s boon didn’t achieve already for Aven. Although Flesh of Stone didn’t physically modify the body— it lurked in the soul, drawing soulstuff to actively accomplish its task. Not necessarily better or worse than an actual body modifier, just useful in different situations and contexts.

Weight of Stone was an odd one— it allowed the user to increase their weight, as though their body was made of stone. Again, it didn’t actually make the body stone at all, and was just named to keep with the theme. It also didn’t give you the ability to resist itself— if you didn’t already have extensive body enhancement, using the gift could badly injure you. The Gidrans traditionally used it to make them immovable in battle— your average Gidran Saint could easily stop a charging bull, in combination with their other enhancements.

Shards of Stone was an interesting one— it altered the way that stone broke near you. If a stone broke near you or someone you considered an ally, it would break in a way that no shards would hit you, that no stone dust would get in your eyes or lungs. If a stone broke near an enemy, however, it would massively increase the chances of them being struck by those shards, and of getting stone dust where it shouldn’t be. More proficient wielders of the gift could consciously control how stone broke near them.

Compass of Stone was the least combat-worthy of Gidru’s gifts, but had been the most important strategically, at least before Gidru’s enclosure by the Wall— anyone using it knew exactly which direction the Stone of Gidru lay in, and exactly how far away it was. The Gidrans had a strong tradition of navigation, of course— but with the Compass of Stone, they never truly got lost, even in the worst rainstorms or dust storms.

All of Gidru’s gifts were absurdly synergistic. Armor of Stone could lend its strength to Bones of Stone. Shards of Stone made both Bones and Armor of Stone more effective. Flesh of Stone enabled Weight of Stone. It was no wonder he’d become a High God— even a layperson with all six of Gidru’s combat boons would be capable of fighting at the level of a Saint. Though, admittedly, they’d be close to being a Saint themselves by that point.

Despite its redundancy, Aven was seriously tempted by Flesh of Stone. While its function overlapped heavily with Amena’s, its actual mechanics seemed different— it would take her from being unusually durable to being absurdly durable. That was still more of a quantitative change than a qualitative change, though, and Aven was really looking for the latter.

Besides, even with both combined, she still wouldn’t be as durable as her eldest sister.

Aven scowled at that thought, then turned to her other boons.

Shards of Stone would do little for her.

Compass of Stone… wasn’t actually the worst idea? With all the wandering Aven did, having a navigation boon was a great idea— though after a few minute’s thoughts, she decided against it. Not because she preferred a combat boon, but because the directions and distance for the compass were both straight lines, not adjusted for the moon’s surface, and would regardless get less useful the farther away from the Rock of Gidru she went, since the relative changes would be smaller as she moved.

She did make a note to herself to pick up a navigation boon sometime soon, though. Would have come in handy plenty of times for her before, and she’d never taken a journey anywhere near of the scale she was on now.

No, the two that made the most sense were Armor of Stone and Weight of Stone. Though… neither of those was really a quantitative change, either. Godstuff armor wouldn’t be useless for her, but neither would it be a complete game changer. Weight of Stone, likewise, would be useful in a few niche situations, but she was already hard enough for others to move, and anyone strong enough to overpower her was already more than strong enough to pick up and throw a boulder her size.

Maybe Flesh of Stone really was the best bet. For all the fabled quality of Gidru’s boons, for all that many would kill or even give an arm for one… it just happened, sometimes, that a god’s gifts weren’t a great fit for you, no matter how powerful.

Maybe Aven could ask for a second boon from a lesser god instead? She didn’t want to cause offense, but there was no shortage of other godgifts on offer, like…

Aven stopped, and a smile spread slowly across her face.

Like the gravitational attractor boon.

She had considered it a fairly useless novelty, one that would allow her to lurch around a battlefield and add a little more force to her blows, and had accordingly dismissed it. On its own, it wasn’t very impressive.

But in combination with the Weight of Stone… oh, that was going to be a whole different story. Aven could already think of a half-dozen weird tricks to pull off with that combination.

It wasn’t precisely the sort of movement boon she’d wanted— it was halfway between that and battlefield control. Aven was more than fine with that, though.

As for her blessing… Armor of Stone. Lots of folks disdained combat blessings, but they were fantastic surprises in battle if used at the right moment, and Armor of Stone would work well with Weight of Stone and the gravitational attractor.

The strikers were going to have a truly awful time when they next met.

Not least because it was going to be soon— and on Thea and Aven’s terms.

Their insane, insane terms.

Aven began laughing again, and several others in the longhall edged away from her nervously.

In the end, it took the Gidrans three days to prepare the plan.

From the wall-top, it would have been impossible to see how extensive the preparations were, but Aven found herself amazed at the ingenuity of the Gidrans. They had an extensive tunnel network beneath their close— though the Wall’s anti-sapping blessings prevented the tunnels from exiting the close. The tunnels, while cunningly built, were just the tip of the iceberg.

Alleys were built at angles and curves that prevented any one spot on the wall from seeing more than a small distance along them, while roofs overhung the cramped streets and alleys of Gidru’s close farther than was strictly necessary. Every building had multiple entrances, and houses often had normally locked doors leading from one directly into another. Thousands of Gidrans were ferrying supplies through improvised roads right through rows of houses, moving in complex patterns designed to maximize cargo movement while minimizing traffic at any specific chokepoints or along any specific routes.

It was a miracle of logistics.

For someone who had spent as much of their life studying the Wall as Aven had, even if haphazardly, who had spent so long thinking about its strengths and weaknesses, it was clear that the Gidrans had spent even longer doing so. One of the Wall’s greatest strengths was its logistical mastery, its ability to move goods in logical patterns throughout the Wall with minimal traffic jams or slowdowns. The Gidrans had copied and adapted many of the Wall’s own techniques, and were getting ready to use them against it.

While the Gidrans and Thea planned, Aven trained with her new boons. At least, once she’d picked them up— but that only took a couple hours, she just needed to stop by the Rock and the shrine of the other god, Kragger, then spend a little time recovering.

Both were highly exhausting to use, especially the gravitational boon. She could alternate their training, letting one boon rest while she used the other, but that still left her plenty of downtime while both were recovering— and she did need to test them together as well.

While her soul was recuperating between training sessions, she spent most of her time wandering and watching the Gidran preparations while praying to Amena. She actually got another application of Amena’s boons— this one mostly focused on her immune system and lungs, both of which had been falling a little behind the rest of her enhancements.

On the night before their plan was supposed to kick off, Aven tracked Thea down. She found the mimic exterminator in a mostly empty longhall, where she was looking over her maps for the hundredth time, as though there were the slightest detail she might have missed.

Thea didn’t even notice Aven was there, as the antlered Saint collected two dinners for them.

When she reached Thea, Aven held her tray in one hand, then shoved all the maps a few feet down the table.

“Hey!” the other woman protested, but Aven just dropped a plate of food in front of her, then sat across the table from her with the other plate on the tray.

“Eat,” Aven said. “Already looked over every inch of those maps, just stressing yourself out now.”

Thea sighed, then dug into dinner.

For all the power of the Gidrans, their diet left much to be desired— the bulk of it was just mushrooms and rice. They ate worse than nearly any other groundlings— though Aven had encountered people who ate worse yet, outside the city.

Many of the Wall’s apologists leaned hard on that fact, claimed it was better to be poor within Cambrias’ Wall than poor outside it, that the net reduction in suffering was a good for the world; ignoring the fact that the Wall’s expansion and policies were causing much of that external poverty for hundreds of miles in every direction past its borders.

Aven liked to tell those folks it was better to be punched by her than punched by someone else, since her fists wouldn’t get hurt by the punching, so it was a net reduction in suffering too.

Once they’d finished their less-than-satisfying meals, Aven fixed Thea with a curious look. “You pick your second boon? Get something that synergizes with Bones of Stone and Seno’s flagstones?”

Thea shook her head. “Thought about it. Also considered getting Armor of Stone as a blessing and taking the time to turn it into a boon. But… I don’t know if becoming some sort of stone specialist is the direction I want to go with my soul.”

“What did you go with instead?” Aven asked.

“For the blessing? Flesh of Stone. For my other boon, I took a sprinting gift, from a god named Sinemaskian,” Thea said casually.

Too casually.

Aven wracked her brain for a minute, until she remembered why that name sounded familiar— it had been one of the body enhancement boons that they’d looked over while sorting through movement boons.

“Wait, you took Sinemaskian’s Stupendous Sprinter’s Stamina?” Aven asked with a laugh.

“Sinemaskian’s Stupendous Sprinter’s Stamina of Spectacular Speed,” Thea groaned.

“That’s horrible,” Aven laughed. “Some gods really have awful naming sense. My new gravity boon’s name is pretty bad too.”

“Yeah?” Thea asked.

“Kragger’s Human Attraction.”

Thea snorted.

“So what does, uh, Sinemaskian’s Stupendous Sprinter’s Stamina of Spectacular Speed do again?” Aven asked.

“It increases the maximum intensity and duration of my physical exertions,” Thea said. “Lets me sprint faster and farther, basically. Or fight harder and longer.”

Aven snickered.

“What is it this time?” Thea asked.

“You said harder and longer,” Aven said, then snickered again.

“My closest ally is an emotional twelve-year old,” Thea groaned, dropping her head down into her hands.

Aven stuck out her tongue at her, which got another amused snort from Thea.

“Seriously, though,” Aven said, “it’s a solid choice. Well-balanced combat boon that plays to your strengths— you tend to really push hard in fights already. And with Bones of Stone, your body has all the foundational boons it needs to really start enhancing your body. There is something else I’m wondering, though.”

“What’s that?” Thea asked, taking another bite of her food.

“Your plan— it’s basically a betrayal of the Wall, aiding their enemies. Moving against the city like this— You’re really alright with it?” Aven asked.

Thea set down her eating sticks and looked away as she kept chewing.

Aven waited patiently for Thea to finish.

“I can’t stop thinking about Gregor’s words,” Thea finally said, once she’d finished chewing. “He’s absolutely right about the evils of the Wall, he’s right that the Wall’s expansion needs to be halted. But…”

“But his methods are completely evil?” Aven asked. “Besides the fact it relies on using an evil boon? No offense, Isimadu.”

<None taken,> the tablet god said.

“You don’t believe his ends justify his means, is what I’m saying,” Aven concluded.

“Far from it,” Thea said. “They’re completely, utterly bloody-minded. They show a complete and utter lack of concern for human life, or from any consequences other than Cambrias’ death. But it’s more than that. I’m… just not sure that his plan will actually work.”

Aven could feel Isimadu’s attention on them at those words, but the ancient god didn’t speak.

“You think Isimadu isn’t strong enough?” Aven asked.

Thea shook her head. “It’s not about Isimadu at all. It’s not a theological question— it’s a theonomic one. It’s about all the other wall gods out there like Holeofel, or the wall construction gods, or the countless Pillars atop the Wall. Cambrias’ priesthood has spent all these centuries encouraging and subsidizing other gods who benefit from the Wall and its growth— there’s hundreds, thousands of other theonomic incentives for its growth besides Cambrias’ life extension boon. There are messenger gods who grant swiftness to those delivering packages atop the wall, map gods who let guides navigate the wall-tops and underways with ease, more others than I can count. Cambrias hasn’t been the only reason for the Wall’s growth in centuries.”

“You think the Wall’s unkillable,” Aven said.

Thea eyed her. “I’m not sure. I still want to stop Gregor— his plan is going to kill millions no matter whether Cambrias’ death kills the Wall— I’m just less and less convinced his plan is viable.”

“Sounds about right,” Aven said, toying with her own eating sticks.

“I’m a little surprised you’re so relaxed about my conclusion.”

Aven shrugged. “It’s a conclusion most every enemy of the Wall reaches at some point, myself included. Well, less a conclusion, more a stage we pass through. Not that killing Cambrias is a common proposal— though complaints that Lamitu refuses to do the job are common enough.”

“What’s the answer, then?” Thea asked. “If it’s just a stage we pass through, how are we supposed to stop the Wall without committing horrible atrocities ourselves?”

“There are hundreds of answers,” Aven said. “Probably hard to find the books and essays on the Wall, harder down here in the closes, but once we leave the city, I can probably track some down for you.”

Thea snorted. “I can’t imagine the censors would want those drifting around in here, no.”

Aven smirked, then shifted her face to serious again. “Just so you know, though— I’m not entirely convinced that killing Cambrias wouldn’t kill the wall. The other incentives are powerful, but they’re not so universal as Cambrias’, and none of them extend across the entire Wall like his does.”

“Greed does,” Thea said softly.

Aven sighed. “That it does, I suppose.”

They finished their food quietly, but before Aven grabbed their plates to return them to the kitchen, she looked Thea in the eye again.

“You never actually answered my question,” Aven said.

“Which question?”

“Are you fine turning against the city like this?”

Thea frowned, thinking, then met Aven’s eyes. “Gods around us, you know what? I am. I really, really am. Because even if you set aside all the Wall’s evils, set aside all its exploitation and ravaging of the moon… the Wall turned against me a long, long time ago. If it was ever really on my side. Maybe that’s a bit selfish, but…”

Aven smiled, patted Thea on one shoulder, and collected their empty plates as Thea returned to her maps.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Unfolding Plans

Once the Gidran thief returned from her mission, events unfolded in a hurry.

“Alright, is everything ready to go?” Thea asked.

“Things on our end are taken care of,” General Lessis said. The elderly Divine fixed her with an unamused look. “You just worry about your part of the plan. Remember, you need to be ready to go before eclipse starts tomorrow— if you’re not, you’ve doomed us all.”

Thea nodded, then returned to Aven, Caga, and the rest of the smugglers.

The smugglers were traveling light— they wouldn’t be carrying any Gidran trade goods, just the plumber and jeweler tools needed for the plan, along with the festival masks and costumes. Oh, and of course the soap, nearly a quarter ton of it distributed among their packs.

They were going to be moving much faster this time— not just due to the lighter load, but due to the fact that the smugglers had all been supplied with new strength and stamina boons as payment for their participation. That, on top of the coin Thea would be providing them.

“Any other last minute preparations, or can we get moving already?” Caga asked, looking antsy. She and her smugglers didn’t know the full details of the plan— not even a fraction of them— but they could tell something huge was up. And even if they hadn’t, they knew that their participation was enough to condemn them to a particularly nasty prison close if caught.

Thea would have preferred to rely on Gidran warriors here, but there were more than a few reasons that wouldn’t work— partially because of how many theological defenses would be triggered by too many Gidran boons leaving the close, partially because the Gidrans would need their own warriors for what was to come, and most of all the fact that their presence at their target would give the game away entirely.

“Let’s get moving,” Thea said, then pulled out her tuning forks to wake up the mimic hiding a secret passage they needed.

The route they took west was fast— but they paid for that speed with risk.

There were a few ways to move quickly through the close. The first was to spend more money when paying bribes to the gate guards, to expedite passage— a lot more money. That, unfortunately, also risked drawing more attention, but it did work.

The second way was to aim for large closes and agricultural closes. Wall crossings were the slowest part of inter-close smuggling— the fewer walls you had to cross, the better, so they’d be aiming for the largest closes in their path. Likewise, agricultural closes were more likely to have their gates open for workers.

The third way was to seek aging, poorly repaired wall segments. There were always more secret paths through those— and if there was foundation repair work going on, the repair crews were almost universally ferrying people through, no matter how heavily guarded the sites were. And though they were moving farther northwest of the Pinnian River, resulting in less water damage, there was still plentiful landrise damage as the ground rebelled, no longer weighed down by mountains.

The fourth way was, of course, to trade safety for speed, to cross some truly dangerous closes. Some of the dangerous closes were shut off entirely, carefully patrolled— but for others, the Wall Guard didn’t care if groundlings slipped in and got themselves killed.

Most of the neighborhoods around here were extremely new, fifty years old at the most. There had been a long gap between the final enclosure of Gidru and the city beginning to level the Scovan Range— the transition between the old walls and new was so stark as to be visible as they passed. They leaned on all the methods to move quickly.

They couldn’t use Seno’s flagstones to cross over the tops of Wall segments in the daylight, of course, but Thea and Aven spent their wallets thin paying bribes; snuck through precarious cracks in wall segments where loose masonry threatened to crush them at any moment; and spent hours crossing the biggest closes they could, and passing through endless barley and bean fields.

Thea was fully aware that no normal denizen of the closes could move around like this, nor this quickly— her relative power and wealth still placed her above the groundlings, even walking among them.

But it was the dangerous closes that let them make the trip in the limited time they had. Few of those lethal pits were particularly large, but they often let the group skip past better secured, less corrupt, well-repaired segments of the Wall, cutting hours of waiting in lines off their trip.

Some of those dangerous closes Thea was familiar with, others not so much.

The Zhekhavian Geyser’s daily eruption wasn’t due for another six hours, so they were able to pass through its close quickly atop a path of Seno’s flagstones. Anyone who fell into the geyser’s pool, which stretched to the very walls of the close, would be boiled alive. On the other hand, the constant steam rising off the pool also hid the group from any tourists who might be peering down from the walls early. By the time they passed through to the other side of the Zhekavian close, they were all drenched in steam, sweat, and resentment.

That last because they didn’t need to go through secret passages or cracks in the foundation to get in and out of the close. The gates were always open, and there were boats resting at each exit, ready to be pushed into the water. But, as Caga explained to Thea and Aven, one out of three of the boats were deliberately built to sink, or to catch fire, or to be driven by blessings to directly above the geyser itself, to imprison its victims until the next eruption.

For all that most of the Wall Guard’s cruelty to groundlings was impersonal and economic, their callous disregard inevitably provided a shield for bullies and sadists in their ranks, ones who found places to play their cruel games with the groundlings across the city. And, well… there were always those who faced a crisis of conscience, who saw that there were others in society doing worse than them; and then rather than face that fact head on, chose to blame the victims, to justify cruelty with an ego-preserving moral imperative.

The damp and bad-tempered group passed through a mimic breeding ground, where Thea’s fellow mimic exterminators were experimenting with different mimic breeds to transplant around the city. It was a bizarre-looking close, like a chessboard with different terrain in each square. They passed through empty towns, mock-foundries, carefully tended orchards, and even a fancy ballroom. Thea was able to guide the group around any dangerous mimics, though several of the smugglers got mild bites or stings.

Well, and she did trick Aven into sitting on a chair skeuomorph, which being unsocialized to people, completely freaked out. Neither Aven nor the mimic were hurt, but it was hilarious.

The group passed through a wildlife close, where one of the last remaining populations of giant prairie sloth resided. They were able to slip from tree to tree around the edges of the close easily enough to avoid attention from above, but they had to be very careful to avoid any of the sloths— they were almost the size of elephants, if a bit less bulky, and highly territorial. Thea did not want to have to try and avoid those giant claws— and she especially didn’t want to try and block them, even with Seno’s flagstone boon.

Not wanting to fight the sloths wasn’t just a pragmatic matter, though— they were among the last of their kind, a zoo-kept remnant of the megafauna wiped out by the wall’s expansion. All the great predators were gone, and most of the herd beasts. What populations remained were badly inbred, and most such species only existed as skeletons or taxidermy in museums and private collections.

The giant sloths were icons of an older time, and Thea was loathe to do them any harm.

The nastiest close Caga led them through was Jocatha’s.

There were no closed gates blocking access to it— no, in fact, there were a half-dozen gates kept open at all times, each leading into a chain of open closes, spanning eight miles or more from one side to another, Jocatha’s close in the center.

But those closes didn’t connect with each other laterally, only in long roads leading to Jocatha’s close, forming a shape the locals referred to as Jocatha’s Star.

The Wall Guard wanted as many people passing through Jocatha’s close as possible, after all.

The Star was tricky to get into, but once they had— with the biggest bribe yet— it was a clear path through.

The central close was a moderate sized one, filled with wild forest and a single village in the middle. The village itself was a beautiful, peaceful-seeming little place, filled with cheerful, happy villagers who all seemed glad to see them as they passed through.

They were, of course, delighted to see them— but they were also very careful not to show their teeth while smiling. Their razor-sharp, iron-coated piranha teeth, their bladed edges slotting together like perfect triangles in their mouth.

Though a few of their children forgot to hide their hungry smiles, an image that would probably give Thea nightmares.

Jocatha was one of the most monstrous gods in the city— a cannibal god, whose powerful boons filled her worshipers with a commandment and a compulsion to eat human flesh. Normally, a god such as her would have been imprisoned without worshipers by the Wall Guard, allowed to starve to death— but apparently one of her boons was powerful enough that the Wall Guard found it worth their while to keep the cannibal god alive. An iron-filtering boon that pulled iron from water— though the Jocathans mostly used it on blood. Though the inhabitants of the Star made much of the fact that Jocatha’s progenitor had been a serial killer— one employed for decades by the Wall Guard, until one of her victims got the best of her. Easy for serial murderers to get by in the Wall Guard, so long as their targets stayed groundlings.

Anyone passing through Jocatha’s roads had a risk of being taken by her worshipers for their next meal. Anyone who ventured into the forests was guaranteed to be taken.

No one was ever attacked in the village proper.

Her worshipers never left Jocatha’s Close, even with the open gates. The common hypothesis was that Jocatha, like most place gods, like Cambrias himself, offered location dependent godgifts. What sort of godgift was enough to convince people to take up a cannibalistic lifestyle was a matter of some debate— a few of the smugglers were convinced it was a longevity boon like Cambrias', but most thought it was some sort of euphoric or addictive godgift.

The groundlings living in the close around Jocatha would never be fool enough to pass through normally— but the Wall Guard made sure it happened, by only providing certain necessities at the end of each chain of closes. Salt in one, certain medicines at a second, other medicines at a third, leaving insufficient clean water for a fourth chain of closes, that sort of thing. The closes in the arms of the Star had to trade with one another, if they wanted to survive. Hundreds of merchants were forced to pass through Jocatha’s close each day.

Restricting the basic necessities of life was, after all, one of the Wall Guard’s favorite means of controlling groundlings.

When they passed through Jocatha’s beautiful little village, with its rustic little cottages, adorable gardens, enthusiastic amateur statuary, and charming village market, they did so alongside dozens of terrified traders from the arms of the Star.

Thea didn’t feel much in the way of fear— instead, she was filled with anger and disgust. The Wall Guard didn’t just allow this monstrosity to continue, but actively encouraged it, willingly sacrificing the lives of groundlings, all for profit. They had even intervened to prevent the Jocathans’ prey from banding together to strike back against the cultists. All for a godgift that would let them pull a little extra iron out of the wastewater of iron mines.

The woods, likewise, showed no sign of being a place of horror— it was just a beautiful, rambling forest. At least, if you didn’t look too closely at the nests of the many bonethieves in the forests. Many of them contained the usual mouse, squirrel, mimic, and bird bones in their construction— but more than a few of the white corvids had included obvious finger bones and other small human bones in their nests.

Thea, Aven, and the smugglers weren’t attacked as they passed through the Close. A few times, they heard noises from the woods, but Thea and Aven both flexed their souls, and the presence of Saints was enough to discourage the Jocathans.

That, or they just weren’t hungry. Before leaving Jocatha’s close, they passed through the site of an obvious ambush.

The road was muddy with blood, and there were scraps of cloth and leather lying scattered about. Thea spotted a bit-off finger lying half-buried in mud.

The merchants’ goods were stacked neatly by the side of the road, for anyone who wanted them. The Jocathans didn’t need them; they got all the supplies they needed from the Wall Guard, after all.

None of their group even suggested touching the supplies, just walked past them without slowing.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Organized Chaos

Aven wasn’t nearly ready to sleep when they arrived at their resting spot for the night— a simple campground in a tree farm close, filled with pines nearly ready for harvesting.

It was way too hot for pines at this altitude and latitude, so Aven was sure there was some pine god for the forest, but she hadn’t spotted any shrines or anything.

After setting up the camp and eating, the smugglers went right to sleep, exhausted by the day’s exertions. This was considered such a safe close that they didn’t even bother setting a watch.

Thea, though, was awake and reading, using her night vision. The day hadn’t been nearly intense enough to exhaust a Saint, despite the rapid march and the dangerous closes.

“You reading that book on anointment theory I got you?” Aven asked, flopping down and leaning back against the same rock as Thea.

Even as she said it, though, she realized that it was a different book— much too small and thin.

Aven snatched it from her hands, to Thea’s grunted protest, and flipped it over to look at the cover— though she was careful not to lose Thea’s place in the book.

The City of Bridges.

Aven raised her eyebrows at that. “I haven’t been in the city too long, but even I know this book is almost as banned as murder or arson on the Wall. I knew it before I came within five hundred miles of the Wall.”

“I stole it from the architect’s camp,” Thea said defensively. “I was doing them a favor, really, keeping them from getting in trouble.”

“You enjoying it so far?” Aven asked. “I’m not personally much of a fan, and not just because fiction’s not usually for me.”

Thea shrugged. “It’s… interesting. Tolerably well written, but really dreamy and utopian.”

“Interesting is definitely a good description for it. ‘What if a god of bridges had gotten the gift of longevity instead of a god of walls?’ is absolutely an interesting question, but it… doesn’t really help with stopping the Wall’s expansion, does it?”

Thea shrugged. “Suppose not, but I’m enjoying it anyhow. And… I’m kinda enjoying the little act of rebellion?”

“You’re about to carry out a major act of rebellion tomorrow,” Aven pointed out.

“That one mostly makes me anxious,” Thea said.

Aven leaned back and looked for stars in the sky. There were none near Viseas, of course, but she thought she could make out a handful farther away from the gas giant that weren’t washed out by the Wall’s light pollution. Hard to tell, though; Amena didn’t do much to enhance her senses.

“Same here,” Aven admitted. “Done some crazy stuff before, but this absolutely takes the prize.”

“So much of tomorrow rests on assumptions,” Thea said. “We still don’t know how we’re being tracked. If I’m wrong about its limits, if our enemies can track us precisely…”

Aven shook her head. “No point in worrying about it. Either way, we’re committed now.”

<Either way, it will be a grand adventure,> Amena murmured to them both.

“That it will,” Aven agreed. “That it will.”

They sat silently together then— Aven searching for stars, Thea reading her forbidden text.

The final approach the next morning took only three hours. They needed to pass none of the dangerous closes from before— just a few open agricultural closes, mostly yam fields. From there, they bribed their way through a handful more gates, before they finally found themselves in the Ariptai close.

Ariptai was one of the densest, most crowded slum closes in the entire west of the Wall. There were no streets, but rather corridors— the buildings mounded and heaped atop one another until they’d merged into one enormous building, leaving only dark, cramped passages winding around and through the endless architecture. Pathways ran over rooftops, only to become hallways as more buildings grew atop those rooftops.

Ariptai had grown into a vast squat pillar, which filled nearly the entirety of its close. The whole thing rose up to precisely fifty-four feet, ten feet below the height of the wall segments around it, and no farther— and in that space, sometimes fit so few as three stories, sometimes so many as six. Ariptai’s edges came to precisely twenty feet of the wall segments around it, and no farther.

Every other cubic inch of Ariptai’s close was filled with construction.

And it was not a small close.

All of the obscenely dense architecture was filled with even more obscenely dense crowds. As Aven set foot through its gates, she was taken aback by the sheer mass of the crowds boiling around its base, walking in the thin, slightly curved canyon between the walls and Ariptai. The crowds weren’t any less dense on the sides of the immense built slum, racing up and down ladders, slipping past one another on narrow balcony paths, and leaning out of windows to chat with neighbors above and below.

“How many people live here?” Aven asked.

“No one really knows, but at least a quarter-million,” Caga responded. “Scholarly types like to call this place an urban cancer. Gives you a good idea what most wall-toppers think of this place.”

“Been to the Growth,” Aven said. “Gods around us, this is not an urban cancer. Even the Godsmount is closer to being an urban cancer than this. This is just… poorly planned.”

“Not planned at all,” Caga laughed. “There used to be a set of wall segments intersecting in the middle of the close, but that intersection was poorly built, and too destabilized by landrise. They couldn’t afford the ongoing maintenance, so they disassembled the whole thing, and Ariptai used the remainders of the segments as a backbone to support this whole thing.”

“I’ve never even heard of Ariptai before the Gidrans suggested it to me for our route,” Thea said. “How do all these people support themselves?”

“Drudge prayer,” Caga said. “Ariptai’s the reason this region can afford to have so many agricultural closes— Ariptai covers a huge portion of Cambrias’ prayer tax for the whole area. Now let’s get heading in, we don’t have all day.”

“How have you never heard of something like this?” Aven demanded of Thea as they joined the group of smugglers heading into Ariptai itself.

Thea shrugged. “I’ve never heard of tons of places in the city. You could spend a lifetime wandering it— a Wall Guard’s lifetime— and never see everything. Biggest city in the multiverse, remember?”

Aven was going to make a snarky comment, but they entered Ariptai just then, and she found herself overwhelmed by the crowds.

The inside of Ariptai was an insane, poorly-lit maze. Within the first five minutes, they passed countless apartments, restaurants, laundries, crowded bazaars— all within hallways or rooms. They passed single rooms with multiple families in them, and long lines to use latrine rooms and showers.

Aven was decently sure if she had to stay here longer than a couple hours, she’d go insane with claustrophobia.

One of the first things she noticed was how many folks from the Eastern hemisphere there were, with skin too pale to stand up to Viseas’ direct glare. If they were going to be found anywhere in the closes, they’d be found somewhere like this, where they could live without constantly wearing full-body shrouds to protect their skin when they left their homes. It wasn’t that they would immediately die under Viseas’ glare or anything, they just had much higher incidences of skin cancer.

Easterners were still very much a minority inside Ariptai, but Aven was startled to find any in the closes at all— most that ventured into the western hemisphere were wealthy merchants, ambassadors, or powerful Saints and Divines with skin protection boons, or who could simply afford to go to skin cancer gods weekly. How they, or their descendants, had ended up impoverished groundlings was a question to which Aven had no answers.

Of course, there were plenty of other Easterners as dark of skin as anyone who lived under Viseas’ glare, but folks often seemed to forget them, to act as if only the pale Easterners counted.

After maybe twenty minutes of weaving their way through the crowded, smelly maze, and stepping over several puddles that absolutely weren’t water, the group found themselves at a heavily guarded door.

Caga spent a few moments speaking quietly with the guards, then the whole group was quickly shepherded through the door— and onto a staircase.

A staircase heading down.

“We’re not heading to the roof?” Aven asked, confused.

Caga snorted. “Not a chance. The Wall Guard keeps lots of crossbowmen stationed around Ariptai— anyone trying to cross from the roof to the Wall is going to miraculously transform into a pincushion. No, we’re going down. When they removed much of the old wall segments, they didn’t get rid of the foundations, even where they reconnected to the wall. It’s one of the few places where you can actually escape the Wall’s anti-sapping gods and dig tunnels, and the Ariptaians have a whole bunch of tunnels running through the old foundations.”

“Wall guard hasn’t figured it out yet?” Aven asked.

Thea snorted. “Bet they figured it out years ago, and have been taking their cut ever since.”

Caga smiled. “You’re not being nearly cynical enough, girls— the Wall Guard helped build the tunnels, and several different departments feud over who gets to collect the tolls.”

Aven exchanged glances with Thea.

“Maybe you should cut off your antlers?” Thea asked. “Just in case someone’s shared a description of us?”

“I’d rather keep them for tonight,” Aven said. “Force regrowing them in a few hours would be annoying. And what about your tuning forks?”

“Neither of you need to stress about your old enemies up-top finding you,” Caga said. “The tunnel-keepers are generally very careful not to pay attention to who’s using the tunnels, only what’s moving through them. The system wouldn’t work otherwise, there’s too many conflicting interests.”

They finished their descent, then, and found themselves in a crowded subterranean bazaar.

“That said… disguises wouldn’t be entirely amiss,” Caga said.

Aven was deeply amused at the disguise they assembled for her, and a little upset that she’d never thought of it before— rather than trying to conceal her antlers, the smugglers made the antlers look like part of an elaborate mask. It only took a costumer in the underground bazaar five minutes to sew a mask to the front of a cape’s hood, then cut slits for her antlers in the hood. Add a few buttons so the hood could be taken off without ripping the fabric, and Aven looked like she was wearing the mask of some forest Avatar, her antlers just part of the disguise.

Most of the others wore masks too, though of much simpler make— usually simple bandanas over the mouth and nose. Thea, at least, got an elaborate full mask as well— a face weeping on one side, laughing on the other. To hide her tuning forks, she just buttoned her duster closed, then wrapped canvas around the tuning fork. It would look weird to a passerby, but they’d probably assume it was a particularly strange scabbard or something before guessing it was a giant combat fork.

It was a surprisingly simple solution they should have thought of ages ago, just like the mask thing. All of the suggestions had come from Caga— turns out smugglers were a lot better at disguises than mimic exterminators or wandering adventurers.

Aven noticed that Thea’s duster had almost completely healed the cuts it had taken against the strikers, leaving thin scars in the leather. Aven’s duster had taken much more of a beating, but had healed up much faster.

Negotiating access to the smuggling tunnel was much more expensive and time-consuming than the stairway down to the bazaar, and by the time the whole smuggling party was guided into the tunnel, Thea and Aven’s purses were nearly flat.

Aven had to take several deep breaths before stepping into the tunnel proper. She was in control of her claustrophobia; she wouldn’t have been able to travel the underways or Ariptai or half a dozen places otherwise, but sometimes it liked to fight her— like right now.

Seeing the tunnel made much of the claustrophobia dissolve— she’d expected a dirty, cramped mess, something more like the Mudmaze, but what she saw instead looked pretty much like a smaller underway, well-lit by hundreds of glowing godstuff moths floating beneath the ceiling. Most of her anxiety quickly left her, though she still couldn’t help but hunch a little, even though her antlers were at no risk of scraping the ceiling.

“Shoddy management,” Thea muttered beside her, glaring at the wall.

“What now?” Aven asked.

“Whoever’s in charge of this tunnel isn’t involving my department,” Thea said. “Ariptai’s mimics were… definitely under-managed, but there’s absolutely no management whatsoever going on down here.”

“I don’t see any bluemidges,” Aven pointed out.

“Not the problem,” Thea said. “The mimics down here are badly overcrowded, and several of them are sick. Just asking for trouble, or for a flesh-eater to move in, cannibal or otherwise.”

“There are cannibal mimics?” Aven asked.

Thea frowned. “There’s a lot of debate whether cannibal is the right word, because there’s endless debates about whether species is a meaningful concept between different varieties of mimic— for many of them, the idea of individuals doesn’t even make sense— but yes, there are definitely mimics that eat other mimics. They’re among the hardest mimics to spot, too, and can remain motionless for decades between meals, waiting for a young mimic to settle atop them and grow to a sufficient size to be worth eating.”

“Weird,” Aven said.

Honestly, she couldn’t tell there were any mimics in the tunnel at all.

They passed only a few others in the tunnel— a group of smugglers going the opposite way as them, and a solo merchant Saint who flared his soul at Thea and Aven, as if declaring he was ready for trouble, though never looking their direction.

Their exit was a subdued affair— the guards on duty held them in a large room for several minutes, then without much to-do, herded them up a ladder, down a narrow passageway, and to another ladder, where they held them for several more minutes.

“And… go!” one of the guards commanded, and the whole group rushed up the ladder, slipping one by one through a concealed trapdoor.

Thea and Aven were the last ones up the ladder, and as they slipped through a narrow side passage and out into the underways again, Aven leaned towards the taller woman.

“Here we go,” she muttered. “One way or another, this is going to be over soon.”

Thea scowled. “Six hours and change, and we’ll know for sure whether we’re insane or not.”

Amena spoke to both of them, then. <Oh, you’re both insane alright. Your plan has a chance of working, but that doesn’t add any sanity.>

Thea scowled harder, but Aven started laughing.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Gears and Signals

Thea desperately hoped they were right about how they were being tracked. Not the specific methods, of course— Thea had no idea what those were. Honestly, she was convinced that it involved alien magic.

But she was relatively sure she knew what was being tracked. It was the failure to track them down into the closes that had given the game away. Thea was fairly sure they were tracking Cambrias’ blessing in her soul.

It was the only thing that made sense.

She couldn’t imagine anything else that fit the pattern of tracking. Cambrias’ blessing didn’t work down in the closes, didn’t work on the Incoherency, and only somewhat worked on the Growth’s wall segments, all of which corresponded to the facts of their pursuit. She was also confident that the tracking method was highly imprecise— if it could narrow her location down more than to the nearest wall segment, they would have been caught by now.

She didn’t know what alien magics were being used to track her copy of Cambrias’ blessings— and surely they were alien, the existence of such a godgift would have changed history— but Thea could absolutely make inferences based on the evidence.

Given the intel the Gidran spies had provided, the nearest hunters were hours away, even with how much faster travel was on the wall-tops. Thea didn’t know how quickly they’d detect her presence up here, nor how quickly they would reach this neighborhood, but she was sure that the surrounding wall segments would be filled with strikers and Unclean Knives before the eclipse, so they were going to need to move fast.

When they reached their destination through the underways— just a half hour’s walk, only six wall segments or so— they slipped casually into an unmarked cargo tunnel, with an ordinary looking door at the end.

While it looked ordinary, it was anything but— even a strength-enhanced Saint would struggle to break it down. It wasn’t blessed, just made of impressively hefty oak timbers, backed with steel braces.

The lock, however, wasn’t just blessed, but was in fact a minor relic. Ironically, it was more valuable than anything past the door.

Thea pulled out the blessed key the Gidrans had provided her with and inserted it into the relic lock.

There was a tense silence of nearly a minute as the key’s lockpicking blessings battled with the relic, before finally overcoming them and turning.

Thea sighed in relief and pushed the heavy door open, then stepped through.

Into the heart of a semaphore golem.

There were, to the eternal distress of the wealthy and the eternal relief of workers, precious few safe applications for golem-based automation. Golems behaved in incredibly rigid fashions, obeying their commandments— of which most could only hold a small number— to the absolute letter. Their interpretations of those commandments, likewise, were rigid, but also counter-intuitively unpredictable. Their interpretations were influenced not only by the particular quirks of the godgifts that made them, but also by the other commandments they’d been given.

Quite simply, golems couldn’t handle any task but the most simple and repetitive— and there was always a risk of the golems losing control.

Any golem given a task too complex for it went berserk and attacked anyone and everything nearby. Any golem given a commandment that contradicted another commandment went berserk and attacked anyone and everything nearby. Any golem that encountered a situation whose base facts contradicted one of its commandments went berserk and attacked anyone and everything nearby. Any golem whose commandments contained too much ambiguity went berserk and attacked anyone and everyone nearby.

Sometimes golems just went berserk and attacked everyone nearby for no reason.

Even without all the risks and limitations of golems, they wouldn’t see mass use as labor— they were too expensive. Hiring groundling workers was almost always cheaper.

Still, golems saw plenty of use. There was little the wealthy hated more than paying workers; and there was little they loved more than owning things, so they were always trying to make golems work. The wealthiest, of course, could afford much more expensive gargoyles to labor for them.

Even ignoring all of the many limitations of golems, they still saw use in several highly specific settings.

The golems in the trash sorting facility in Naisai were a great example. The vast majority of the work, especially the mental efforts of sorting, were performed by the villagers. A golem handed the wrong sort of trash simply couldn’t deal with it, and there was always a risk of it going berserk. They existed not to lower the price of the trash sorting, not to automate it, but primarily to prevent groundling escapes.

Likewise, there were lots of golems used as valves, pumps, or other basic machines, with straightforward, simple commandments.

Semaphores were a perfect use for golems. All they had to do was watch the nearest other semaphore golems in their relay lines, then copy any arm movements as appropriate. Each combination of arm postures could encode a surprising number of letters, words, even phrases— but the golems didn’t need to translate any of it.

There were plenty of downsides to the semaphore system— not least the fact that literally anyone watching could copy down any messages passing through the golem chains and look up the meanings later in publicly available guides, which led to a whole additional level of encoding, and to entire industries of message code-breaking— which got even more complicated with the eight-armed trunk golems, which could send or relay messages with even greater signal density.

The actual messages only entered or exited the lines at specific message depots, such as at regional Wall Guard headquarters, entered by highly trained technicians. There was very little that could be done at any normal semaphore golem, besides basic maintenance. In fact, there were only two commandments that could be interacted with meaningfully in them.

The emergency shutdown commandment, and the maintenance shutdown commandment.

This semaphore golem was a particularly massive example of the breed, at least half-again their average height— though still smaller than a trunk golem. Despite that, Thea took only a moment to gape at the immense crankshaft stretching from the foundations of the Wall up to the top of the semaphore golem. Only took a few heartbeats to glance at the thousands of cogs, ranging from the size of a fingernail to behemoths spanning almost the entire width of the tower. Only spared a few more seconds to glance down to the bottom of the pit, past dozens of massive chains, to see where the crankshaft pierced a thick water main, the flow of the water inside providing much of the motive power for the semaphore golem. Godgifts could only do so much, after all.

She had to do a double-take at the lights, which looked to be glowing glass teakettles suspended here and there from the walls. Thea was pretty sure there was a weird story behind the god that had blessed those.

Then she walked a few feet down the wooden walkway circling the pit, grabbed the lever controlling the maintenance shutdown, and pulled.

And, of course, nothing happened immediately. The golem would start inserting shutdown signals into its mechanisms, which would reroute messages to other lines. It was entirely routine, with maintenance shutdowns happening all over the city on any given day. Too many of them at once could provoke message slowdowns, of course, but Thea could almost guarantee no one in the Wall Guard’s various communications departments would blink twice at this shutdown— and if they did, they’d probably blame it on one of the other departments.

It took about ten minutes for the shutdown process to complete and messages to stop flowing through the line. During that time, the group discarded their disguises and unloaded their backpacks, removing bar after bar of harsh soap, then filling buckets with water from some of the many pipes lower in the semaphore golem. Thea and Aven also found the semaphore’s own cleaning supplies in a large cabinet, though it would be mildly surprising if they even used up all their own soap. Once the rumble of machinery had stopped, once all the gears had come to a halt, Thea rolled her neck and cracked her knuckles.

“Alright then,” she said. “Let’s tidy up a bit, shall we?”

“This plan is a lot less entertaining than expected,” Aven grumbled from where she was scrubbing the grease off a torso-wide cog. “This soap is a nightmare on my skin.”

“Really not sure what you thought it was going to be like,” Thea said, tapping a much smaller cog with one of her tuning forks. She listened carefully for a moment, then took the jeweler’s tools the Gidrans had provided to the cog once more, making a few cautious adjustments to the clockwork.

“Want to trade jobs?” Aven asked as she wrung out her rag. A few drops splashed onto one of the smugglers below, also washing clockwork, and he yelled irritably up at Aven.

“Sorry!” she called down, then turned back to Thea. “Seriously, that doesn’t look too hard, I think I could handle it. It’s not like you’ve done this before either.”

“Do you have perfect pitch and a deep familiarity with resonating metal?” Thea responded as patiently, as she had the first five or six times. Then she took out a different tuning fork and tapped the cog again.

That was much closer— she was really starting to get the hang of this. She’d already used the plumber’s tools to adjust most of the bigger cogs and crankshafts, leaving just the smaller ones now. There was no way she would make it through all of the clockwork before eclipse, but the more she modified, the better.

Aven just grunted.

Thea adjusted four more gears before Aven spoke again. “You’re sure you want to go through with this? Last chance to back out and slip into the closes.”

Thea sighed. “I wish. No, this is it, Aven. If we slip down into the closes, we can’t get out of the city. Security just gets stronger and stronger towards the edge of the Wall, and Gregor ordered so many troops off Gidru’s close just to reinforce that further. There’s no way we’re getting past them either way. If we stay up here, everyone who wants Isimadu is going to just keep tracking us. We’re backed in a corner and I can’t think of any other options.”

Aven stopped scrubbing and turned to her. “I don’t buy that for a second. You came up with this insane plan, you can come up with another— equally mad, if not madder.”

Thea snorted at that. “Alright, fine, I probably could, but if we back out now, we’ll make enemies of the Gidrans too.”

“Fair point,” Aven admitted.

There was a long pause, and Thea sighed again. “And no, we’re not going to make enemies of the Gidrans for the fun of it.”

“I wasn’t going to suggest that!” Aven protested. “That would be stupid, even for me!”

<I was going to suggest that,> Amena said, speaking up. <It would be funny.>

Isimadu replied from his tablet, exasperated. <For a goddess your age, you are truly immature and ridiculous.>

Amena made a farting noise.

The smugglers finished washing the grease off the semaphore golem’s gears an hour before eclipse.

“Lookout is pretty sure he’s spotted both strikers and Unclean Knives on neighboring wall segments,” Caga told Thea and Aven.

“Expected them sooner,” Aven said, as Thea counted out the high-interval coins the Gidrans had provided to pay the smugglers.

Well, helped provide. Thea was still using plenty of her own money; she and Aven were going to be close to broke after this— as much as any Saint could ever be broke.

Caga shrugged. “Sooner would have been trouble for me and mine, so I won’t complain.”

She took the coins and turned to go, then stopped. “Look, I don’t know what you two and the Gidrans are up to, nor do I want to know, but if you get caught, you never met us.”

“Not even in passing,” Thea said.

“Who are you again?” Aven asked.

Caga smirked. “That’s what I like to hear. That said… good luck.”

“Thanks,” Thea said. “And… I won’t tell you what we’re planning, but you probably want to get back down to the closes in a hurry. Going to be a lot safer down there for the next few hours.”

“Really, really don’t want to know,” Caga said, then led her smugglers back into the underways.

Once they were gone, Thea took a deep breath. “Alright, let’s get ready.”

The two of them raced about, completing their final tasks. They relocked and barricaded the door to the underways. They took a few minutes to disable the emergency shutdown lever. They checked the blessed earplugs they’d requisitioned from the Gidrans. Then they climbed up to the semaphore golem’s top, checked to make sure the trapdoor to its head was well oiled and unlocked, and then positioned themselves to keep watch through the eyes on either side of its head.

Thea took the westward face, watching for strikers and Unclean Knives. It wasn’t hard to spot either— they’d all come heavily armed and ready for a fight. The local Wall Guard was clearly out of its depth, and had no idea what was going on— neither group of hunters would want anyone else to find out they were hunting Isimadu. Thea felt sorry for the local guardsmen— they were just trying to do their jobs.

Several groups of searchers passed through the streets directly beneath the semaphore golem, but none of them looked up. On top of people’s natural tendencies not to look up, semaphore golems had long faded into the background for most inhabitants of the Wall. And even if they had looked up, it was unlikely they’d spot Thea through the tinted glass window.

Even with the high stakes of their situation, Thea idly tried to figure out how the golem saw through window eyes— the glass panes were definitely relics, but what they did was beyond her.

And then the sun kissed the edge of Viseas.

“It’s time,” Thea said, and headed back down the stairs, Aven behind her. They both inserted their blessed cotton earplugs as they descended the staircase, and the sounds of her footsteps were muffled for a heartbeat as the blessing activated.

When they reached the maintenance shutdown lever, Thea paused for a moment. Despite all her own objections, her own conviction that this plan was worth the risk, she was briefly tempted to try fleeing back into the underways.

Then she took a deep breath, grasped the shutdown lever, and pulled.

At first, nothing happened, and Thea was convinced that the system had broken somehow. Then a series of heavy thuds raced up the main crankshaft, and it started turning again.

As it did, the intricate clockwork of the semaphore golem, freshly stripped of its grease by soap and water, began to grind and scream.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Screams in the Dark

Aven was expecting their enemies to burst in the instant the unlubricated machinery started screaming.

Nothing happened, of course— even if the strikers and Unclean Knives were convinced Thea and Aven were the cause, it was doubtful they’d know precisely where the entrance to the semaphore golem was. It certainly wasn’t advertised, and they’d only found it so easily using one of the maps the Gidrans had provided.

They’d be here, though. No chance either side wouldn’t check out such an obvious disturbance.

Aven just had to wait in the meantime— and she hated waiting for a fight. Felt like she’d been filled up with jittery, liquid nervous energy trying to slosh out of her pores, like she’d been drinking nothing but tea all day. She was absolutely ready to start hitting people.

The blessed earplugs were doing a fairly good job— they’d last about three hours from when they put them in, and would suppress any sounds that went above a certain volume. They were intended for construction sites, so they were handling the screech of metal on metal well. Pretty standard blessing, of the sort that Aven had encountered a couple dozen times over the years. Sometimes gods had wildly creative gifts, and other times it was hard to tell godgifts apart from one another.

Thea and Aven quickly disassembled the maintenance shutdown switch— though perhaps demolished might be a better description. Until some semaphore maintenance workers got in here, this golem wasn’t shutting down anytime soon.

Aven started drumming her hands against her stomach, staring at the door, waiting for their foes to take the bait. She shot a glance over at Thea, who was staring up towards the head of the golem.

Aven followed her gaze, seeing a little glimmer of daylight up above, one rapidly slipping away as the sun slid behind Viseas.

“Think we can hold out until the Gidrans finish?” Aven asked her.

“We don’t have much of a choice,” Thea said.

On that cheery note, the last rays of sunlight vanished.

Aven half-expected the door to be busted down the instant the daily eclipse started.

It took almost a whole minute after that for someone to throw themselves against the door.

The heavily reinforced wood shuddered once, twice, a third time as someone hurled themselves against it.

And then the door burst open, and the Unclean Knives burst through, led by the Saint of Unclean Knives himself.

Aven greeted him with a fist to the face.

Aven’s punch was one of the best she’d ever delivered. Perfect form, with enough strength behind it to sink through stone.

Blood and teeth went everywhere, and the Saint of Unclean Knives went straight back into his forces, sending them sprawling.

“Did you miss me?” Aven asked.

Then awkwardly realized the criminal Saint probably couldn’t hear her over the screaming of the gears.

The Saint was already climbing to his feet as his men pushed him forward again.

He looked up, and a bloody smile split his face, even as his flesh knit itself back together, new teeth sprouting from his gums right in front of her eyes.

The Unclean Saint began to laugh as godstuff knives manifested in his hands.

“Thea!” Aven yelled.

Two dozen flagstones manifested in the entryway. Not as a physical wall to hold back the gang, but in front of ankles and foreheads, horizontal in front of throats.

The gang almost immediately became tangled up in the floating maze of flagstones, as well as each other, save for their Saint, who gracefully slipped past the suspended stones and lunged for Aven.

She fell back, blocked a stab with one fist, dodged a slash, then lashed out with a kick, dislocating the man’s knee with ease.

The Saint just took his weight off the broken leg for a moment, and his knee convulsed back into its proper shape with a horrible popping noise.

“Oh, hells,” Aven muttered. “Blood Saint.”

“What was that?” Thea yelled from where she’d taken Aven’s position in front of the door. She was holding position for now, smashing fingers and faces when the gangsters tried to slip past her flagstones.

“The Saint of Unclean Knives is a Blood Saint!” Aven yelled, her voice oddly muted by the blessed earplugs.

“Gods around us!” Thea cursed.

Aven nodded, then threw herself to the side as the Saint threw a flurry of manifested knives at her.

No one wanted to fight a proper Blood Saint or Blood Divine. Depending on what godgifts they carried, they could heal from just about any wound, making fights against them extreme endurance battles— the only way to take them down was to exhaust their soul, then to deliver truly catastrophic bodily damage. And with how efficient regeneration boons tended to be, that could take hours sometimes.

“Give me the tablet!” the Blood Saint shrieked.

“Absolutely not,” Aven said.

“I cannot hear you over this infernal din!” the Saint said, lunging for her again. “For your sake, I shall pretend you beg for mercy!”

Aven scrunched up her face incredulously as she dodged to the side, grabbed the Saint by the back of his tatty robes, then threw him over the railing into the depths of the golem.

“Insane asshole,” Aven muttered, then turned to go help Thea, just in time for the stone wall a couple floors up to explode inwards, blocks of masonry rebounding off gears and chains.

And right in the center of the explosion was Lupisis, who did not look friendly this time. And was wearing reinforced goggles over her eyes.

“AVEN!” the stocky woman screamed as she plummeted straight at her, Gregor’s armored form directly behind her.

“Oh, hells,” Aven said, just in time for Lupisis to tackle her from above, sending both of them following the Saint of Unclean Knives down the hole.

——————

The instant the wall exploded above, Thea took off running down the walkway, letting the flagstones tangling up the Unclean Knives dissolve after she’d made it a few feet.

Thea made it a quarter of the way around the semaphore golem before knives started raining down around her— not rusted blades, but clean steel.

Seno blocked a couple of them with his own flagstones as she spun about to face the threat.

Gregor Steelgift himself, leaping from gear to gear as he descended to her level, fully armored in steel plate.

“I’m disappointed in you, Thea,” he said, flicking another throwing knife at her. “Did you think loud noises would give you an advantage against us? Blessed earplugs are standard equipment for strikers.”

Behind him, Arimov, fully shrouded in shadow, swung from support beam to support beam using his whip-blades like vines, as Erreta descended on a stair of Seno’s flagstones.

Thea was already regretting agreeing to trade them Seno’s boon.

“This? This was just to call you here,” Thea said, gesturing at the screaming gears around her, some of which had started to spit sparks.

“Arimov, Erreta, deal with the trash and seal the door, will you?” Gregor said, leaping down to a large, slow-turning gear. The two changed direction and headed for the Unclean Knives, though it took Thea a second to be certain that Arimov’s silhouette had followed Erreta.

Above, she could hear the sounds of battle pouring in from the streets— it seemed there were plenty of Unclean Knives up there too.

Gods willing, they’d be enough to keep any other strikers busy for a while.

“No Ypresa?” Thea asked, knocking aside a trio of throwing stars with her combat fork. “Surely you have access to powerful healing boons.”

“Ypresa’s dead,” Gregor said calmly, leaping down to the walkway with a heavy thud. “The Growth’s immune defenders ripped her to shreds after Aven kicked her off the disc.”

“I weep for your loss,” Thea said dryly, activating her blessing from Gidru, Flesh of Stone, and felt the Firmament ripple around her flesh and muscles.

“Losses are to be expected in our line of work,” Gregor said, manifesting a pair of blades in his hands. “It’s regrettable, and we certainly didn’t expect it from you, but, well…”

Almost too late, Thea recognized Gregor’s twin swords as copies of Arimov’s whip-blades, and barely threw herself back to dodge as they each extended out to four times their normal length, one of the razor segments whistling half an inch in front of her face.

“I’ve lost far too many companions in battle to lose my head over another,” Gregor said.

Thea found herself being forced back along the walkway as the twin whip-blades sliced and cut from seemingly every direction, Gregor handling them with even more skill than Arimov himself. Even with her trajectory boon and Seno’s flagstones, several cuts nicked her duster, though none hit hard enough to cut down to the jack chain yet.

Yelling and cursing rose up from the pit beside them.

“Of course, not all of us are as inured to the death of allies as I am,” Gregor continued. “Lupisis had a number of highly specific threats to level against your antlered friend. Most of which involved rending her limb from limb.”

“You know, I’m surprised you’re picking a one-on-one fight with me, rather than just mobbing me,” Thea said, knocking aside a whip-blade with her fork and redirecting another with a flagstone.

A rusty knife flew between them, but both of them ignored it.

“Are you implying, perhaps, that my pride was hurt by failing to stop you last time?” Gregor asked. “A not unreasonable supposition, and likely at least partially correct. But, no, I merely don’t need aid taking you down.”

“Not precisely,” Thea said. “Rather…”

Partway through her sentence, Thea manifested a pair of tiny flagstones at an angle behind her heels, small enough to conceal under her boots, but big enough to push off of.

And push she did, with all the force her muscles could provide, along with her new sprinting boon and her Flesh of Stone blessing. She could feel her tendons strain at the force, and was pretty sure she would have torn something if she’d attempted this before getting Dolgian’s boon.

Thea doubted she would have taken Gregor by surprise normally, but along with her enhanced speed and being mid-sentence, she charged right into the path of one of Gregor’s whip-blades, kicking off from another little flagstone with each step. The whip-blade cut deep into the side of her duster, screeching against the buried jack chain.

Gregor only hesitated for the tiniest fraction of a second before dropping his whip-chains and manifesting a shield and trident, but it was enough. Before he could get either into line, Thea slammed both tines of her fork straight into Gregor’s chest— dumping all the built up vibrations right into his chestplate.

Vibrations the precise opposite frequency of the loudest shriek of metal in the semaphore golem— the main crankshaft.

Gregor staggered as the conflicting tones overwhelmed his earplugs for a moment, and the vibrations shook his armor— and Thea just kept charging forward, sending Gregor toppling to the ground.

She brought her tuning fork down in a massive blow, straight at Gregor’s head— his helmet was unquestionably strong, but no matter how much he manipulated the properties of his godstuff steel, big metal sticks were always an effective countermeasure to armor.

Only to have a flagstone manifest in its path.

Thea looked up to see the shrouded figure of Erreta advancing towards her, manifesting a pair of loaded crossbows in their hands. It had to be far more draining on Erreta’s soul to manifest them pre-loaded, but it made them an immediate, lethal threat.

“Oh, hells,” Thea said, then threw herself to the side, out of the line of fire.

Even as the crossbow bolts raced past her, Erreta had already let the first two crossbows dissolve into a half-dozen colors of godstuff and was summoning two more, while Gregor climbed to his feet. Thea prepared to dodge again, only to have her flagstone proprioception trigger as Erreta summoned more of Seno’s flagstones in her path.

So Thea threw herself the other direction— right over the walkway’s railing.

As two more crossbow bolts raced past her, one tugging at the bottom of her duster, Thea grabbed onto one of the golem’s moving chains, her arm feeling like it wanted to yank out of her socket as the chain pulled her up into the golem’s machinery at high speed.

——————

Aven barely managed to separate herself from Lupisis before they bounced off a snarled tangle of pipes.

She bounced off pipe after pipe, trying and failing to grab one and stop her fall through the tangle, only managing to gain control of her fall after she passed out of the tangle. Aven managed to just barely land on her feet and hands atop the water main powering the semaphore golem, while Lupisis made a much more graceful landing nearby.

The Saint of Unclean Knives, meanwhile, was just clambering to his feet, a badly broken arm writhing and twitching back into shape.

The water main was so broad all three of them could stand comfortably atop its curve.

“Lupisis, this is the Saint of Unclean Knives. You can call him Knives for short. Saint of Unclean Knives, Lupisis,” Aven said.

“I don’t care,” Lupisis said. “I’ll rip him in half after I wring you dry of blood.”

“Rude,” Aven said, backing up slowly and eying their surroundings. There were none of the glass teakettles lighting the pit, leaving the depths shadowed and ominous.

“I rejoice that I cannot hear your pointless words,” the Saint of Unclean Knives shouted, “For you are mere fodder for my grand destiny.”

“Even ruder, Knives,” Aven said. “Pretty sure your god dying drove you insane, though, so you get a pass.”

“You killed my friend,” Lupisis growled. “Kicked Ypresa to her death.”

“Almost one for the list,” Aven said, only half an eye on the other two Saints. “I’ve always wanted to kick someone to their death off a cliff, and that’s pretty close.”

Lupisis bellowed and sprang for Aven.

Aven leapt straight up in the air, then activated her new gravity boon.

Not towards Lupisis, but towards Knives.

The combined force of the boon and the moon’s gravity yanked her down towards the man faster than she’d ever fallen, while he lurched forward towards her.

She let go of the boon the instant before she landed on him, then pushed off his shoulders so hard she felt them break beneath her feet, launching herself up into the tangle of pipes, grabbing one with both hands.

There was another bellow of rage from Lupisis, who’d only needed a second to stop and spin around. She leapt up into the air straight towards Aven, a look of rage on her face and both hands stretched out to grab her.

Aven breathed soulstuff into her belt buckle at the maximum rate it could handle, and then some. She could feel the relic strain, and then a nearly opaque godstuff fist twice the size of a human head erupted out, blasting straight into Lupisis.

Lupisis was sent flying back into the stone wall of the pit, while Aven was sent flying backwards by the recoil. She managed to keep her grip on the pipe, which sent her swinging around it. Aven let go just as she approached the top of her swing, spun in the air, and then managed to grab another pipe.

This one was almost painfully hot, and would have badly burned her if her body weren’t so enhanced, making her glad for her fingerless gloves. She would have been gladder for full gloves, though.

“I will turn your femurs into flutes for my temple musicians, once I am a god!” the Saint of Unclean Knives shrieked.

<Oh I like him,> Amena said. <It’s been decades since I’ve encountered someone with threats this dramatic.>

Aven nodded in agreement, then cursed and launched herself upward again as Lupisis threw herself up into the tangle once more— not pursuing Aven, though.

No, Lupisis jumped above Aven.

Aven cursed and began leaping through the tangle of pipes, trying to get out from under Lupisis.

“You will give me the tablet at once, and in return I shall limit your torture before your death to a mere week!” Knives demanded, as unpleasant crackling noises joined the shriek of metal in the muted soundscape. His shoulders healing, Aven assumed.

“Why did you even turn against us?” Lupisis demanded of Aven, ignoring Knives’ shouting as she leapt from pipe to pipe to stay above Aven. “You admitted to surviving the Noriach purge! How could you feel anything but hate for the Wall, for Cambrias?”

“Of course I hate the Wall!” Aven said. “It’s done nothing but take from me, again and again, my entire life. It took my family, it took my childhood, and it’s taken away my home more than once! It’s the architectural personification of gluttony and greed, and will never be satisfied!”

Lupisis snarled, grasped a three foot length of pipe connecting two larger pipes, and ripped it free with another shriek of metal. Water came gushing out in a flood that immediately drenched the stronger Saint, but she took no notice as she hurled the pipe at Aven.

In her rage, the pipe flew wide, burying itself several inches into the wall of the pit and sending stone shards everywhere.

“So why do you oppose us?” Lupisis demanded as she caught her breath. “Why did you kill my friend?”

“Because using the blasphemous boon is disgusting, and because your plan is stupid,” Aven said, taking the opportunity to jump up from pipe to pipe, trying to gain altitude on Lupisis. “You’re trying to make the world better by making it worse first, accelerating everything towards a greater catastrophe, trying to flip the table rather than winning the game. As for why I killed your friend, well… you were trying to trick my friend into killing herself for your mission. Fair’s fair.”

Below them the Saint of Unclean Knives screamed something about filling the closes with lakes of their blood and began throwing knives at an astonishing rate, his shoulders healed back up once more.

Faneras’ death really had messed up that guy somehow. Whether it had damaged his mind via his soul, or just driven him mad the normal way, Aven had no idea.

She heard something from above, and glanced up to see one of the Unclean Knives backed up against the walkway railing, dodging Arimov’s familiar lightless whip-blades. She smiled, bent her knees, and then leapt into the air while reactivating her gravity boon.

She hurtled up into the air, her weight reduced by a third, as the gangster was yanked back over the railing by the added weight. Several of the Blood Saint’s knives shot towards her, one bouncing off her antlers, another catching in the leather of her duster.

As she rose up to the railing as if on wings, she glanced back down towards the striker Saint in the tangle of pipes. Lupisis screamed again, and Aven couldn’t tell if the moisture on the striker’s face came from the damaged pipes or her eyes.

——————

Thea had barely hopped off the rising chain onto one of the massive horizontal gears that spanned the inside of the tower when Gregor leapt off another rising chain, having mimicked her move. Not even three heartbeats later, Erreta did the same.

Thea probably should have leapt back onto the chain, tried to stay ahead of the striker Saints, but instead she found herself sprinting forward across the top of the cog towards the strikers, while quickly taking account of the movement of all the surrounding machinery.

“You never did answer why you were surprised I challenged you, Thea,” Gregor said as he ran to meet her, wielding a two-handed spiked steel maul.

Thea felt Erreta manifesting more flagstones with her flagstone proprioception, and dodged around the spots before the godstuff even flared into visibility.

“You’re a Living God, Greg!” Thea pointed out. “Isimadu’s boon will kill you, and I can assure you, I can survive that.”

“You won’t use Isimadu’s boon, because it would draw too much attention to you. And please stop calling me Greg,” the Saint said, swinging the spiked maul at her feet, as Erreta manifested flagstones on the other side of Thea’s legs, in a clear copy of Thea’s own tactic against Ypresa— but thanks to the spinning of the gear, Thea was being carried straight into the flagstones.

And, of course, Erreta was also manifesting and firing another pair of crossbows at her.

Much quicker than Erreta could react, Seno manifested a pair of angled flagstones to redirect the crossbow bolts to either side of Thea. She, meanwhile, leapt atop the flagstone Erreta had manifested beside Thea while swinging her combat fork at Gregor’s head.

Gregor somehow used the momentum of his swing to pull him down out of the way of her blow, then let the maul dissolve as he rolled out of Thea’s reach.

Thea hopped down off the flagstone a moment before Erreta dissolved it, and the diminutive miracle smith snarled. “How do you keep doing that? You shouldn’t be able to predict my manifestations!”

“Stop using her own possessor god’s boon against her, Erreta,” Gregor said, standing up and summoning a spike-covered tower shield. “I know you like your new toy, but you have plenty of other strategies you can use.”

“I suppose,” Erreta muttered, disappointed, and a heartbeat later, Seno was manifesting angled flagstones above Thea to deflect falling lead weights to the side, while Gregor charged straight at her with the spiked shield.

Thea didn’t even try to dodge or block— instead just dropping straight to the surface of the gear, as its turn took it right under a man-sized vertical gear. As she passed underneath it, Thea seized a tuning fork off her bandolier and struck it against the side of the passing gear. Gregor’s charge, meanwhile, slammed him right into the edge of the turning gear, sending him flying back.

Before Gregor even hit the ground, Thea rolled to her feet, then threw the tuning fork straight at Erreta’s face.

It wouldn’t do the striker any harm, unless it hit them right in the eye, but Thea had yet to meet the person who wouldn’t flinch when a hunk of screaming metal flew at them— and Erreta was no exception, flailing and staggering back right into a flagstone Thea manifested, sending the striker right down to the surface of the gear.

“How do you know I’m unwilling to draw more attention?” Thea demanded, slamming her combat fork down against Gregor’s shield. Her Flesh of Stone blessing granted her blows significantly increased force compared to last time she’d fought him, and he was pushed back steadily by her strikes. “Seems to me like I’ve already drawn plenty of attention on purpose.”

“You’ve instigated chaos, certainly,” Gregor said, in a strained tone of voice, over the earplug-muted sounds of her blows against his shield. “But there’s nothing pinning this chaos on you specifically. If you were to use Isimadu’s blessing, it would be another story entirely. No, you don’t want my other rivals alerted to your presence any more than I do.”

<jump!> warned Seno, and Thea complied without hesitation. A stone cylinder the size of her torso rolled through where her feet had been— likely would have broken her legs if it had struck.

Thea manifested a pair of flagstones to land on as the cylinder rolled beneath her, its ends already dissolving back into godstuff.

Gregor rolled to his feet as the rotation of the gear took him away from Thea. He dissolved his shield and manifested a pair of hook swords, but didn’t go back on the attack again.

“I have to admit, I still don’t understand your plan,” he said. “Certainly, your cognitive boon gives you an advantage in this moving terrain, but once the rest of my forces deal with the Unclean Knives outside, you’ll be overwhelmed quickly.”

Thea cocked her head, hearing sounds approaching from below. Gregor could most likely hear them too, but whether he could interpret them without her perfect pitch was another question entirely.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t have followed me in, if you didn’t understand my plan,” Thea said, then charged at him, leaping from flagstone to flagstone.

Gregor was almost immediately put on the defensive as she attacked— Thea not only refused to stand still and fight, she leapt up and down between the turning gear and stationary flagstones, while pushing her new sprinter’s boon to its absolute limit.

“I still don’t understand why you’re even standing against me,” Gregor said, still sounding calm and collected, even on the defensive.

“Apart from the fact that you tried to trick me into sacrificing my own life?” Thea pointed out.

“A bit rude of me, I’ll admit,” Gregor said. “But my mission is worth any price. The Wall has to stop, has to be destroyed.”

“A price that someone else always has to pay,” Thea said, catching one of his hook swords with the tines of her tuning fork, then yanking it out of his hands. He tried to hold onto it, but the vibrations from the form slipped the hilt free from his hands. “Me, the groundlings, innocent wall-toppers.”

“No wall-toppers are innocent,” Gregor said, summoning a hatchet in his empty hand. “They all profit from the exploitative systems of the wall, even the non-Wall Guards. All of their lifestyles are subsidized by the labor and suffering of the groundlings.”

Seno, meanwhile, was plaguing Erreta with flagstones, constantly tripping them or summoning small mazes of floating flagstones for them to duck through. Without Thea’s flagstone proprioception, they couldn’t anticipate them coming as far ahead as she could, so was forced to constantly watch for yellow motes. Seno couldn’t maintain that manifestation pace for long, but then, he didn’t need to.

Thea dodged back from a swipe of Gregor’s remaining hook sword, then another from his hatchet. “Your plan won’t kill those profiting most, though— only those just starting out. And you still haven’t explained how hurting the groundlings even more is a justifiable price to pay.”

“Better they suffer and die now than future generations do so in their place, or that more free peoples are devoured by the Wall,” Gregor said, anger creeping into his voice for the first time. “It is a simple numerical calculation, nothing more.”

“You’re a monster,” Thea said, hopping back farther towards the edge of a gear and manifesting a row of flagstones to hold him back for a second.

“I’ve long accustomed myself to that fact,” Gregor said, voice calm once more. “I was a monster when I was loyal to the Wall, and I remain a monster now. The more interesting question is what you are, Thea.”

“A distraction,” Thea said.

At least a dozen Unclean Knives clambered up ladders and stairwells, hopping onto the gear with knives out.

“Have fun!” Thea told Gregor and Erreta, then latched onto the tooth of a vertical gear and let it carry her up farther into the tower.

——————

Aven was genuinely disappointed she couldn’t see Arimov’s face beneath the shadow coating his body— she couldn’t help but imagine his look of surprise as she slammed down onto the walkway, hard enough that it shook.

She came down closer to the striker than the gangster had been standing, and immediately activated her gravity boon again targeting Arimov, lowered her head, and charged.

Her soul felt strained, and the part actually holding the boon hurt from using it twice in such rapid succession, but it accelerated her charge even faster than usual— and more importantly, let her know exactly what direction Arimov was in. She didn’t even try to aim with her eyes, just charged right in the direction of gravity.

One of his blades, in normal sword-form, stabbed through her duster and sank a short distance into the meat of her shoulder, but not far enough to inhibit Aven’s use of her arm.

Her antlers, meanwhile, slammed straight into his chest. She deactivated the gravity boon the instant she made contact, and Arimov was sent flying back against the stone wall.

His shadow started dripping off him, but Aven didn’t stop to check how injured he was, nor to finish him off— not least because it wouldn’t take long for Lupisis to make her way out of the pit, and because there were still Unclean Knives pouring in from the underways and throwing knives at her. Some of which struck, but none hard enough to worry about.

Instead, Aven leapt straight up, grabbed a rotating gear, then flung herself up into the machinery.

She made two more leaps before Lupisis announced her arrival with another shriek of rage. Aven had to desperately throw herself off her current gear, landing on a horizontal crankshaft, then using its forward rotation to help launch herself to a wagon-sized gear.

Lupisis snarled again, ripped a small gear free of its mounting, and hurled it at Aven, who managed to punch it out of the air.

A heartbeat later they were joined by Arimov, riding a chain up in her wake. His shadow was already growing back where it had just dripped off him.

“I think,” Arimov said, “that my friend here wishes to express her displeasure with your recent actions, a sentiment I strongly endorse. That’s the second time you’ve caused me immense pain recently, and it won’t be happening a third time.”

“I already fought the two of you,” Aven complained, carefully eying the machinery around her. “I was hoping to get to fight Erreta and Gregor.”

Arimov snorted as he hopped from gear to gear towards her. “Gregor eats brawlers like you for breakfast. Even with whatever that new trick of yours was.”

“You were right about me needing a gimmick,” Aven admitted, launching herself up to catch another chain, just in time to dodge a tackle from Lupisis. “Let’s see if you can figure mine out like I figured out yours.”

Arimov extended his blades into whip form, then lashed out with one to wrap around a support beam. He used it to swing across a large gap, then grabbed onto his own rising chain.

“I don’t need to figure it out,” Arimov said. “Lupisis is going to rip you in half well before then.”

Lupisis followed suit, but hurled herself onto Aven’s own chain, which almost threw her free, and shook the pulley up above unpleasantly. The striker snarled again, and began hauling herself up the chain towards Aven.

She considered activating her other new boon then, but decided the moment wasn’t right. Instead, she jumped from the chain to a nearby set of gears, jumping from one to the next like rocks across a stream.

The next few moments were a blur, as the two strikers pursued her up the whirling clockwork. Arimov’s blades whipped at her, repeatedly gashing her legs from below. Lupisis threw herself like the projectile from a siege engine, battering and twisting machinery in her path.

Normally Aven would be holding up better, but with her new active boons, she couldn’t afford to use her usual battle meditation to help her endure. She was starting to feel the strain and exhaustion when they passed Gregor and Erreta, battling a swarm of Unclean Knives atop one of the golem’s biggest gears.

“We have this!” Gregor shouted. “Stay in pursuit!”

Aven didn’t slow, and a moment later reached the widest point inside the golem, inside its upper torso where its six arms connected. There, lurking in the elbow of two support beams, stood Thea, waiting in ambush.

“Amena, tell her to take Arimov,” Aven whispered.

She could feel the goddess in her soul reach out to Thea, and trusted that the other woman would listen.

Hoping she’d remembered the layout of this part of the golem correctly, Aven launched herself from one perch to the next, until she came to a rickety staircase suspended over a pair of long, interlocking cylindrical gears, each the size of a house.

It was only a moment until Lupisis and Arimov reached the shoulders, and Aven immediately launched a godstuff fist at Lupisis with her belt buckle. At this range, it didn’t do more than annoy Lupisis, but that was all Aven needed. Lupisis was so enraged that she didn’t even see Thea block Arimov’s path with manifested flagstones behind her.

Aven raised her fists like she was planning to fight Lupisis on the thin wooden stairs, but when Lupisis reached them and began sprinting upward, Aven jumped straight up instead, mimicking the move she’d pulled against the Saint of Unclean Knives.

But this time, when she activated her gravity boon to yank her down towards Lupisis, she activated two other godgifts as well.

The first was Gidru’s Weight of Stone, and within a beat and a half of her heart, Aven felt her entire body grow denser, felt her weight triple, as though she were made entirely of Gidru’s chert.

And the second was the blessing the same god had given her, the Armor of Stone. She exhaled soulstuff into the blessing at an unsustainable rate, forcing it to build the armor far larger and denser than intended, to the point where she wouldn’t even be able to properly move in it. Nor would it last longer than a few minutes, compared to the half hour or more the armor could last otherwise in blessing form.

She didn’t need to move her arms and legs in it, though. She didn’t need it to last longer than a few seconds, let alone a few minutes.

Between the Weight of Stone, the Armor of Stone, Kragger’s Human Attraction, and Ishveos’ own gravity, Aven struck Lupisis with the completely non-metaphorical force of a two-ton falling boulder, instantly breaking several of Lupisis’ bones— and more importantly, the staircase beneath her.

Aven deactivated the gravity boon and the Weight of Stone, dissolved the Armor of Stone, and kicked off Lupisis as hard as she could to jump away in mid-air.

Behind her, as she crashed down onto a slow-spinning gear, she heard a scream and a crash as Lupisis and the falling staircase slammed into the two massive interlocking gears.

Then there were only grinding noises, as all the debris, wood and flesh alike, was pulled down between the gears.

She could hear screaming in the Firmament as the gods living inside Lupisis’ soul fled, and a new god began birthing itself from that soul. Lupisis must have been closer to Divinity than Aven expected, for her soul to be so loud.

Aven slowly pulled herself to her feet and brushed off the front of her duster, not looking back at the gears. Arimov and Thea, their duel barely started, were both staring at her in shock.

“Never did figure out exactly what Lupsis’ gimmick was, that made her so freakishly strong before Divinity,” Aven said. “Turns out I didn’t really need to.”

Arimov turned and ran.

Neither Thea nor Aven pursued him.

“He’ll be back, with Erreta and Gregor,” Thea said. “Striker doctrine. They’re fond of withdrawing, only to hit back harder.”

“Want to take them here, or up top?” Aven asked.

Thea only hesitated for a moment, adjusting her tricorne slightly as she thought. “Up top. They’re going to think we’re planning an ambush, so they’re going to be slow and careful coming back up. We don’t need to beat them, just to buy as much time as possible.”

Thea summoned a flagstone stairwell, to replace the stairs Aven had destroyed, and they ascended to the golem’s head.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Things Come to a Head

Thea only paused a moment at one of the golem’s western eyes, to check the progress of the eclipse, then sprinted to the ladder to follow Aven to the roof. The inside of the golem’s head would have been a nightmare to defend, even if they’d wanted to— the floor was just rickety wood panels. Gregor and Erreta would easily be able to fire their godstuff bolts and arrows through it.

The instant Thea reached the roof, she slammed the trapdoor behind her, then had Seno pave it over entirely with flagstones.

She could feel the strain on the blessed earplugs reduce, but only by a little— the noise dropped from painful to merely deafening out here.

The top of the golem’s stone head was flatter than an actual human head, but still held a bit of a curve. All told, it probably offered an arena a little smaller than the lead seal in the Incoherency where they’d first fought Gregor and his team.

That seal hadn’t had six colossal stone-clad mechanical arms raising and lowering in complex signaling patterns around it, though.

Aven barely even reacted when Thea walked over to her, just gazing out at the chaos below in shock.

“Told you it would work,” Thea said.

Aven started to chuckle. “That’s an understatement if I ever heard one. When you go rogue, you really go rogue.”

“I am a bit of an overachiever, I suppose,” Thea said.

There was a thud behind them, and Seno shouted wordlessly in alarm as something crashed against the flagstone barrier holding down the trapdoor.

“Here we go,” Thea said, turning to face the trapdoor.

“Really hope your plans work, and the Gidrans follow through,” Aven said.

Thea gestured around them. “The maps haven’t failed us yet, have they?”

Aven smirked. “No they have not.”

Another blow struck the trapdoor, hard enough to audibly disintegrate the wood and leave cracks in the flagstone barrier. Yellow motes began drifting up from the cracks in a steady stream.

<too strong> Seno said.

Amena hummed thoughtfully. <Perhaps they got another brute like Lupisis reinforcing them from their forces below?>

“It’s definitely not Lupisis, at least,” Thea said, trying not to think about what the gears had done to the striker.

<not human, counterweight> Seno said, just as a third blow ripped through the flagstone barrier entirely— followed by a lead-capped battering ram.

Thea’s eyes widened as she realized what Seno meant, and she whirled just in time to see two complex systems of levers, ropes, and pulleys stab out of the golem’s eastern eyes, rapidly unfolding and swinging up towards the roof like deranged trebuchet arms. Even as they flung themselves up towards Thea and Aven, the two arms were already dissolving into godstuff.

And their payload was Gregor and Arimov.

“Erreta,” Thea muttered.

At least they wouldn’t have to face the miracle smith for a little bit— they’d likely be as exhausted after this as they were with the ornithopter.

She barely had time to get her combat fork up before the strikers landed.

To her surprise, they didn’t immediately rush her and Aven, instead slowly circling them.

“I’m disappointed, Thea,” Gregor said. “This is your master plan? Lure us up to the top of a building for a brawl? And here I was thinking you would have made a wonderful striker.”

“See, there’s where you messed up,” Thea said. “This whole time, you’ve been thinking of me as a failed striker. Hells, I’ve been thinking of myself as a failed striker for years. When you asked me why I never reapplied to the strikers, it really threw me for a loop for a while. I have an answer for you now, though.”

“Do tell,” Gregor said, manifesting a pair of short swords.

“Because I found something better,” Thea said. “I’m not a striker, I’m a mimic exterminator.”

“How is that better?” Arimov asked sarcastically, but Thea ignored him.

“You think my master plan is terrible because you’re expecting me to think like a striker,” Thea continued. “But I’m not. I’m thinking like a mimic exterminator. Take a look around you.”

She gestured to the city around them with her combat fork, deliberately dropping her guard.

“You think we’re going to fall for a trick like that?” Arimov said, but Gregor halted him with a raised hand, apparently seeing something in Thea’s face.

He lowered his own weapons— though didn’t dissolve them— and turned to really look at the city around them for the first time.

And he recoiled in shock.

Because the city around them had descended into chaos.

The battle around the base of the semaphore golem was bad enough, already having set fire to several buildings, and raging across streets and rooftops for blocks along this wall segment. The Unclean Knives had somehow gathered not only hundreds of their own members, but what looked like twice as many again of other gangs. Gregor’s strikers were all lethal battle Saints, but their dozens were hard-pressed to stand up to the swarm.

The battle only warranted a moment’s notice from Gregor, though— it was only a fraction of the chaos surrounding them.

The mimics of the Wall were rioting, for miles in every direction. And not just a few of the neighborhood’s mimics.

All of them.

Street skeuomorphs flailed tentacles and lattices, launching passersby away from them. Angry mailboxes and lampposts charged up and down the streets, bulling over combatants and fleeing civilians alike. Stampeding swarms of mimic counterfeit coins swarmed like insects out of storefronts, seeking comfort in numbers, forming rivers of false gold. A panicked elderly woman was carried down the street at high speed by her terrified, eye-studded armchair, while skeuomorph building facades inched down the street like caterpillars, brickwork rippling like waves. A street bench had wrapped itself around a stone pillar like a snake, while a fountain sprayed water wildly out of its pool as the decorative mimics desperately tried to escape their pain. And the rooftops around them were a sea of cilia and membranes, as the tile skeuomorphs panicked in herds.

Thea smirked at that last one— it seemed one or more of the local construction firms had decided to save money by switching from real tiles to breeding tile mimics.

For the first time in their lives, the inhabitants of this neighborhood got to see how many mimics truly lived around them, how deep the mimic ecosystem had its roots in their lives. Were forced to the realization that the mimics of Cambrias’ Wall— the mimics of Ishveos— outweighed all animal life, all humanity, many, many times over.

And Thea had woken them up. Every sleeping chandelier, every bug-eating wall, every dinner plate with internal organs. Every single mimic within miles of the semaphore golem.

She’d turned the whole thing into a giant tuning fork while Aven and the smugglers washed away the grease, carefully tuning all the machinery to hit the most common notes for waking mimics. Mere sound wasn’t enough to do the trick most of the time, but the deafening din of the semaphore golem was more than enough to do the job.

That was the point of most of the maps she’d requested from the Gidrans— finding the perfect semaphore tower for this plan, one positioned right in an area of high mimic density, ones that could be awoken with a relatively narrow range of tones, whose population contained few dangerous members, to minimize the risks to people.

She’d made very certain that the close full of dangerous mimics was just out of range.

Gregor let his steel helm dissolve for the first time in the fight and turned back to Thea, his face aghast.

“This is madness, Thea,” Gregor said. “What possible benefit could you get out of this? Escape through this chaos? Half the Wall Guards in the region are going to head straight this direction. You’ve just doomed your chances of escape entirely.”

“You still don’t get it, Greg,” Aven said.

“She’s right, you don’t get it, Greg,” Thea said. “You still think we’re trying to save the Wall.”

“You really think we’re going to let you switch sides and join us, after you kill two of our number?” Arimov hissed. “We’re going to take the tablet off your corpses.”

“If you’re really turning against the Wall, I don’t understand why you’re fighting us, why you’ve done all this,” Gregor said. “Your plan is certainly chaotic, but the Wall has survived infinitely worse threats than this.”

Then he paused and added, almost as an afterthought, “And for the last time, please stop calling me Greg. I do you the honor of not calling you Theophany, after all.”

“Or what, Greg, you’ll kill us?” Thea said mockingly. “Us fighting you doesn’t make you mad, us killing your underlings doesn’t seem to faze you, even setting off mimic madness like this only surprises you. The only thing that really seems to bother you is belittling you or telling you your plan is stupid. You seem to expect us to grant you honor even after everything you’ve done, expect us to grant genocidal madmen like yourself basic decency and respect.”

Aven smiled and chimed in. “Tell you what, Greg. I’m big on respecting folks’ identity, but what you just said, about doing Thea the ‘honor’ of calling her the right name? Really confirms some stuff for me. Tell us honestly that you want us to stop calling you Greg because it doesn’t fit you, and not because you find it insufficiently respectful of your reputation, and we’ll really stop.”

Gregor didn’t even look at Aven, just kept staring down Thea.

“You really are that vain, aren’t you?” Thea said, smirking. “You’ve really bought into your own legend that much.”

Gregor’s eyes tightened, and she could tell she’d scored a hit, but she didn’t give him a chance to respond. “You’re right about one thing, though. You really don’t understand what we’re doing or what our goal is. Our actions make no sense to you because you have no idea what we want.”

“So enlighten us,” Gregor said.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Thea said. “I don’t want to ruin the surprise just yet.”

“Fair enough,” Gregor said, re-manifesting his helmet. “Shall we, then?”

Then he charged— not at Thea, but at Aven.

Thea cursed, but before she could try to intercept Gregor, she caught another motion in the corner of her eye, and barely got her combat fork up in time to block one of Arimov’s whip-blades.

Well, she tried to block one of his whip-blades— only it turned out to be moving in the opposite direction, and the other one slipped past her defenses and left a long gash in her already-battered duster, exposing more of the jack chain below.

“That’s more like it,” Arimov said, the inside of his mouth as creepy as ever in his featureless silhouette. “Your antlered friend was getting me worried that I’d lost my touch there.”

“Not paid enough for this,” Thea muttered, then jumped back from another blow of Arimov’s whip-sword.

——————

Aven was only caught off guard for a heartbeat as Gregor charged her— but that heartbeat was enough for him to throw both of his short-swords at her.

She managed to punch one out of the air and dodge the other, but Gregor used that time to manifest a pair of rapiers.

“Been looking forward to this, I’ve got to admit,” Aven told the armored Saint.

Dual wielding rapiers was a truly ridiculous idea, but Aven had no doubt he was capable of doing it.

“A mistake on your part,” Gregor said coldly, and then in a blur of motion, one of the rapiers sunk into the meat of her thigh, while she barely blocked the other. “You may have killed two of my strikers, but make no mistake, you are a mere brute. I’ve killed dozens like you in my decades of service.”

Aven’s belt buckle relic had recovered enough to launch another fist, so she did so while throwing herself back off Gregor’s rapier. Gregor’s armor easily blocked the spectral fist, the blow only sliding him back a few inches.

Aven’s wound hurt, but the bleeding was already starting to slow.

“Very cold, Greg,” Aven said. “After all we went through together.”

“I will not rise to your childish taunting,” Gregor said, feinting to her left. “Not after what you’ve done.”

Or, she thought it was a feint— when she dodged a strike from the other rapier, the feinting rapier somehow reversed direction without warning, and left a shallow graze along one wrist.

“Honestly, I think it’s just because you don’t want to sleep with me,” Aven said.

Gregor almost tripped at that, his next stab going wide. Aven wasn’t in position to take advantage of that, unfortunately, and he quickly recovered.

“I don’t want to sleep with…,” he started to protest, then paused in confusion.

“That’s what I said,” Aven said, patiently circling him. “You don’t want to sleep with me. You want to sleep with Thea, it’s why you’ve been taking it easy on her.”

While Gregor spluttered, Aven watched him carefully. He had plenty of reach on her with those rapiers, and was following standard practice for dealing with a bruiser like her— keep his distance, slowly bleed her out. It was a boring, predictable strategy— but absolutely one that would work.

The normal counter to that was just accepting injuries in order to get within their weapon reach— but Gregor could just summon shorter weapons on the spot, or grow spikes on his armor, or something like that.

“I have no interest in either of you that way,” Gregor said. “I won’t pretend I have no such weakness, but all either of you are to me is an obstacle in my path.”

“Nah,” Aven said, feinting at him. “You totally wanted to sleep with Thea before tricking her into sacrificing herself. Really weird psychosexual fixation on your part, Greg.”

He ignored her feint, but snarled at her words and immediately went on the attack. Aven did her best to punch his blows aside, but his rapier was faster than her fists, and her duster— and flesh— picked up several more punctures.

The hidden jack chain wasn’t much use against the rapier, since it was meant to block blows from the sides.

“You are an ignorant fool, and there is no reason for me to converse with you,” Gregor said, visibly mastering his rage.

“Apart from the fact you love talking during a fight?” Aven asked. Then, before he could respond, she dropped into a crouch, preparing to jump.

Arimov had, it seemed, told him exactly how she’d killed Lupisis, because Gregor immediately dissolved his rapiers and summoned a halberd to catch her on the upward part of his jump, bracing his legs widely. Smart move— he didn’t know whether she had another copy of the Armor of Stone blessing, so waiting until she dropped down at him was too high of a risk.

Fortunately for him, she didn’t have another use of the armor blessing. Unfortunately for him, Aven wasn’t jumping up.

She activated her gravity boon yet again, though her soul screamed in protest when she did so. As she did so, Aven let herself fall forward before kicking out with her legs.

She shot straight between his braced legs.

Or, she would have, if she didn’t have Amena’s boon.

Aven’s antlers caught Gregor’s legs just below his knees, and the force of her jump sent him flipping over her back.

She didn’t drop her gravity boon, despite her soul’s protests, instead activating Gidru’s Weight of Stone. The gravitation pull towards Gregor, plus her additional weight, brought her to halt, and she swiveled and rolled to her feet, intent on pressing the attack before Gregor even hit the ground.

Instead, as she whirled and lunged, she met Gregor’s armored boot, right in the center of her chest. The striker had somehow regained his balance in mid-air, anticipated her attack, and lashed out against her.

Aven lost control of both her new boons, and went skidding across the golem’s head, coming to a halt just before it started to curve down to the drop-off. Her sternum ached from the kick— it absolutely would have been shattered without Amena’s body enhancements.

“You have, I’ll admit, more clever tricks than most bruisers,” Gregor said. “But you’re still just a bruiser.”

Aven forced herself to her feet, to find that Gregor had already regained his own footing and was advancing steadily on her.

“You may be more powerful than Thea, but you still don’t even come close to challenging me as Thea does,” Gregor said. “You lack her unusual weapon, her skills, her raw will to survive. And here, out in the open, you have nowhere to run, no more tricks to pull.”

As Gregor stalked towards her, Aven sent her gaze flickering around the golem’s head.

Thea was being steadily forced back towards the other side of the head by Arimov. Erreta was climbing up through the trapdoor.

Nothing Aven could use, no advantages she could leverage. Kragger’s Human Attraction was exhausted— she doubted she could activate the gravity boon even if she tried. She was bleeding from a dozen places, was having trouble catching her breath, and had hardly ever pushed her soul so hard.

And Gregor showed nothing but confidence as he strode towards her, not even manifesting a weapon, as his armor sprouted dozens of steel thorns.

<Spit in his eye and scream defiance,> Amena whispered to Aven, her voice thick with excitement.

Aven shook her head, then spoke to both of them, Saint and goddess. “Nah. I’ve still got another trick.”

Then she jumped straight back, off the semaphore golem’s head.

A moment’s free fall, an impact, and she was rising again— standing on the outstretched palm of the semaphore golem, as it passed messages across the city.

“Come and get me!” Aven called down to Gregor, as the semaphore golem’s hand lifted her high above the golem.

“With pleasure!” Gregor called back.

Then he took off sprinting.

Mid-stride, his boots sprouted long, ribbon-like stilts, which curved down to meet the ground. They flexed as he ran, and within three steps, he might as well have been flying.

Gregor reached the edge, then hurled himself forward, making a jump Aven would have been happy to make herself. He touched down on the semaphore golem’s extended arm, and began sprinting up towards Aven.

“Oh, hells,” she muttered.

<Maybe don’t taunt the unstoppable warrior with a reputation for assassinating Divines,> Amena offered.

“Now you want to offer good advice,” Aven muttered. She reached into her soul, activating her last remaining combat blessing, which would help her catch her breath a little faster.

Then she readied herself for Gregor’s charge.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

The Final Mile

Just a few seconds into her fight against Arimov, Thea realized she was outmatched.

Thea’s trajectory boon couldn’t follow Arimov’s whip-swords. Oh, if she could have seen them properly, it could have handled them just fine, but as featureless as his shadow rendered them, Thea struggled to figure out which way they were even moving much of the time, her trajectory boon giving her numerous possibilities. Again and again, she barely dodged or blocked his blades as they whistled past her.

Likewise, her combat fork didn’t do anything against the whip-swords. Against solid, rigid weapons, its vibrations would have shaken them out of their owners hands by now, but they dispersed harmlessly through the cables holding Arimov’s relic weapons together.

Even her flagstones weren’t much use— Arimov easily bent the blades over or under them, unless she wanted to exhaust her soul forming wide flagstone shields.

Several times, she tried to rush Arimov, but she could never tell how far away he was, and he either slipped aside with ease or shoulder-checked her back.

He was stronger, faster, and more agile than her. His weapons countered hers, and while she was a match for him skill-wise, his shadow was just too much of an advantage. And during eclipse, he stood little risk of overheating.

If eclipse didn’t make such a convenient signal, she would have gladly chosen another time to pick this fight, for Arimov alone.

Thea jumped back from some complex sequence of curving cuts, and decided to try another tactic.

“I have to ask, do you really think that killing Cambrias will be enough to stop the Wall’s expansion?” Thea said, spinning her combat fork to head off a few potential paths her trajectory boon was offering her for Arimov’s weapons. “How many hundreds, thousands of gods are there benefiting from the Wall’s expansion now? Cambrias may be the ultimate cause, but he doesn’t drive its growth alone.”

Arimov snorted. “Then we’ll kill them off too. That’s the nice thing about having a godkiller. We don’t need to be clever, don’t need any complex theonomic analyses or political philosophy. I’ve heard too many useless bookworms trying to come up with complex answers to the moon’s simplest problems.”

Isimadu growled in Thea’s head.

“If Isimadu even survives attempting to kill Cambrias, which he finds unlikely,” Thea pointed out.

“That’s his problem, isn’t it?” Arimov taunted.

“And you’re fine with the price that has to be paid? The millions that will almost certainly die in the aftermath?” Thea said as she flung herself to the side to avoid another strike. She picked correctly this time, the blade whistling through where she’d been, but she knew that was luck as much as anything.

“Yes, clearly,” Arimov said. “Are you searching for some buried doubts deep within me? Some suppressed conscience, just looking for an excuse to give up this blood-stained path?”

“Something like that,” Thea admitted.

Arimov laughed as he redoubled his assault. “This is the right course of action. There’s no compromise to be made with the Wall, no reform possible— this is a system that needs to be broken, a weed to be torn out by the roots. There is no peaceful coexistence with cancer.”

“So what, you want to kill the host to destroy the tumor?” Thea demanded.

“If that’s what needs to be done,” Arimov said.

Thea was about to respond when Seno screamed in warning. Thea threw herself to the side, just before an anvil dropped from the sky where she’d been standing, cracking the stone of the semaphore golem’s head before dissolving into godstuff.

“I don’t like you very much,” Erreta said from behind her.

“Hells,” Thea muttered.

She threw herself into a roll to avoid another flurry of blows from Arimov, only to crash into a limestone block. Seno whimpered as he diverted a pair of Erreta’s crossbow bolts with flagstones.

“I’m not good with words like the others,” Erreta continued. “Can never quite make the thoughts come out of my mouth right. So I’m just going to kill you, if that’s not a problem.”

Arimov laughed as his weapons licked out at Thea, grazing her leg and gashing her duster yet again. “Never change, Erreta. Never change.”

Thea rolled to the side, her shoulder aching from where it had slammed into the temporary stone block, even with Flesh of Stone.

“You should still be exhausted,” she said accusingly to Erreta, as she jumped to her feet again.

“Should I?” Erreta asked.

Thea just glowered as she realized that Erreta had been holding back in the Growth, that they hadn’t been nearly as exhausted as they’d acted after constructing the ornithopter.

Then the rooftop exploded into motion once more.

Thea ducked under blacker-than-black blades, blocked crossbow bolt after crossbow bolt with flagstones and her combat fork. Dodged around rolling stone balls, caught weighted nets with flagstones just before they could fall on her. She caught glimpses of Aven and Gregor, jumping between the arms of the semaphore golem, but she had no time to make out any specifics, as the two strikers attacked relentlessly.

Her sprinter boon was working overtime, but it was working, letting her maintain a pace of combat well beyond any normal Saint. Her trajectory boon, Seno’s watchful eye, and her boosted reflexes kept her barely ahead of Arimov’s blades and Erreta’s bizarre manifestations.

It wasn’t enough.

Thea was still losing.

Arimov sliced into her coat, again and again, until entire strips of leather dangled free, exposing sections of jack chain beneath, as well as cutting a nasty gash in one calf when his blade slipped past the bottom of her duster. Erreta’s attacks grew harder and harder to predict— one moment, they manifested an entire cloud of goose down around Thea’s head, giving Arimov an opening to strike her again, and the next moment they dropped a rain of lead weights on Thea from above, several of which slipped through Seno’s defending flagstones and left bruises on her back.

Thea was using more and more of her own flagstones to block Arimov and Erreta’s attacks— it didn’t much matter if she exhausted her soul if she didn’t survive that long. She could likewise feel Seno’s exhaustion, but his rate of flagstone manifestation to protect her didn’t slow in the least— if anything, it increased.

She still didn’t know what she’d done to deserve such a loyal god, but if she made it out of this alive, she’d find Seno some nice little street where he could count flagstones for an entire day.

The odds of making it out of this alive seemed to be retreating farther and farther away at this point, unfortunately.

Arimov’s face split in a smile, his teeth shockingly white against the featureless shadow as Thea felt her foot land on a steeper slope— the two strikers had forced her almost back to the edge of the golem’s head.

Thea was momentarily confused as to why Arimov was so delighted— she didn’t have to worry about falling, with Seno’s flagstones— when she felt a blessing ripple out from his soul.

Arimov staggered when he used the blessing— judging by the way it had felt to her soul, the sheer pressure it had vented into the Firmament, it was probably one of those godgifts that only Divines could afford in boon form.

Thea didn’t get a chance to take advantage of Arimov’s stumble, though.

Because the drop-off behind her seemed to reach out and grab at her.

It wasn’t gravity pulling at her, wasn’t wind trying to blow her off the golem. It wasn’t anything so direct, so physical.

Arimov had made vertigo physical, had literally reified disorientation. Some sort of bizarre distortion field stretched across a swathe of space behind her, starting at precisely the edge of the golem’s head and stretching out into empty space, making the world seen through it twist and shake in time to her heartbeat.

Thea knew just by looking at it that if she tried to cross into the field, tried to manifest flagstones through it to escape the strikers, she would lose her balance and plummet. That if she even set foot in it, she’d be confused and disoriented for… seconds? Minutes?

Long enough for the strikers to finish her off, or for her to fall to her death, either way.

Thea wasn’t getting through the vertigo field. It stretched hundreds of feet in each direction, so she wasn’t going around it or over it. It was through the strikers or nothing.

She couldn’t even make any predictions about how long the field would last compared to a normal blessing. Pretty much the only thing that she was confident about was that it was probably a gift from an alien god.

Arimov and Erreta had her backed up against something worse than a wall.

Unable to keep backing away, Thea took a half-dozen cuts to her arms and legs from Arimov in the next minute. Any attempts to move sideways were brutally punished by Erreta, who was otherwise content to just keep targeting her with more crossbow bolts. The only way Thea could keep from having to deal with godstuff caltrops and manifested marbles was to stay right in the center of Arimov’s attacks.

The one exception was when Thea tried to use her flagstones to go up and over Arimov, to which Erreta responded by manifesting several more anvils to drop on her, which Thea barely dodged.

Thea suspected that Erreta was starting to truly tire now, given the decreasing average size of their manifestations, but it didn’t help her at all, because she was tiring too, her exhaustion finally overcoming her Saint soul and her sprinter’s boon.

It was the consistent pattern of Erreta’s attacks that doomed her.

She’d stopped even trying to break free, was just defending, trying to delay long enough for her plan to come to fruition, when Erreta switched tactics.

It wasn’t a big change— it was just a single, solitary manifestation.

A steel ball bearing, manifested just under Thea’s foot before she finished a step.

Thea caught herself quickly, only sliding a few inches out of balance, but that was enough for the strikers to take advantage of.

Erreta immediately manifested and fired two crossbows at her, dropped a half-dozen anvils in close proximity, and covered the ground surrounding Thea in steel caltrops.

Thea and Seno could have handled that all with their flagstones. It would have stretched them to their limits, but they could have redirected the anvils and crossbow bolts with angled flagstones, could have hopped a few inches up onto flagstones to avoid the caltrops. Seno had already started manifesting flagstones in the path of the crossbow bolts, in fact.

But they couldn’t handle all of that and Arimov.

Arimov lashed out once more with his whip-blades, and once more, Thea couldn’t tell what directions they were heading in— but every single one of the dozens of possibilities her trajectory boon offered her was bad news. Every single potential path for the featureless swords ended in devastating injury or death— even beheading. Arimov had seemingly left himself open to do so, but she couldn’t even tell exactly how far away from her he was, so that did her little good.

Thea was overloaded with options, and no matter what she picked, she wasn’t coming out of the next few instants intact. The only thing she could hear above the beating of her heart was the whistling of blades and the click of crossbow triggers.

She found herself overwhelmed, unable to react, unable to even choose what to react to.

And then the world stopped.

Arimov’s blades slowed in mid-air, as though it had congealed around them. Erreta’s crossbow bolts slowed to a halt, as though they’d gotten tired and fallen asleep in mid-air. The anvils above Thea just hung there in Seno’s senses, some of them still half-formed. The strikers stood equally as motionless.

Behind them, up in the arms of the semaphore golem, Gregor and Aven did battle. They were frozen mid-clash— Aven shouting defiance from the palm of the semaphore golem, while Gregor hung from steel cables attached to a higher-up hand, dangling like a puppet as he shot arrows from a steel bow at her.

Thea’s eyes were frozen as well, letting her see only straight forward. To her mild alarm, Thea realized she couldn’t even hear her own heartbeat.

Thea’s trajectory boon, that gift from a god of childhood games, still screamed at her of the threat. Told her that Arimov’s swords would strike her in a dozen places in a mere heartbeat, told her that the racing crossbow bolts were about to sink into her left thigh and right lung, told her she was about to be crushed into jelly by falling anvils. It could calculate no path out, no route to survival.

And yet none of them moved. Nothing…

No, the crossbow bolts were moving. So slowly she could barely see it, the speed of a mimic slowly moving towards an unknowing fly, but they were definitely moving towards Seno’s protective flagstones, hovering in midair.

Had some Divine come in, frozen everything atop the semaphore golem?

No, the city beyond was frozen too. Mimics were caught motionless as they rampaged across a dozen or more wall segments. Outnumbered strikers moved not an inch as their swords hovered above the necks of Unclean Knives. Manifested knives, the theological fossils of the murdered god Faneras, hung in the air between combatants like decorations on invisible threads. Even clouds at the horizon had been locked in place.

So what had…

<Hello, Thea,> Isimadu said. <I think we need to talk.>

Thea tried to open her mouth to speak, but it was as frozen as the rest of her.

<While you are within my mantle, you may speak as gods do,> Isimadu said, from his tablet in her belt pouch. <Simply will it.>

Thea wanted to frown, but with that impossible, she instead sunk her effort into replying.

It took a few tries for Thea to succeed. How long, it was hard to say— fractions of an inch of movement for the crossbows.

<Can you hear me?> she finally managed to ask.

<I can.>

<What is this? What have you done to the world?> Thea demanded.

<To the world?> Isimadu responded. <I have done nothing. No, I have done something to you. I already told you— I have pulled you into my mantle.>

<What does that even mean?> Thea asked.

<We touch on matters for only the High Gods and for truly ancient gods like myself,> Isimadu said. <Suffice it to say that I have enveloped your soul within my own, and that our cognition is happening within the Firmament right now.>

<You can speed up our thinking?> Thea asked. <Why didn’t you do this earlier? We wouldn’t be in this position.>

<I cannot speed up your body, cannot affect your nervous system this way. I am… temporarily splitting a copy of your consciousness into the Firmament, and I will re-merge it when we are done. I cannot simply speed you up in battle this way.>

Thea tried not to think about the implications of her being a copy of her own mind.

<If you can’t speed me up in battle, why are you doing this?> Thea asked.

<You are a remarkably trusting person,> Isimadu said.

<What’s that supposed to mean?>

Isimadu sighed. <Again and again, you have been betrayed. By your city, by your family, by those who claim to be aiding you on your journey.>

<Not everyone,> Thea protested.

<Not everyone, no,> Isimadu agreed. <A great many, though.>

He was silent for a time. An instant? An eternity? Thea’s only reference was the incremental movement of blade and bolt, and she was finding it harder to translate that into any sensible measure. Without breath, without heartbeat, without fatigue and discomfort, time grew harder to grasp.

<It is a long familiar story to me,> Isimadu said. <I was promised release by the Triparte Kings if I accepted the artificial godgift, the blasphemous boon. I was promised that they would bring me to the Ziggurat of Stars after I fought in the war and helped suppress Lamitu’s rebellion. Again and again, they extended that date, until they betrayed us all with the Skybreaker. More times than I can count or even remember over the millennia, the mighty have promised to help me fulfill my Purpose, to rest— if only I would do them one favor first, kill one problematic god. Which swiftly became two, three, a dozen.>

<I’m sorry,> Thea told him.

He continued as though she had not spoken. <Many kindhearted souls over the centuries have offered to bring me home, as you have done. Again and again, they have been betrayed by those they trusted, all to take advantage of my power. I saw you as no different than any of them. And in truth, you are not. You’re just another trusting fool.>

<Thanks a lot,> Thea growled. <Did you drag me in here just to mock me in my last moments?>

Isimadu laughed. <Admittedly, most of those other trusting fools were less brooding and bad-tempered than you. Endlessly optimistic aspiring heroes, who confronted every obstacle with a smile. But no, Thea, I did not bring you into the Firmament to mock you. I brought you here to show you the fruits of your trust. Look to the horizon.>

Thea instinctively tried to blink in surprise, to raise her eyebrows at the rapid change of topic, but both failed, of course. So instead she focused on the almost-motionless scene she could see through her equally unmoving eyes.

Her mental focus trailed up past the strikers and their weapons, past Aven and Gregor, past the chaotic battle and stampeding mimics. Past wall segment after wall segment, past endless closes, across the all-consuming city.

For a moment, she had no idea what Isimadu was talking about— and then she understood. Realized what she had already seen, but had passed over.

There was a cloud on the horizon— one far too low to the ground. Practically sitting on the Wall.

A dust cloud.

A dust cloud, rising up from the Gidran close.

<The Gidrans did it!> Thea shouted mentally. <Those crazy bastards actually pulled it off!>

<I thought your plans as doomed as any plans of those past dead fools,> Isimadu continued. <They should have been. The Gidrans would be just as mad as you to have trusted your fool plan. And in truth, I never expected them to follow through on their end.>

<They did, though!> Thea crowed victoriously. <They really did!>

A sobering realization crossed her mind then. <Doesn’t help us, does it? I’m still screwed, at the very least.>

<That is not the only fruit of your trust,> Isimadu said. <Your vine has borne another— my own trust. I brought you in here to offer you my blessing.>

If Thea weren’t disembodied, she was confident she would have choked at that. <You made it clear you wouldn’t give anyone your gift! Besides, neither Arimov nor Erreta are Living Gods, it won’t do anything to them.>

<What is my name?> Isimadu demanded. <What am I the god of?>

Thea had no lungs in the Firmament, but still gasped in realization. <You are Isimadu,> she said. <Isimadu, the Fleet-Footed Messenger of Surukh.>

<The blasphemous boon is a parasite, a cancer,> Isimadu said. <It is not me. It is not my gift. No, these are my gifts.>

And Isimadu, for the first time since she’d met him, fully unveiled his soul inside his reliquary. Pulled aside the hateful godslayer boon that concealed the rest of him, and revealed not one, not two, but three different godgifts in the very foundation of his soul.

<Weak gods were never chosen for the godslayer gift,> Isimadu said. <And I have never been weak. You may choose one of my blessings to extricate yourself from this situation. I would offer more, but pulling you into the Firmament has exhausted me. Choose swiftly, and save yourself. Save us.>

Thea peered closer at the three gifts, but before she could ask about them, Isimadu somehow planted the knowledge of them into her mind.

Sure-Footed Stride. Unstoppable Inertia. Final Mile.

All three were extraordinary. Even the weakest, Sure-Footed Stride, would make the career of an ordinary god, allowing the manipulation of surface friction beneath one’s feet.

The second, Unstoppable Inertia, warped inertia itself, making it significantly harder for outside forces to slow down the gifted soul. It would affect not only running and other movement, but even swinging weapons. Thea briefly imagined herself sprinting through stone walls without slowing, and she wasn’t sure she had ever wanted another boon more.

Final Mile was… terrifying. It did one thing, and one thing only: let you ignore your physical limitations. Anyone gifted with it could force themselves to keep going regardless of fatigue or injury. You could run for days, fight with wounds that should have incapacitated you. It wouldn’t prevent any damage that occurred, wouldn’t stop you from pushing yourself to the brink of death or beyond. It offered no additional power— just allowed the gifted to circumvent all survival instincts to achieve their goals.

Thea knew immediately that Final Mile would let her fight through the trap waiting for her back inside time- and knew just as well that she wouldn’t survive long past it. She could probably take down one or both of the strikers, maybe even help Aven against Gregor, but after that…

She quickly turned her thoughts to the other two, and after some searching, came to a realization.

She didn’t know how to use them to save herself.

Unstoppable Inertia was powerful, but didn’t actually do anything until you built up momentum— and once time restarted, once Isimadu had merged her Firmament copy back with her true self, she wouldn’t have any momentum, nor the opportunity to build any.

As for Sure-Footed Stride… well, Thea’s boots already had excellent traction on the semaphore golem’s stone head. It could also reduce the friction beneath her feet, and she imagined herself sliding around on the stone like it was greased— but Thea had never trained for that, would almost certainly fall on her ass immediately.

<Hurry, Thea,> Isimadu told her, his voice strained.

She was fairly sure she could see the crossbow bolts and blades moving just a little faster.

Thea wanted to close her eyes, wanted to sigh.

<Isimadu, I trust Aven,> she said.

<What?> the reliquary god asked.

<I trust Aven to carry through our mission,> Thea said. <Give me the Final Mile. I’m going to do what needs to be done.>

There was a shocked pause, one that stretched for almost an inch of movement from the crossbow bolts.

<Absolutely not,> Isimadu said. <I didn’t offer you that gift for you to sacrifice yourself.>

Thea spluttered mentally. <Then how am I supposed to get us out of this?>

<Figure out a way!> Isimadu said. <Use what I have to offer with what you’ve already got.>

<There is no other way,> Thea insisted. <This is what has to be done.>

There was another bolt-inch of silence, and then Isimadu began gathering his power. Thea readied herself for the ancient god’s blessing.

What came next wasn’t a blessing, however, but a commandment, every word laced with more power than she’d ever felt from a god’s speech.

<THEN LOOK AGAIN!>

Thea’s soul quaked at Isimadu’s commandment. The crossbow bolts snapped forward two inches, the blades half an inch.

And in the far distance, the dust cloud over Gidru’s close grew just a hair larger.

She didn’t have to follow the commandment, didn’t have to obey Isimadu. Could have chosen otherwise.

Thea looked again.

She was already pushing her trajectory awareness, boosted reflex, and sprinter boons to their limits. Seno’s gifts were at their limits.

Kimmeroj’s Perfect Toenails and her night vision were both excellent, but did nothing for her here. Likewise all three of her other body adaptation boons.

The only blessings she had left were both long-term ones— Cambrias’ longevity blessing and a contraceptive blessing that would last a few more months. Also both useless here.

<Hurry,> Isimadu commanded, though without the force from before.

Thea mentally inventoried all her equipment— her relic combat tuning fork, battered duster, tuning forks, tuning fork knife, and Casaam’s cleaning vials.

Nothing that would help her here.

Nothing that could save her.

She prepared to ask once more, one last time, for the Final Mile.

Then stopped.

No.

She’d missed something.

Something right in her hands.

Her combat fork was more than just a weapon.

<I don’t need a blessing,> Thea said. <I’ve got this.>

<What?> Isimadu asked, his confusion evident.

<I looked again,> Thea said. <And I found it. I’ve got this. I don’t need an extra blessing, don’t need any extra power. I’ve had what I need the whole time.>

<Is this some sort of ridiculous moment of discovering your confidence and self-worth? Finding hope when things are at their lowest?> Isimadu asked. <Because plenty of the trusting fools I’ve known in the past have had those moments, and it almost universally gets them killed.>

<I don’t need hope,> Thea said. <I don’t need to be worth a damn. All I need— the only thing I need— is perfect pitch. And my combat fork already gives me that.>

There was a quarter-inch of movement from the crossbow bolts.

<You really are insane, but if you’re contemplating what I think you are, that just might work,> Isimadu said. <You are sure you don’t want a blessing to aid it?>

<Don’t need it,> Thea said. <Besides, the shock of the blessing might throw me off and ruin my chances.>

Isimadu scoffed. <Godgift shock? Thea, being overwhelmed by a new blessing or boon isn’t some natural thing. It is purely and entirely an issue of skill on the part of gods. And I am not lacking in skill any more than I am in power.>

Thea wished she could smile right now. <It would still be a distraction I don’t need. I have this, Isimadu.>

<Very well. Prepare yourself.>

Thea reached into her soul, reached for her connection with her weapon.

Thea reached for her sense of hearing, reached for her recent memories.

Thea reached for her trajectory boon, forcing it to abandon all calculations based on visual information.

Then she linked all three together.

<Good luck, Thea,> Isimadu said.

The world exploded back into motion.

And Thea closed her eyes.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Unbreakable Steel

As time restarted, the first things Thea heard were the clacks of the crossbow bolts deflecting off Seno’s angled flagstones and the whistling of Arimov’s blades.

Thea was already moving, her eyes still closed, stepping forward into the projected paths of Arimov’s whip-blades.

Not dozens of projected paths— just one for each blade.

Thea almost casually stepped around one blade while knocking the other aside with the hilt of her combat fork. Behind her, Seno’s flagstones redirected the anvils into one another while the vertigo field writhed.

And the manifested marble that had almost killed Thea went rolling off the side of the golem’s head.

Thea opened her eyes and smiled right at Arimov.

Perfect pitch had saved her life.

There was no way for her to see Arimov through his shadowcoat. Even with her night vision boon, she couldn’t make out any details, not even the difference in shades of black between his shadowcoat and his eyes.

But she could hear him. Specifically? She could hear the whistling of his swords.

And when she combined her relic-granted perfect pitch with her trajectory boon, she could track those blades.

Before Erreta and Arimov could react to their trap failing, Thea was already pressing the attack. In a set of motions that almost blurred together into one, she let go of her combat fork with one hand, grabbed a smaller tuning fork off her bandolier, smacked it against the haft of her combat fork, and once again threw it at Erreta.

It struck them right in the face, sending them stumbling back. Erreta’d have one gods-given black eye in the morning— if Thea didn’t take them down first. At the same time, Seno manifested flagstones just behind Erreta’s ankles.

Arimov was already swinging again by the time Thea had her free hand back on her combat fork.

She waited just long enough to hear the whip-blade’s whistle, then manifested the smallest possible flagstone Seno would tolerate, just a couple inches across, right in the blades’ path, right as Erreta tripped over the flagstones behind them and crashed to the ground.

<basically cobbles,> muttered Seno in disgust at the tiny flagstones Thea had summoned.

“I guess it’s time to stop playing with my food, as fun as this has been,” Thea half-lied.

“What in all the hells are you on about?” Arimov demanded, lashing out at her again and again. “You’ve been getting your ass kicked this whole time.”

Each and every one of his strikes was blocked, either by tiny flagstones or precise movements of her combat fork. Erreta, meanwhile, tried to roll to their feet, only to smack their forehead into another flagstone.

“I’ve been stalling for time,” Thea said, half-truthfully. “Beating you was never important to the plan— though I will admit, I’m going to take plenty of satisfaction from it.”

“Better souls than you have tried,” Arimov growled, never letting up the attack. “I don’t know how you’re blocking my strikes, but you clearly can’t keep it up forever, or you would have been doing so the whole time.”

Thea smiled, then caught one of the whistling blades between the tines of her fork at the perfect angle, and it promptly began wrapping itself around the tine.

Arimov cursed, and the relic promptly began to retract and unwind, whatever anti-tangling boon it held keeping it from locking around Thea’s combat fork.

She didn’t try to pull it away and disarm him— instead, she charged, combat fork swinging low.

Her trajectory boon wasn’t as effective at pinpointing Arimov’s location as his swords— his words and breathing weren’t moving around as much, were messier sounds— but she had a gods-given good idea where he was truly standing.

Arimov didn’t panic, didn’t flail— he was still a skilled warrior. No, he just moved to dodge while raising his retracted sword to deflect her tuning fork, while the other began retracting as well.

It was a perfectly executed counter, honed into reflex by years of practice.

And it was entirely the wrong move against Thea.

Arimov’s blade, in its retracted form, was as vulnerable to her combat fork as any other metal weapon— and the bronze of her tuning fork was singing from all the blocking she’d done so far.

Arimov’s sword shook itself out of his hand the instant it made contact with her combat fork, and her blow swept into his legs, knocking him off his feet.

To his credit, he tried to roll away, tried to raise his other blade, but found flagstones blocking his roll and his sword.

Her combat fork descended in a brutal overhead swing. There was a loud crunch of bone, and then the bronze of her fork and the stone of the roof were splattered with pitch-black shadow and bright red blood.

As Thea turned towards Erreta, Arimov’s shadow was already dissolving into motes of godstuff.

The miracle smith had finally managed to evade Seno’s flagstones, preventing them from forming by blocking off the space around themself with rapid partial manifestations of goose feathers. The effort had visibly exhausted Erreta even more than the massive set of attacks from the ambush, though.

“You said you weren’t very good with words, so if you’d like, I’ll give you a few moments to think of some good final ones,” Thea offered.

The striker’s eyes, barely visible under their face wrappings, flickered rapidly around the battlefield. To Gregor and Aven battling among the golem’s arms, to the vertigo field still hanging in the air behind Thea, and to Arimov’s corpse.

Erreta turned and ran. Jumped off the side of the golem, already manifesting glide wings strapped to their back.

“Striker doctrine,” Thea muttered.

They’d be back, with reinforcements. Probably just running straight up the outside of the golem with that striker wall-climbing boon.

<Not bad,> Isimadu said. <Not bad at all.>

“Told you I had this,” Thea said.

<So you did.>

Thea glanced up towards the dust cloud over Gidru’s close, and smiled.

It was getting closer.

Seno chimed in. <yay we win!>

“Not yet we don’t, buddy,” Thea said.

She rolled her neck, took a deep breath, then manifested a trail of flagstones leading right up towards the golem’s arms.

——————

Aven had lost track of how many times Gregor had stabbed her or shot her with manifested arrows since the battle had begun.

She was bleeding from at least a couple dozen wounds— most minor, a few more severe. She was on the edge of soulstrain, and if her body augmentation had relied on active boons instead of physical reshaping ones, she’d be falling apart. The worst of her wounds was from a particularly nasty arrow that had pierced her liver most of the way through. Liver wounds were awful, Aven’s alcohol tolerance would be lower for weeks. It was also incredibly painful, but Aven was used to that.

Though she was also really annoyed by the antler prongs Gregor had sliced off with a comically huge greatsword. It had been longer than Gregor was tall, as wide as Aven’s shoulders, and wouldn’t have worked at all if not for Gregor’s ability to alter the material properties of his manifested steel.

At least the manifested arrows dissolved, so she didn’t have to yank them out. Pulling arrows out of her muscles was a miserable experience.

What she wouldn’t give for the Saint of Unclean Knives’ ridiculous healing abilities right now. Her own healing was accelerated far beyond human, but his was just absurd.

Despite the intense pain Aven was in, despite the losing battle she was fighting as Gregor chased her about the semaphore golem’s massive arms, she couldn’t stop smiling.

This was, unquestionably and absolutely, the best fight she’d ever had. Gregor was a warrior of pure skill, focus, and determination, one who ruthlessly exploited every weakness, every moment of hesitation. Even if he were a layman, Aven was fairly sure he would have pushed her to her limits.

As a Saint? He pushed her beyond them. His constantly shifting weapons were bad enough, but the longer the fight went on, the more indestructible his armor seemed to grow. Not only did Gregor rapidly repair any damage Aven dealt it, Gregor was constantly iterating new additions. When spikes proved useless against her nigh indestructible fists, Gregor switched to some complex system of flexible scales overlaying the plate that distributed the force of her blows across his entire body.

If he had a weakness at all, it was a reluctance to use stranger applications of his powers. She was pretty sure he had a capacity for manifestation that rivaled Erreta’s, though his boons could only produce steel. The vast majority of his manifestations were either new weapons or modifications to his armor. Sometimes he would do things like suspend himself from steel cables, or summon barriers affixed to the surface of the golem’s arms, but those moments were few and far between.

Well, if he had a second weakness, it was to her needling. Aven was sure he’d received more horrible threats in battle over the years than anyone she’d ever encountered— but he was absolutely unused to ridicule.

“Trying to help you here, Greg!” Aven said, as she grabbed Gregor’s boarspear in both hands.

He immediately let go, then dissolved the cables suspending him from the golem hand above, before it moved away from the one she stood on.

“Your commentary on my love life is unwanted and unneeded,” Gregor said, sprinting at her with a battle scythe. The arm started tilting down as he did so, lending more speed to his charge.

“Beg to disagree, Greg,” Aven said, throwing the boarspear at him. It dissolved halfway there, of course, but its dissolution provided momentary cover for another godstuff punch from her belt buckle.

The punch just dispersed harmlessly against his armor— the relic was struggling as much as Aven’s soul was.

Aven didn’t stick around to meet his charge, launching herself across a fifteen-foot gap to an approaching stone hand. She almost overshot it, skidding across the mostly-flat palm before kicking against the immense thumb.

Gregor easily followed her across the shrinking gap, manifesting those flexible stilt things again. Aven barely managed to block the scythe, its tip scraping against her fist.

Battle scythes were nasty— they were built to punch through armor, and would easily cut through her duster.

“You’ve got the hots for a woman less than half your age who you tried to trick into suicide,” Aven said. “You absolutely need my romantic advice. That is not a healthy way to start a relationship.”

“I don’t want to be impolite, but I would appreciate it very much if you died now,” Gregor said.

“Funny, you’re actually the second person to say those exact words to me.” Aven said. “Get a lot of death threats, but that one stuck in my mind.”

“Really?” Gregor asked, throwing a tomahawk at her.

“Nah, just making shit up,” Aven said, catching the tomahawk and throwing it back at him. She threw it fast enough that it was only half-dissolved when it hit him. Didn’t do any damage, but she was still pleased with herself.

Gregor sighed. “Of course you are.”

He manifested a new weapon then, one that Aven hadn’t seen before.

It had the hilt of a sword, but its body was a perfect cylinder around three inches across— one that split in two halfway down its length.

And halfway past that split, it split again. Halfway past the second split, it split a third time, then a fourth. The splits came so frequently towards the end that Aven couldn’t count them.

By the end of the cylinder, the weapon had to have split into thousands of points, so fine Aven could only see them as a haze in the air. She thought it was three feet long or so, but it was almost impossible to tell for sure.

Gregor staggered, momentarily exhausted by the complexity of the weapon he’d just manifested, but Aven was too tired herself to take advantage of the lapse.

“Your accelerated healing is an annoyance, but weapons exist to counter such,” Gregor said. “I’m embarrassed I need to resort to such tools, but I don’t have time to toy with you any longer.”

Aven took a step back, not liking the look of the weapon in the slightest.

“I’m sure the god you spawn will be as annoying as you are,” Gregor said. “Amena, do try and pick a better host next time.”

Before Aven or Amena could respond, before Gregor could lunge forward with the bizarre weapon, something none of them expected happened.

A finger-length tuning fork bounced off Gregor’s helmet, then plummeted towards the streets below.

Both of their gazes turned away from one another as the golem hand lifted them in the air, and Aven couldn’t help but break into a smile.

Thea stood in mid-air atop a pair of flagstones, casually resting the tines of her combat fork on a third.

Her leather duster was nearly as cut and battered as Aven’s own, and she was bleeding from at least a half-dozen injuries. She looked nearly as exhausted as Aven herself, and half the tuning forks from her bandolier were missing.

But her smile was even wider than Aven’s.

“You lose, Greg,” Thea said.

Gregor didn’t respond, the visor of his helmet sweeping across the top of the golem’s head.

It was empty, save for some battle damage and a barely-identifiable corpse.

“You should have come with more underlings,” Thea continued. “The ones you brought weren’t good enough.”

Gregor remained silent, his helmet turning towards Thea again.

“It’s just you now, Greg,” Thea said.

Aven started to laugh.

——————

Thea tensed as she stood above Aven and Gregor, ready for fighting to erupt at any second. While Aven laughed maniacally, and the golem hand held still as if frozen by the tension, Thea readied herself to fight once more.

Then the striker sighed, his helmet dissolving.

“Again and again and again, I underestimate you two,” he said. “A much-needed lesson in humility, I suppose. But do not allow your recent successes to drive you to need the same lessons. I am uninjured, and neither my body nor soul push exhaustion. My victory is only a matter of time.”

“Wrong twice,” Thea said. “First off, it doesn’t matter if we can defeat you or not. You can’t do anything against us alone.”

“I assure you…” Gregor started, only for Isimadu to speak up, interrupting him.

<If you lay hands on me, I will use the blasphemous boon on you, Gregor Steelgift. If you attempt to take me from Thea, I will kill you.>

The striker froze, his gaze fixed on Thea’s belt pouch.

<When you had allies, you could have simply had one of them pick me up. The blasphemous boon is only useful against gods, Living Gods, and Avatars. Alone, you are vulnerable,> Isimadu said.

“To do so would be to announce your presence to the entire city, something none of us want,” Gregor pointed out.

<Better that than suffering the fate you desire for me,> Isimadu said.

“I could kill these two from a distance, then merely wait for my allies to finish off the Unclean Knives,” Gregor pointed out. “You can reach, what, an arm’s length from your tablet? And don’t bother claiming you’ll go after Thea’s flagstone god, just to foil my plans— everything we know about your history makes it clear you wouldn’t kill an innocent god like that.”

<You are right about my unwillingness to kill the blameless. And I don’t doubt you could kill these two,> Isimadu said. <But what I do doubt? Is your ability to kill them without Thea closing the distance even once. It just takes a heartbeat.>

“Oooh, inconvenient for you, Greg,” Aven mocked.

Gregor ignored the antlered Saint. “I won’t be alone for long, tablet god. There is only one corpse here, which means Erreta escaped safely. They will be back with reinforcements soon enough.”

Thea and Aven exchanged wry looks, then both started laughing.

“Would you care to inform me as to what humor I’m missing in the situation?” Gregor asked.

“We’re working with the Gidrans,” Thea told him.

Gregor raised an eyebrow at that. “A once-impressive people, reduced to weakness and poverty. What of it?”

“I’m sorry, I should rephrase,” Thea said. “We’re helping the Gidrans escape their close entirely.”

She pointed then, at the dust clouds in the distance— the dust clouds rapidly advancing towards them from the Gidran close.

And in the heart of that dust cloud, advancing at its front, were glimmers of blue.

Shock crossed Gregor’s face then. Shock and, for the first time, genuine fear.

There was a cargo crawler advancing through the closes towards them. One of the massive millipede-like blueforms the city ran through its tunnels. And not a small crawler, either— most of its body was lost in the dust cloud, but Thea knew this one was measured not in hundreds of feet, but in thousands.

Atop its head was strapped the Rock of Gidru itself, jutting forward, turning the colossal blue creature into the world’s biggest spear, as it rammed through the side of wall segment after wall segment. And behind the Rock of Gidru were the Gidrans.

All of them.

Every warrior. Every Elder. Every single man, woman, and child in Gidru’s close.

An entire nation, riding a giant monster to freedom.

That had been Thea’s plan all along.

She and Aven had never been more than distractions. The golem, Isimadu, the mimic stampede— nothing more than a means to pull even more Wall Guards from patrol at the edge of the Gidran close, along with those who Gregor had already had moved to the city’s Western border to prevent Thea and Aven’s escape, and those who had been moved earlier to guard Lowlock’s minting.

Along with the mimic maps, the city maps, the guard patrol maps, and all the other map types Thea had requested, there had been one that was more important, and easier to get, than any of the others— a map of crawler routes.

That, over everything else, had been what had determined the timing of the plan. The schedules of the nearest crawler routes to the Gidran close.

As for the thief the plan had needed? Their job had been to sneak into another crawler tunnel, and collect the discarded scales from the crawler within it.

Which in turn were glued to the live chicken, which would panic and spread the scent of the other crawler with its flapping as it was dangled in front of the main crawler’s face.

And crawlers were nothing if not rabidly territorial.

The plan might have been Thea’s initially, but most of the credit went to the Gidrans. They’d been the ones to figure out how to make it all work, to organize a truly insane evacuation effort. If everything had gone as the Gidrans had planned it, the crawler had never even stopped moving as it crossed the Gidran close, only slowing a bit as the entire Gidran nation boarded it in motion. It was a coordination of logistics that boggled the mind, but it looked like it had worked.

Oh, there were a few Gidran spies and agents scattered throughout the city and closes who hadn’t been able to get back in time, but they all had Gidru’s Compass of Stone, and would be able to track down the Rock of Gidru eventually.

It had also been a Gidran suggestion to have the crawler not go over the wall-tops, but to rip through the Wall itself.

The Rock of Gidru made for a lethal battering ram. It was nigh indestructible on its own, but it turned out that Gidru could use Bones of Stone on it— for what was the Rock, if not his own skeleton? As Bones of Stone transferred the force of impact back into the wall segments the Rock rammed into, Shards of Stone redirected and controlled the force of shattering stone, dissolving perfect tunnels for the crawler and its passengers, preventing the wall-tops from collapsing down into the resulting tunnels. It also shattered the debris into dust clouds, to avoid raining closes with chunks of masonry.

The Gidrans had planned their route carefully, to minimize casualties among the closes, but there would surely be some. Thea wasn’t particularly comfortable with that, but in the end, it was the choice of the Gidrans.

They weren’t doing it entirely out of the kindness of their own hearts, of course— by doing it this way, they were leaving a tunnel right through the heart of a hundred or more closes. On top of crippling the sewer systems, water, and other infrastructure of an entire region of the city, the tunnel would allow the free flow of groundlings through the tunnels for hours, maybe even days before the Wall Guard regained full control.

Thea wondered what they’d do with the opportunity.

In the end, Thea hadn’t really done that much. She’d helped with the maps, but others could have done that. She, Aven, and their gods had provided several hells worth of a distraction, but likewise, others could have done that.

The most important thing Thea had done was to realize that the Rock of Gidru was small enough to be carried by a crawler. Something the Gidrans struggled to do, partially out of inexperience with crawlers, but more importantly due to their own self-conception, the weight of the Rock in their myth, religion, and civilizational self-image.

And in exchange, all Thea had asked for was a ride out of the city with the Gidrans. And it seemed Gidru intended to honor their deal, because the crawler was heading straight their direction.

“You’re insane,” Gregor said, as he watched the crawler rip through the base of another segment. “This is utter madness!”

“Got that right, Greg!” Aven said cheerfully.

Gregor whirled back to face Thea again. “The Wall Guard is going to hunt you for eternity for this. You’ve doomed your own mission with this.”

“Have we?” Thea asked. “How, exactly, is the Wall Guard going to find out I’m involved? Are you going to tell them? Kind of seems like that works against your own interests as well. And I thought you weren’t loyal to the Wall anymore?”

Gregor gaped at her.

“Doesn’t it burn, Greg?” Aven asked. “All your planning, all your scheming, sacrificing your own warriors; but in the end, we’ve helped do more damage to the Wall in just a few days than you’ve done in years. We’ve set free one of the greatest enemies of the Wall, and you can bet they’re not going to be content with mere escape.”

“This will not be enough,” Gregor said. “Far worse damage has been done to the Wall than this. Foes have wiped out vast swathes of the Wall, invasions have killed hundreds of thousands before. The Wall has defeated the Gidrans themselves before, when it was weaker and they stronger! The Wall always recovers, always regrows, always wins. This is no injury, merely an insult.”

Thea smiled, then manifested flagstones descending down in a stair, and began advancing towards the golem hand, which began rising once again, as another message passed through the semaphore chain.

“You’re so convinced other destruction won’t work, yet you’re convinced that destroying Cambrias will,” Thea said.

“He is the engine that drives the Wall,” Gregor said.

Aven shook her head. “The logics of the Wall extend past any one god, Greg. The engine that drives the Wall is greed.”

“There is no other way,” Gregor insisted.

“I’ve only been studying this problem for a short time, and I’ve already seen dozens of different proposals,” Thea said as she and the golem hand moved towards one another.

“Dozens? More like hundreds,” Aven said. “Greg just doesn’t find any ideas by groundlings and foreigners worth paying attention to.”

<I have heard thousands,> Amena said, speaking to all of them.

“Foolish dreams, the lot of them,” Gregor snarled.

The crawler ripped through another wall segment, so close this time that the noise of the impact temporarily drowned out the screaming golem, straining the blessed earplugs to their limit.

“Maybe so,” Thea said. “But it turns out I’m fine being a fool. And since neither of us knows the right answer, I think I’d rather avoid the choice that deliberately sacrifices millions.”

Gregor didn’t respond— just eyed the steadily closing distance between himself and Thea.

Then he turned, and jumped to another of the golem’s arms.

Thea didn’t bother trying to chase him, just manifested a platform of flagstones for Aven to join her, and reached out a hand for the other woman.

Aven hopped on, the golem hand rising above them, and they turned to face the oncoming crawler. Below them, the mimic stampede and the battle between the strikers and Unclean Knives still raged.

“We still don’t know who’s behind either side,” Thea said. “Who stole Isimadu, and who’s trying to use him against Cambrias. I don’t know the first thing about multiversal politics.”

<Nor I,> Isimadu said. <I dislike the idea that my fate is being manipulated from beyond our moon.>

<I have… some small knowledge of the multiverse,> Amena said, though she sounded oddly distracted.

<why pants?> Seno asked.

Thea blinked in surprise at Seno’s comment, and turned from the Gidran approach.

To find that Aven had pulled up her duster and down her trousers, and was waggling her ass at Gregor.

He, from his perch atop the other arm, just made a rude gesture, then casually threw a manifested knife at Aven.

Thea blocked it with a flagstone, as tempted as she was to let Aven take a knife in one cheek.

“Why am I friends with this idiot?” Thea asked the gods.

<Truly, one of Ishveos’ great mysteries,> a goddess of adventure said.

<Some questions are beyond even the gods,> an ancient messenger god added.

<like Aven she’s nice,> a god of flagstones said.

Aven laughed as she pulled up her pants. “Hah, you admitted we’re friends.”

Thea rolled her eyes, then turned back to face the Gidrans and their crawler, which was approaching the final wall segment between it and the base of the semaphore golem.

“Yeah, yeah, don’t make it weird,” Thea muttered.

She manifested another flagstone stair down.

“Come on, we’ve got a giant insectoid monster to catch.”

Thea followed Aven down the stairs, only once glancing back.

To see Gregor standing there, unarmored, watching her descent with a complete absence of expression.

“You are complicit from here on out!” Gregor called down. “Every minute of oppression and suffering yet to come at the hands of the Wall, you could have prevented!”

Thea looked away, hoping she’d made the right choice.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

The West

The sun was just peeking out from behind Viseas when the Rock of Gidru breached the outermost segment of the Wall. Ahead of them still lay a few segments under construction and work crews clearing the land in the path of the Wall’s advance, but there was no more serious opposition.

They hadn’t been sure they could do it— no less than seven Divines had moved against them, along with who knew how many Saints and lay soldiers. Not to mention, the godgifts layered across the Wall by the millions tended to cluster most densely at the outermost complete segments.

The Gidrans, though badly outnumbered in every other way, had no less than eleven Divines and a disproportionate number of Saints. They had just barely managed to hold off the Wall Guard forces attacking them long enough for the crawler to crash into the final wall segment.

The Rock of Gidru hadn’t even been chipped by the impact. The numerous blessings and mundane chains keeping it attached to the crawler’s head had come within a hair of shattering, and the impact had shaken the massive beast harder than any of the others, but they’d breached the final wall segment with surprisingly few casualties.

Thea and Aven hadn’t helped with the defense.

Part of it was simply due to their exhaustion— they’d pushed themselves to their limits atop the semaphore golem, and the Gidrans were unquestionably grateful for the distraction. And the other part of it was to keep them from being recognized— while the odds were low they would be spotted and identified atop the crawler, they weren’t zero. Gregor had, after all, flooded the wall with troops looking for them.

So they’d stayed low, wrapped in thick cloaks. Aven’s damaged antlers had been wrapped in ragged strips of cloth to disguise their shape, and Thea had sat on her combat fork.

Even with all she’d contributed, even though the reasons why were perfectly sensible, Thea still felt guilty for not helping in that final battle during the escape. Casualties among the Gidrans were already few, their defensive miracles plentiful, but maybe if Thea had pitched in, they could have been even lower.

That wasn’t the main cause of her brooding, though.

Nor even were her doubts as to whether she’d done the right thing by opposing Gregor. No, the main cause of her brooding?

Her blessing from Cambrias.

Her longevity.

The means by which she and Aven had been tracked. Her true Wall Guard badge. The ultimate symbol of every benefit she’d received from the Wall, her dividend of profit from the suffering and exploitation it was built atop of.

Gregor’s final words to her were wrong in one respect. Her complicity with the evils of the Wall hadn’t started when she’d stopped him. She’d been complicit since the day she joined the Wall Guard. Arguably her whole life, if a child can be complicit— a somewhat suspect proposition— but the day she received this blessing had been the true beginning.

Thea thought about severing it from her soul, then and there. She’d never severed a godgift before, but it was easy enough in theory. Thought about cutting it away, completing her rejection of the Wall. Giving up a century or more of additional life. Doing the right thing.

She didn’t.

As Thea passed out of the confines of Cambrias’ Wall, left the city for the first time in her life, it should have been a momentous occasion, should have been an event she looked back on with amazement.

Should have been.

——————

As the sun passed out from behind the gas giant Viseas, Gregor Steelgift stood atop the semaphore golem’s head, next to the corpse of his underling— next to the corpse of his friend— and gazed west.

His gaze followed a trail of destruction and chaos, a tunnel that led from close to close.

Below them, the last of the battle was finishing up, the Unclean Knives falling into total rout. The outcome had never been in doubt— the gangsters had been rendered unable to communicate with one another by the screaming machinery, while blessed earplugs were standard gear for strikers. The bulk of the neighborhood’s mobile mimics had fled far from the noise, though there were plenty of anchored mimics still panicking atop rooftops.

Getting this gods-cursed golem shut down was going to be his first priority once the strikers finished with the gangs. Not just for the noise, either— they were lucky the golem hadn’t gone mad, began flailing wildly. Building codes were supposed to keep construction out of the reach of semaphore golems, but gods knew how often those codes were actually followed.

He didn’t know the first thing about how to repair this golem, but he could have runners shut down the adjoining golems to stop signals passing through this one.

As Gregor brooded, his hand kept drifting to one of his belt pouches, which held the comforting weight of an icon— the icon of a forbidden god, one forgotten by nearly everyone but himself.

One that he would use one of these days. Not yet, not so long as Sainthood was valuable to him— for using the icon, absorbing its boon, would push him into Divinity.

Not yet.

But soon.

The trapdoor in the center of the golem’s head creaked open, and Erreta climbed out, two more of his strikers behind them.

“What news?” Gregor asked.

“The Gidrans just breached the outermost wall segments,” one of the other strikers said. “They’re heading into the Scovan Range as we speak.”

Gregor forced himself not to curse. He’d hoped that the extra troops he’d had moved to the border to watch for Thea and Aven would be enough to hold back the Gidrans, but he hadn’t truly expected it. It had been decades since a serious threat to the border had come from inside the City, after all, and the troops he’d had moved were prepared for a pair of wandering adventurers, not an entire people riding the back of a crawler.

He’d burned a lot of favors and political capital to move those troops, and now he was going to have to burn a lot more to twist the narrative to keep him from looking bad.

Annoying, but not impossible.

“We’re going after them, correct?” Erreta said.

“Obviously,” Gregor said. “Though we’re not going after them blind.”

He quickly gave orders, and the two other strikers took off down the sides of the golem at a run, using the standard wall-climbing boon.

“Will you be coming with us after Thea and Aven?” Erreta asked.

“After Isimadu, yes,” Gregor corrected them.

“You will risk him killing you?” Erreta said.

Gregor shrugged. “I have risked death on every mission I have ever undertaken. This is no change. Besides— I have an idea or two for how to protect myself from the blasphemous boon.”

Erreta just nodded, taking him at his word as usual.

They stood there for a time, watching as the sun slowly set towards the mountains in the West.

“There is news of the goddess that Ypresa’s death spawned,” Erreta said.

Gregor’s heart twinged a bit at that, but he suppressed it. He was long used to such news. “Yes?”

“A reliquary goddess of archery, as expected,” Erreta said.

“Will she work with the strikers?” Gregor asked.

Erreta smiled. “Oh, more than just that. Her Purpose is perfectly aligned with ours.”

“And what is her purpose?” Gregor asked.

“Vengeance against Thea and Aven,” Erreta responded. “She craves their deaths.”

Gregor smiled at that. Smiled wider than he had in some time.

Though a moment later, his smile vanished as the Saint of Unclean Knives burst out onto the golem’s head, raving about “ruling cruelly over all that bleeds.”

Gregor threw him off the side of the golem.

——————

Deep in the Scovan Range, far to the northwest of Cambrias’ Wall, a messenger Saint slowed his pace.

The cave he approached looked no different than dozens of others he had seen since departing the Wall over a week before, save for the presence of a dead campfire outside its entrance.

He approached cautiously, ready to turn and run at the slightest sign of danger. And there were few indeed on the moon of Ishveos that could run so swiftly as him— or, for that matter, birds that could fly so swiftly as him. He had run a distance that would take horses months in the last week, hardly needing to sleep.

It probably still wasn’t fast enough to escape if things went wrong, if even half the rumors about the occupant were true.

“Halt,” an unseen woman said from the cave, and the messenger immediately complied. “Who are you, and why do you come?”

“Just a messenger, and I come from the Wall,” he said.

“I said why, not where,” the voice said, irritated.

“I… I’m here with a message,” he said. “For, uh, you.”

“A message? For me? How unusual,” she said. “Well then, what’s this message?”

He coughed nervously, then pulled a sealed folder of papers from his satchel. “My backers believe we have interests in common. We’ve had a certain reliquary stolen from us, and would like you to help us retrieve it.”

“And why would I care in the least? What common interest might there possibly be?” the woman asked.

The messenger took a deep breath before responding. “One of the thieves is also one of your counterfeits, your mimics.”

There was a long, drawn out silence, and then a tall woman stepped out of the shadows.

“Common interests indeed,” she said, smiling cruelly at the messenger. “You have my attention.”

The messenger gulped, and tried not to stare at her antlers.

——————

Under a poison sky, directly underneath the gaze of Viseas, atop a ziggurat seemingly untarnished by the devastation filling the ancient ruined city around it, the Oracle watched. It had no eyes, but it saw.

Its gaze split a thousand ways— watching its ancient enemy in her Necropolis at the East Pole, watching the borders of its blasted wasteland, watching each and every one of the High Gods. Its vision followed the migrations of floating islands through Ishveos’ oceans, monitored the ever-changing orbits of the spaceborn labyrinths venting gases around Viseas, and followed every representative of multiversal powers it could find. It endlessly cataloged new gods with ever stranger powers, while it watched dispassionately as other gods starved in ravines or in the depths of the sea.

And, of course, it watched the Wall, watched it grow and devour endlessly. It watched the Wall with more interest than anything else on the moon, even more than it held for Lamitu herself.

And it also watched an ancient clay tablet traveling towards the West Pole.

Towards the burnt land of Errigashad.

Towards the dead city of Surukh, where the Oracle waited for anyone fool enough to visit.

<Well then,> the Oracle whispered. <Isn’t this interesting? Would anyone like to place any bets as to whether the prodigal son will make it home this time? Anyone?>

As the Oracle chattered to itself, the only sound in the irradiated ruins was the wind.


Afterword

This was the hardest book I’ve ever written.

I wrote the initial first chapter— what would later become Thea’s first flashback chapter— in early 2021, partway through the writing of Mage Errant 5, in the midst of pandemic lockdowns in Vietnam (they did a lot more lockdowns than the US did) and in the midst of all the rest of the exhausting drama of that time. I didn’t know, then, how challenging of a project this would turn out to be.
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Needless to say, none of the above was particularly good for the writing process.

Life was hardly the only challenge, though.

I have earned something of a reputation for myself as a research-heavy author, which I’m quite proud of, and I took the research to a whole new level with More Gods Than Stars. While I failed to keep a comprehensive bibliography (thanks, ADHD), all told, I can still account for dozens of non-fiction works I read for research— forty-odd books would be a fairly conservative estimate. They ranged wildly in topic, from economics to political theory to theology to ecology to art history. And, above all else? Architecture. I spent months diving down ever-more obscure rabbit holes to investigate the megastructure architectural movement of the 1960s and 70s, often to the point of tracking down expensive out-of-print works.

This, of course, is just nonfiction books— there were also plenty of documentaries, news articles and interviews (most decades old), and other assorted resources. And on top of that, there were dozens more fiction books I read for stylistic research, plus videogames, films, and shows.

I might have gone a little bit overboard— and I’m already starting the same process all over again for the next series.

Beyond life and research, well… there are questions important to me that I want to ask with my fiction, ideas that I want to explore- ranging from the personal to the societal. I can’t even begin to tally the hours I spent worrying over those efforts. Whether I did a meaningful job of it is a judgment for you to make, but I had to at least try.

All that while still trying to keep the book a fun, action-packed story. Because in the end, above all else, I want my audience to enjoy it.

Regardless, I can at the very least say I’m proud of this one.

I just hope y’all did enjoy it— at least enough to follow me to More Gods Than Stars Book Two, In the Court of the Mimic Queen.

(And if you could leave a rating or even a review for this book, that would be amazing- indie authors like myself depend on them! And if you’re looking for news about my books, you can check out my blog and sign up for my mailing list at www.johnbierce.com)


Appendix: On Linear Cities, Arcologies, and Megastructures

The City of Cambrias’ Wall existed in my imagination, and the plans for my books, long before I dove into research into the slightly deranged linear city movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries or the absolutely deranged megastructure architectural movement of the 1960s and 70s, but grew immensely and richly for learning bout both of them.

Arturo Soria y Mata proposed the first linear city, a long, snakelike city that connected two other cities, instead of the more normal concentric growth pattern, in 1882. His plans eventually grew until he had proposed a continuous linear city that would stretch “from Cadiz to St. Petersburg, from Peking to Brussels.” The movement came to America with the city designs of Edgar Chambless- the aptly named Roadtown, a city that was, well, a series of skyscrapers laid on their sides in a long connecting row that cut through the countryside. All of its utilities and necessary services would have been in its “Endless Basement”.

A more sophisticated version of the linear city came from the proposed city of Motopia, designed by G. A. Jellicoe in the mid-20th century. Motopia would have taken the form of a grid of towering apartment buildings, with city parks filling the cells of the grid. At each intersection of apartment buildings in the repeating building grid would have been an immense, roundabout-shaped building. Oh, and the roads? They all would have been on the roofs of the apartments and roundabout buildings. No cars on the ground, just… over your head, all the time. Jellicoe meant it to separate pedestrians and motorists entirely, but some issues with the plan should, I hope, become rapidly apparent with a little thought.

Motopia was planned to be constructed 17 miles west of London. For better or worse (probably better), it was never built.

The design of Wall, its ideologies, and its rapacious expansionism all existed in my head before I ever encountered Motopia and the linear city movement, but the parallels between them were somewhat astonishing, if not too surprising. Wall was quite explicitly modeled off the mad utopian plans of Le Corbusier and the rest of the, as James C. Scott called them, “High Modernist” architects and urban designers of the early 20th century. Some of their members have proposed building over lakes and rivers, and shaving down mountains, for the purposes of human development. (Sound familiar?) They designed cities of monolithic buildings, twenty-lane roads (we achieved that goal in real life, unfortunately), and manicured parks huddled between the colossal skyscraper arcologies. Le Corbusier even proposed demolishing a chunk of Paris and replacing it with a series of immense, hideous concrete towers. It was, to be frank, a well-intentioned movement with many horrible results, one that birthed and merged with architectural brutalism, and it reached its nadir with the construction of Brasilia, argued by some to be the worst-designed city in the world.

Cambrias’ Wall’s resemblance to Motopia, Roadtown, and the rest of the Linear Cities was a piece of convergent evolution from the same intellectual sources, but once I did discover Motopia and its ilk, I delightedly drew from them to influence the Wall, and it is absolutely the richer for it.

Likewise, the Wall was massively influenced by the various members of the architectural megastructure movement of the 60s and 70s. They could absolutely be considered as a part of high modernism- the founding figure of the Japanese Metabolists, one of the most prominent (and certainly most successful) groups of megastructure architects, actually studied underneath Le Corbuisier. The megastructure movement was obsessed with a number of concepts, ranging from modular construction to external building frames, but most of all, they were obsessed with building bigger. Obsessed with designing walking cities, with filling in Tokyo Bay with floating neighborhoods, and all other sorts of spectacular plans.

The upgraded version of the linear city of Cambrias’ Wall, what I refer to as the “web” linear city, was nominally my own invention— though if I had known about Motopia at the time I dreamed up the Wall, I certainly could not have made that claim— but its invention was not difficult, being a rather straightforward extrapolation from linear cities in combination with a number of real-world phenomena, ranging from the way America’s interstate highway system segregates ecosystems from one another, to countless historical episodes of enclosure and ghettoization.

There are ample explorations of megastructures and arcologies in fiction, in both science fiction and fantasy, ranging from the excited to the cautionary. I merely continue that tradition, though I hope I have something meaningful to add to the conversation. Indeed, the vast majority of public awareness of megastructures and arcologies come from fiction, rather than direct from the architects! Though none of the truly huge designs of the megastructure movement have been built, I cannot think of another architectural movement to have had more influence on science fiction and fantasy— the city of Neo-Tokyo from the film Akira, for instance, is taken almost whole cloth from the Metabolist dream of filling in Tokyo Bay.

You also may have noticed that I had a lot else to say using the megastructure conversation as a framework— I cannot fairly claim to have been very subtle with my use of Cambrias’ Wall as allegory for real world events and politics.

And, well… life imitates art.

Soon after I wrote the initial first chapter of the book, I ran across Saudi Arabia’s plans for the city of Neom. Neom would include a high-tech version of the linear city (though thankfully not upgraded to the web city), among other constructions. My first reaction- as well as that of many others- was exasperated laughter, and personal predictions that it would go very badly. I do not believe it necessarily impossible to construct a linear city or other megastructure, but Neom was poorly thought out from the beginning, relying on proposed future technologies and hyperbolic rhetoric rather than sober analysis. My pessimistic predictions, and those of many others, have at time of this writing come largely true. Locals have been forcibly removed off their ancestral lands to clear way for Neom’s Line, while construction itself seems from the outside to be going terribly.

It seems a common event today that certain powerful men seek to replicate pieces of the speculative fiction of their youth— and only pursue the gizmos and gadgets, the spaceships and bizarre buildings. They might suffer less hilarious failure, I think, if they recalled that speculative fiction does not exist to predict the future— but to examine and critique the present, to address injustice, waste, and countless other issues. If they sought to explore the important parts of the art they imitate, rather than just its trappings, perhaps they would not cause so much harm or waste so many resources as they do.

At least we can laugh at the rich idiots making fools of themselves.

To be absolutely, bluntly clear: As much work as I put into researching these architectural movements, the heart of this book is not about architecture, arcologies, or megastructures.

Like the many other works of fiction that explore these concepts and themes, explore colossal architecture that grows beyond the needs of humanity, indeed subvert humanity towards its own ends— works that include Blame!, Gormenghast, the games of Fumito Ueda, Akira, Blade Runner, Kill the Minotaur, Final Fantasy 7, and dozens of others— this is a book about our world. About the alienation and exploitation inflicted by civilization, about the evils we justify in the name of progress, about the inevitable disastrous end lying down every path of growth without limits.

This is not a book about the trappings of speculative fiction.

This is a book about our own world.


The Aetheriad

More Gods Than Stars is part of The Aetheriad, a set of stories by me that are all located in the same overarching multiverse. The different settings all have ties and links to one another, and I’m planning to bring them all together in a grand finale series eventually.

	Mage Errant: A magic school series with lots of queer characters that escalates from the adventures of a shy, lonely kid up to colossal battles between kaijucratic city-states, rampaging archmages, and history-worshiping empires. Has a convoluted, science-inspired elemental magic system that doesn’t just have the classical earth-air-fire-water, but magics as disparate as hair, crystal, gallium, and inertia. 
⁃ The Gorgon Incident and other Stories: A short story anthology with stories spanning five hundred years of history in the world of Mage Errant.

	The Wrack: Standalone epidemiological fantasy novel following a plague across a continent. Awkwardly came out at the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic. Features a novel-in-stories plot structure and a magic system that lets people see into the inner workings of things by replacing an eye with a gemstone.
	More Gods Than Stars: It’s this series. This is More Gods Than Stars. You just read book one. Unless you’re the type who likes skipping to the backmatter of the book first. Which… fine by me!
	Short Story Patreon: Every month on my Patreon I release a short story set in The Aetheriad- as of the release of this book, I’ve been releasing stories set on Ishveos for several months now! My Patreon can be found at www.patreon.com/johnbierce.



Further Reading:

	Skadi’s Saga, by Phil Tucker: Norse myth and Viking tale inspired progression fantasy, following Skadi’s tale as she seeks vengeance for the murder of her family, battling giants, undead, and the manipulations of a cruel goddess. Like everything Phil writes, it’s top notch.
	Mana Mirror, by Tobias Begley: Slice-of-life progression fantasy with a trans protagonist, a quirky and enjoyable setting, and an awesome magic system. A genuine delight to read.
	Jirel of Joiry, by C.L. Moore: Classic sword and sorcery stories written in the 30s, following a lady knight in a magical version of medieval France. Jirel hates wizards even more than the average sword and sorcery protagonist— which is saying something, because S&S heroes tend to REALLY hate wizards.
	The Bas-Lag trilogy, by China Mieville: Perdido Street Station and its sequels are immense influences on More Gods Than Stars, and practically classics of SFF at this point. It’s rare I read or reread a China Mieville book without feeling compelled to write a short story in response to it.


Nonfiction Reading on Megastructures:

	Cosmopolis: Yesterday’s Cities of the Future, by Howard Mansfield: Fantastic little survey of various wild plans for cities that never came to past. Includes entries on linear cities, the megastructure movement, and more.
	Megastructures, by Rayner Banham: A more focused survey of the megastructure architectural movement. 
	Project Japan: Metabolism Talks, by Rem Koolhaas and Hans Ulrich Obrist: A deep dive into the Japanese Metabolists, one of the most prominent group of megastructure architects, including interviews with all their surviving members at time of writing.
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