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Prologue

Eons ago, the ancients tells us, a star-like being fell into our world. Its power unfathomable, its will inscrutable, the ancients waited for it to rise and command them. Yet it would not. And for the longest time, they did not know why.  

Yet our world was not untouched. The place the-almost God fell, slowly rearranged itself to reflect, the ancients guessed, the God’s incomprehensible thoughts. 

Passage-ways were born in the deep earth, open spaces twisted themselves out of solid bedrock, and tunnel-systems interwove with each other to create a labyrinth so intricate that it would take generations to map out. 

This maze became the city of Knot. 

It became our home.


-  Hevatius Corpus, Legends of the Fallen Star



Twenty years ago...

Jasque woke up abruptly and sat up straight, heart beating fast. 

Moonlight gleamed off the wide flat rock he was on, bathing the narrow valley in front of him in a soft wash of light. He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and noticed something odd. His hands were trembling. 

He stared at his shaking fingers for a moment and looked around. Perched high on the side of the mountain, the rock afforded nearly perfect views of the valley and the surrounding forest. A brisk breeze whooshed through the tops of the pine trees that flanked the rock, bringing a refreshing scent of pine needles his way. 

Nothing appeared out of place. Crickets chirped loudly and a great horned owl hooted repeatedly at the moon. But his pulse refused to slow down. How had he dozed off when he was supposed to keep watch? He hadn't been that tired. 

Cursing his laxness, he looked back behind him to check on his wife’s sleeping form. 

The place where she'd nestled into the fork joining two large tree roots was glaringly empty.

Jasque stared at it for a moment uncomprehending. A cold tendril of fear crept up his chest but before the feeling could take root, a quiet calmness took its place. Blinking, he stood up slowly, scanning the line of trees behind the broad pine Alia had sheltered underneath. 

Looming like a duty-bound sentinel, the tree’s twisted trunk stood a little way off from the others. Bright moonlight illumined the forest floor for a few feet around it, silvering moss-covered stones and fallen logs. Aside from a few branches waving about in the wind, nothing else moved. His wife was nowhere to be seen.

Thoroughly awake now, he headed towards the tree, his feet momentarily scrunching on a decaying pine cone. His own lack of alarm at Alia’s disappearance puzzled him. 

He walked towards the rough pallet he'd fashioned for her from his cloak, eye on the ground for any sign of a struggle or a trace that might indicate where she'd gone off to. It felt surreal to him, that he, a man who’d never stepped outside his city's border his whole life, was now staring at twigs and leaves attempting to discern a trail. 

They'd been traveling through the dense forest together for days now and she'd never wandered off before. He knelt near his cloak looking for clues, mind awhirl. 

No, he was no good at this–he couldn't spot anything out of place; a wave of helplessness coursed through him briefly before disappearing into that well of calmness. However at peace his heart might be, his mind raged nevertheless.

Why had he listened to Alia? Clutching the home-spun cloak tightly to his chest, he stood, took a hesitant step forward to search for her and abruptly stopped. What if she returned and found him gone? 

The thought of his pregnant wife wandering the wilds without him made his stomach twist for a fleeting moment before that terror disappeared as well.

Why had he ever given weight to those nightmares of hers?  

It was the only reason they were out here miles away from home, hiking through unfamiliar land, headed towards a place that he dared not think about too closely. He pushed the hair off his forehead with trembling fingers, casting his eye about desperately for any sign of her. 

Her nightmares had started a cycle ago, increasing in frequency until she'd had them every night. He bit his lip remembering how his beautiful dark-haired wife had tossed and turned in her sleep–sometimes crying out loudly, more often sobbing silently to herself. 

The nightmares were always the same. A kaleidoscope of shifting patterns that altered itself as she watched. A menacing presence reaching out, its furious attempts to grab her, growing more and more frantic. Their child, all grown up, howling with mad laughter, as an inky black stain–the shadow of some unimaginable monstrosity, slowly plunged the world into darkness. 

He'd held her shivering form close many a night, gently wiping the sweat off her brow as she suffered; she would not awaken until the nightmare was over. 

Holding the cloak to his face he breathed in her scent as he wrestled with himself. Should he search for her or stay put? He stared at the wispy clouds crossing the moon's surface without really seeing them. 

Why hadn't he insisted they stay home where they belonged and tried more healers? Alia had insisted that the answer lay West–that she couldn't explain how she knew, but they had to head West. And when the rings had first appeared in the sky, she’d told him it was time.

They had to go ‘there’ if they were to have any hope of saving the soul of their unborn child.

Jasque’s breath hitched for a moment as he looked up at the massive rings, visible in the night sky. Their concentric circles flared around an invisible central spot. Huge enough to be seen with the naked eye, the wispy, inky circles looked like solid lines against the yellow glare of the sun during daytime. At night, you could sometimes see the fragments that made them, highlighted by the moon at their back. It was eerily impressive.

He swallowed, glancing away from their circular perfection, berating his lack of firmness. In the end he’d simply agreed to leave behind everything he'd known and the life he had loved but not because he was convinced by her arguments...

No, he'd agreed because he couldn’t stand the thought of wiping even one more tear from her eyes. He hugged the cloak to his chest more firmly, face tight, as the wind lightly tickled his nose.

Her suffering had torn his heart and he'd loved her too much to not give in. They’d left their home one night carrying the supplies they needed for their journey without a word to anyone else.

And it had seemed to work. The nightmares had stopped as they’d headed West, trudging deeper and deeper into the forest. Alia’s appetite had rapidly returned; that hollow-eyed look he’d hated vanished and her cheeks filled out, even on the plain fare they carried with them. 

Despite being unfamiliar with the forest and his apprehension regarding the dangers, their journey so far had felt like an extended picnic. They had shared long walks, companionable conversations and lush vistas; Jasque had even dared to hope that the new life they were heading towards might not be so bad. 

And here he stood now, paying for that blind optimism. Expression bleak, he rubbed his nose, exhaling loudly. A fresh wave of remorse assaulted his heart only to dissipate as if it had encountered an impenetrable shield. 

Breathing in deeply, he reached a decision. Bundling the cloak in his pack, he set it aside and grasped the lowest branch of the old pine, determined to climb to the top. 

Just then, a little glimmer of light flashed between the trunks of some slender pines to his far right and shot upwards, straight in the direction of the massive rings. Jasque paused, heart beating fast. Picking up the stout stick he'd transformed into a short spear, he walked towards the spot, trying to move as quietly as he could. 

Some small animal darted into a nearby bush and a chorus of cicadas hummed and fell silent. Jasque drew closer and cautiously brushed aside a heavy branch blocking his view.

A small clearing in the shape of a perfect circle greeted his eye. It was dominated by a single, cracked stone table that might have served as an altar in ages past. Pine cones lay scattered all over it. 

Jasque barely saw any of it; his eyes flew to the sole figure there–Alia lay on her back, on the ground, her feet facing the altar. Hands resting peacefully on her rounded belly, she breathed evenly, her chest rising and falling in the gentle rhythms of sleep.

Relief temporarily coursed through Jasque, threatening to unhinge his knees. He rushed forward recklessly on shaky legs, falling heavily on his knees by her side. The spear fell to the ground forgotten.

“Alia,” he whispered, his voice gruff with emotion. She stirred as he grasped her arms and drew her close. Tears wet her face and his heart lurched–was she having another nightmare? But there was a little smile on her face and no sign of pain. Her eyes slowly fluttered open and Jasque’s breath caught in his throat. 

Motes of brilliant turquoise blue swirled in the pupils of her eyes for the briefest instant before they cleared to the forest green he knew; he almost dropped her in surprise. Then she smiled and it was as if the sun had broken through tightly packed clouds in all its sublime glory.

All coherent thought fled and Jasque’s unnatural calm finally broke. He could feel his eyes fill with tears as he smiled back at her, his heart full, glad simply to be holding her once more.

“Jasque,” his wife murmured softly. She reached up and cupped one hand over his cheek, “It’s going to be alright,” she said, the sleep slowly vanishing from her eyes. She gazed gently into his intent face. “I... I had the most incredible dream."

"Tell me," Jasque managed to say before his voice cracked. He held her with one hand, as he brushed her hair gently with the other, picking out a few stray leaves that had gotten entangled in them. 

“Ashatar came to me Jasque,” Alia said, her soft voice filled with wonder. Jasque could see the reflection of the rings in the sky above them swirling in her pupils.

“I heard him calling and I followed that call here. And he came to me–a ghostly cloud of the most beautiful blue fireflies I’ve ever seen. They coalesced into Ashatar’s form–it was... he was magnificent.”

She paused briefly as her eyes took on a far-away look. Then they snapped back to his own, shining like chips of the rarest emerald, “He told me that everything was going to be alright.”

“I understood then. We were supposed to stop here on our journey. It’s an old place Jasque, a special place. Ashatar’s been guiding us to come here all along, protecting us ever since we entered the forest. That's why we haven't encountered any dangers so far.”

“Then all those fireflies broke apart and they... they... flew into my belly... into our child.” Alia’s lips trembled as fresh tears streamed from her eyes. “I felt the most amazing feeling of peace.”

“I couldn’t see for a moment. A wave of argent light erupted from our child and rippled out into the forest. I felt it touch you... jolt you into awareness.” Alia looked up into Jasque's black eyes and fell silent. Then she smiled again. “You felt it too didn’t you, Ashatar’s peace?” 

Jasque slowly nodded in response, his throat choked with words he didn’t know how to say. He finally understood the unnatural calm that had held him in its grip. All his apprehensions regarding their future melted.

“Everything will be alright,” Alia repeated, her face radiant.

This time Jasque believed her. 

Being touched by a star made it easier.

The Mouse


To be called to be a lamp-lighter and way-finder, one of the most noble of professions to be found in Knot, is a great honour. Careful investigations of the sayings, markings and signs of this Order reveal that they are as old as the city itself. 

What did they discover, those that were the first, as they crept down Knot’s myriad tunnels? 

And more importantly, what did they hide? 

-  Mordecai Arum, The Downward City (Banned)



Merak Virsun hung over the stone archway, suspended by the thin cords of hemp-wire attached to his climbing harness. Each breath was torture; it felt like the wires were trying to squeeze every little bit of air out of him. He glanced downwards inadvertently and the sheer drop set his heart racing. 

I don’t have time for this, he thought, peering up.

He didn’t know when the next patrol would come by. The guards could saunter in to the corridor above at any moment and he was vulnerable, trussed up as he was, dangling in mid-air like a constipated spider. Drops of sweat dripped from his brow and slowly fell into the darkness as he twirled in his harness and debated with himself.

Something was off. He could feel it. 

It didn’t help that he’d started this job off on the wrong foot. Somehow he’d taken a wrong turn and ended up in the wrong corridor without noticing. And all because he’d been so rattled by his last meeting with the Rook. His stupid mistake had thrown all his carefully laid plans into total disarray.

It had been too late to retrace his route.
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